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Preface

My initial purpose was to explore the environment between the old 
neighborhoods and the new neighborhoods in Shanghai and interpret 
them in the context of Shanghai families in the urban setting. Since 
man and environment interaction is governed to a large extent by the 
people’s lifestyle and the kind of physical environmental settings in 
which people are living, I found it necessary to understand the following 
conditions:

A. Society's conception of people,
B. Society’s recognition of people’s needs - physical, social and 
spatial,
C. The family structure and the social network form the milieu of 
people socialization,
D. The understanding of how the people themselves related to the 
physical environment of home and neighborhood.

These conditions necessitate a broader investigation into the impact of 
the physical environment of home and neighborhood on the life style of 
the family.

Since the built environment forms the context and is the setting for day 
to day activities, a comparative study of the environment of the old 
neighborhoods and the new neighborhoods in Shanghai could throw a 
better light on its role than a study of one environmental setting alone. 
In a rapidly industrializing and urbanizing society such as that of China, 
the issue of social and environmental change becomes very important. 
Architects and planners can help in easing this process and reducing 
the social costs involved. Thus what started out as an investigation into 
people’s environmental values and knowledge expanded into a 
comparative study of vernacular and government-built neighborhood 
projects. It became an attempt to understand the role of neighborhoods 
in fostering the process of social change in Chinese society. How this 
change is transmitted in people’s socialization became one of the topics 
of this study.



The study of lane housing neighborhoods is in many ways a personal 
journey into my own childhood spent in my family’s apartment in a lane 
housing neighborhood in Shanghai. The research experience is rooted 
not only in my respondents’ but my own experience as well. Admittedly, 
this introduces a bias in the study, but hopefully this bias is on the side 
of a clearer interpretation without confounding issues. Also, when I 
worked in Shanghai, I engaged in several architectural designs of 
residential buildings and some planning of neighborhoods. The living 
environments and housing conditions now in Shanghai are not very 
good. Many new neighborhoods need to be designed and many old 
neighborhoods should be regenerated. I am very interested in doing 
research about neighborhood environments and improving the designs 
which are more socially suitable and livable.

The research has also resulted in several suggestions for practical 
applications such as design guidelines for both the settings and how to 
renew the older housing areas in Shanghai. The research has also 
been influenced by my background as an architect with a humanistic 
concern and an acceptance of the direction of social change in Chinese 
society.

The chapters in the thesis are organized along the following lines. The 
first chapter “Social and Environmental Change” explores the theoretical 
issues of social change, environmental change, and the relationship 
between the two. The second chapter “The Lane Housing 
Neighborhoods and Settlement Pattern in Shanghai” describes the old 
lane housing neighborhoods and settlement pattern. The third chapter 
“Dwelling and Family Composition” discusses the congruence between 
extended family and lane housing design and between the nuclear 
family and the new government-built neighborhoods. Privacy in the joint 
and nuclear family structure, alterations in the neighborhoods and 
resident preferences in the neighborhood project are also covered in 
this chapter. Chapter four “Renewal and Renovation of the Old City in 
Shanghai” describes the renewal of older housing areas in Shanghai. 
Chapter five “Design Guidelines” suggests some design guidelines 
learned from Lane Housing Neighborhoods.
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Chapter One: Social and Environmental Change

The process of environmental change and its impact on certain parameters of 
social change in neighborhoods in city, Shanghai, is the focus of this study. 
Social and environmental change are investigated at the micro-level of home 
and neighborhood. The central problem addressed is the effect of built form 
on a way of life and the expression of a culture in the physical environment. 
Environmental change resulting from urbanization includes a change from 
lane housing neighborhoods to new neighborhoods. This has an impact on 
social networks, gender roles, family composition and size, and people’s 
socialization. These four areas have been delineated for an in-depth study as 
they have been found to have been directly influenced by changes in the 
physical environment. Redefinition of family, housing, and gender roles are 
aspects of social change. In this chapter, theories of social change will be 
discussed and the connection between environmental and social change will 
be elaborated upon. The research methodology used in the fieldwork will be 
described.

Part I: Social Change

Change and continuity are characteristic of every society. The International 
Encyclopedia of Social Sciences (1968) defines social change as the 
significant alteration of social structures, i.e., of patterns of social action and 
interaction, including consequences and manifestations of such structures 
embodied in norms (rules of conduct), values, and cultural products and 
symbols. Etzioni and Etzioni (1964) point out that there is no adequate theory 
of social change, just as there is no fully developed general theory of society. 
Talcott Parsons and Wilbert Moore have suggested that a theory of society 

and one of social change are inseparable.

The view of social change as something that happens to societies and lesser 
social systems, to the exclusion of what happens within them, is consistent 
with certain conventions in social analysis, but will not do as an adequate



conception of the course of events. The peculiar features of temporary 
change was summarized by a set of generalizations:

1. For any given society or culture rapid change occurs frequently or 
"constantly".
2. Changes are neither temporally nor spatially isolated - that is changes 
occur in sequential chains rather than as “temporary” crises followed by quiet 
periods of reconstruction, and the consequences tend to reverberate through 
entire regions or virtually the entire world.
3. Thus, since contemporary change is probable “everywhere" and its 
consequences may be significant “everywhere", it has a dual basis.
4. The proportion of contemporary change that is either planned or issues 
from the secondary consequences of deliberate innovations is much higher 
than in former times.
5. Accordingly, the range of material technology and social strategies is 
expanding rapidly and its net effect is additive or cumulative despite the 
relatively rapid obsolescence of some procedures.
6. The normal occurrence of change affects a wider range of individual 
experience and functional aspects of societies in the modern world - not 
because such societies are in all respects more “integrated" but because 
virtually no feature of life is exempt from the expectation or normality of 
change.

Many features of social life persist from day to day and even from year to 
year. In terms of these patterns of action, tomorrow will be about the same as 
today and yesterday, and next year will be about the same as this year and 
last. Many other features change, but in an orderly and thus fairly predictable 
way and amount. For these trends tomorrow will differ from today in about 
the degree that today differed from yesterday, and next year can be expected 
to prolong the trend established by previous annual comparisons. Some 
other elements of the future are predictable because the changes will be the 
product of plans, of deliberate intent and action. Even very rapid and complex 
changes have sources and consequences that are delimited rather than 
random, and therefore may be understood and predicted.

The theories of social change articulated by sociologists such as Spencer, 
Maine, Durkheim, Tonnies, Redfield, and Parsons have an evolutionary 
perspective. They operate with a ‘before and after’ model of society 
(Goldthorpe, 1975). The earlier and later social structures are distinguished 
by two sets of dichotomous attributes. Examples include Tonnies’s distinction



between Gemeinschaft and Gesellshaft, Redfield’s folk-urban continuum, 
Durkheim’s distinction between mechanical and organic solidarity, Maine’s 
status and contract societies, and Parson’s five pattern variables such as self
orientation versus collectivity orientation, universalism versus particularism, 
ascription versus achievement ect. These bipolar theories are classificatory 
schemes or typologies containing a list of attributes. They do not explain the 
origins of change, the actors involved in bringing it about, and the factors 
which facilitate or retard the process. They also overlook the point that social 
change is rooted in the concrete practices of daily life. My contention is that 
this is the level at which social change should be studied first. Investigations 
of the reasons and ways in which modifications in the thought and activities of 
individuals occur should be done before conclusions about the larger social 
structure and societal processes can be drawn.

The contemporary world is more hazardous than the past, and the hazards 
affect more people. Social change, on the other hand, is not a uniquely 
modern phenomenon. Some kinds and degrees of change are universal in 
human experience. The speed of contemporary change is not totally illusory 
but it can be exaggerated, as when we pass a much slower-moving auto on 
the road and it seems to be standing still.

The literature which originated in the West assumes that social change is 
internal to the society changing. It has overlooked the diffusion of many 
Western thoughts and practices in both material and non-material culture of 
many traditional societies. However, there is no single cause of change in a 
social system or subsystem. It may originate in any institutional area bringing 
about changes in other areas due to interdependence between them. 
Questions regarding the direction and magnitude of change are affected by 
what units are selected for study which in turn depend upon the theoretical 
constructs of the researcher. Change in a society is never complete-traditional 
elements persist. Change is as characteristic of a society as orderly 
continuity.

Since parts of a society are interdependent, the gap in time between the initial 
changes in one sector of the society and the adaptive response in other 
sectors has been called cultural lag (Ogburn, 1964). Material factors could 
change first leading to adaptation in social cultural elements. Non-material 
factors could also initiate the process of change. The differential rates at 
which the material and non-material aspects of a culture change results in 
cultural lag. In the course of time, cultural lag will be lessened, and a society



will resolve its conflicts through mutual adjustment of its material and non
material aspects. Since conflict is experienced as punishing, behavior is 
restructured so as to eliminate the conflict caused by change. Thus conflict 
reduction is the motivation behind the process of adjustment (Miner, 1964). 
This dialectical process of social and environmental change and their mutual 
resolution is revealed fully in a diachronic study.

In the context of the Third World, social change becomes synonymous with 
development and acquires the connotation of moving towards a ‘developed’ 
or ‘modern’ stage defined by the societies in the First World. Therefore 
‘modernization’ would be an apt term to signify this process. However 
according to Srinivas (1966), the term ’westernization’ should be used since it 
implies changes that a non-western society undergoes as a result of 
prolonged contact with a western one. The diffusion of ideas and techniques 
from the West play an important part in the development processes in Third 
World societies. This can be seen in the concepts that govern the planners’ 
and architects’ actions in the provision of housing and urbanization policies in 
China.

Part II: Environmental Change

This section will elaborate on how social changes have resulted in changes in 
the built form and how social changes themselves are strengthened by 
environmental design changes in the context of neighborhoods in Shanghai. 
All designed environments are the result of environmental change, i. e. of 
purposeful modifications to our physical surroundings (Karen, 1985). A study 
of a designed setting involves a study of physical environmental change. To 
fully understand the role of the built environment in the process of social 
change, the connection between the social and physical environment should 
be elaborated.

The relationship between the two is a dialectic one and is an outcome of a 
process of continuous adjustment. The physical environment reifies the 
social environment. In this regard, its communication aspects must be 
highlighted since it acts as a symbol of the social order. However, the 
meaning attached to the built environment should be located with reference to 
the overall structure of meaning or the world-view of the inhabitants from 
where its collectively shared significance is derived. The physical



environment is also instrumental in bringing about changes in the existing 
social order. A novel built form will require adjustments of lifestyles and habits 
which have a counterpart on the cognitive realm of the individual, in the way 
s/he views her/himself in relation to the society and ultimately on the social 
structure itself. It can thus act as an agent of change in the existing social 
order. The two roles of the physical environment, passive and active, imply 
that environmental change always involves social change.

Another important agent of change is the government in developing countries 
which adopts the welfare model and tries to shape society in an image of a 
socialist state. It therefore takes the responsibility of meeting all the basic 
needs of the citizens, one of which is shelter. The process of providing public 
housing in urban areas is modeled on that in the West, viz. the provision of a 
constructed house to a family by a state agency which combines the roles of 
land acquisition, design, and construction, together with subsidies for low- 
income families. Thus architects and planners become agents of change in a 
developing society. Design and management of the built environment 
becomes an act not only of invention, but also of intervention in the socio- 
behavioral processes (Studer, 1988). These professionals are responsible for 
introducing innovations in built environment which have far-reaching effect on 
the social structure.

The source of changes in building design in the China urban context can be 
traced to influences such as western-oriented education of the architects. 
Though they are aware of the need to preserve traditional building elements 
in design, frequently this incorporation is insignificant and does not work in an 
urban setting due to factors such as high density and shortage of space. The 
very fact that housing is a state responsibility and is designed by 
professionals such as architects and planners, is a facet of modernization. It 
represents a change from a non-professionalized process of design in 
vernacular dwellings and settlements by the user-builder to that by a body of 
professionals who are not users of the environments they design. The 
vernacular dwellings are a result of the process of incremental and adaptive 
change, a response of the user inhabitant to evolving requirements over time. 
The planning and building of new housing is the outcome of the conceptual 

organization of the built environment prior to its construction (Studer, 1988). 
This process of design is very much guided by the norms of the profession 
grounded in its history in the West. The urban residents, who are frequently 
rural migrants or have been inner-city dwellers (where the courtyard from of 
housing persists), have to adapt to an architectural environment which is



unsuited to their life-style. When an opportunity exists to modify their 
surroundings (as in EWS-Economically Weaker Section housing studied), the 
modifications and additions reflect the conservatism of the residents regarding 
environmental change. At the same time, the ecological structure of an urban 
neighborhood such as a housing colony generates social changes affecting 
family structure, social networks and gender roles.

Urbanization of neighborhoods in the city in a process of change which has 
far reaching implications on the socio-economic structure of the traditional city 
society. With economic growth, industrial development , country to city 
migration, increased motorization and changes in the life style of citizens, 
there is a combination of traditional and modem occupations and it also 
results in the loosening of numerous restrictions on day-to-day interaction 
between neighbors. Restrictions on bodily touch and on exchanging water 
and food are declining in the neighborhoods. Participation in the urban 
economy has an effect on the consumption behavior and greater dependency 
on the external market. New acquisitions tend to become symbols of status 
differentiations and this is reflected in the physical environment of the 
neighborhoods.

The process of social and environmental change in the neighborhoods in 
Shanghai may be also set in the framework of folk-urban continuum as 
formulated by redfield (1947). 'Folk' and 'urban' society must be viewed as 
two poles of a continuum which are ideal types, i. e. mental constructs. No 
society corresponds to it fully but every society includes both folk and urban 
elements, so that it falls somewhere along the continuum. The incorporation 
of the neighborhoods in the city and the subsequent social and environmental 
changes indicates the direction of change in the Chinese society. The 
environmental dimension of this change is what this thesis seeks to explain. 
Since the purpose is to relate social and environmental change, two cases 
are considered, old and new, which are examples of the extreme ends of the 
before and after continuum mentioned in theories of social change. The 
neighborhoods serves as a baseline from which changes-both environmental 
and social can be studied, though it is itself undergoing changes as a result of 
its new proximity to the city. The city also displays many traditional elements, 
especially in the traditional inner-city neighborhoods. The emphasis will be on 
the comparison of the two settings and the impact between them will have in 
terms of lifestyle, on the inhabitants. This comparison will be set within the 
framework of changes in the direction of urbanization in the city.



Part III: Research Methodology

The methodology used is exploratory since research questions dealing with 
the issues of social and environmental change in the field of person- 
environment studies have not been explicitly formulated. This is especially 
the case when work is done in a culture where no prior research on the above 
theme (the relationship between social and environmental change) has been 
carried out. Though the question of social change has been studied in-depth 
by sociologists and anthropologists, they have neglected its spatial 
dimension. A longitudinal study is best suited to analyzing the process of 
change in the society and its physical environment. For obvious reasons (this 
being a thesis with its own time constraints) this could not be done. Instead, 
two settings, a old and a new neighborhood which represented two points in a 
continuum of change, were selected for study. The methodology was not 
geared towards discovering causal relations between the physical 
environment and behavior, but making sense of the environmental change at 
the micro-level and its social implications. Since environmental change is 
among a host of factors that lead to changes in life-style, we cannot use it 
predict behavior. The theoretical prespective or framework, viz. the study of 
the dialectics between socio-cultural issues and the built environment at the 
residential scale, guided the fieldwork. This perspective helped to draw the 
conceptual boundaries of research work without which research would have 
proved to be unmanageable as the physical environment is the context for all 
activities in the lifeworld.

Since I had no hypotheses to test, only broad research questions to 
investigate, I used an ethnographic approach. This anthropological research 
method, used for describing a culture, is suited to understanding the life-style 
of a community and how it influences and is in turn influenced by its built 
environment. Anthropological research methods such as ethnography and 
participant observation have to be modified for the purposes of environmental 
design research. The architectural researcher comes to the field with a 
preconceived bias towards the physical environment as a result of prior 
training. S/he in faced with the decision regarding the extent to which 
participation in a community is necessary for the purposes of architectural 
research. Not everything in the structure of everyday life and the stream of 
behavior can be recorded or indeed queried as so much of our environmental 
behavior is taken for granted. Data gathering has to be selective. The 
aspects of social life selected for study are those in which the physical 
environment had a tangible role to play.



The main research technique used was date gathering and my study which 
had been done in Shanghai. I found during the course of fieldwork that social 
and cultural meanings can be investigated by asking how the environment is 
used rather then what it means. Meanings lie at the tacit level of 
understanding and are thus not easy to verbalize. Unobtrusive observation of 
the use of space at home could only be done if I had stayed in a household or 
spent long stretches of time there. This was not possible due to time 
constraints and due to the fact that sufficient rapport could not be established 
to let the household members feel at ease in my presence. At the same time, 
the nature of the research topic could not be captured in anonymous, 
standardized survey instruments. Therefore analytic categories such as 
gender roles in space, congruence between family composition and the 
dwelling form, house as a communal versus a private dwelling, and the 
physical environment as a text of the social structure of the community were 
formulated at the end of fieldwork. They emerged out of the data, then the 
data itself is used to verify the conceptual categories. They serve the purpose 
of empirical generalizations aimed at explaining social and environmental 
changes. The comparative study of the two house forms, traditional and 
modern, helped select the theme - environmental change and its meaning in 
social and cultural terms. Comparable data from both the settings was used 
for each conceptual category developed. This introduced a systematic 
procedure in research as each comparison was used to make theoretical 
sense.

8



Chapter two: The Lane Housing Neighborhoods 
and Settlement Pattern in Shanghai

Part I A Link of the East and West 
----- The History of Shanghai

Shanghai is located in East China, latitude 31014’ North, longitude 121 °29’ 
East. The climate is mild and subtropical with seasonal winds and a rainy 
season between June and August. Summer and winter temperatures range 
between the extremes of-12.1°C  and 40.2° C. There is precipitation all year 
around with an average of 132 days yearly and daily averages ranging 1.124 
millimeter, often accompanied by wind.

Shanghai is in many senses a unique city, one of the most remarkable in the 
world. In addition to its being one of the world's greatest seaports, its history, 
its functioning and its relation to the world’s politics and international peace, 
make Shanghai a fascinating study.

A city of four million people grew up in the short space of a hundred years out 
of the traditional agrarian economy of China, before the building of a modern 
railway and before other Chinese commercial cities of metropolitan size had 
appeared. The city of Shanghai, born out of Western commercial enterprise 
and organized in its economic life largely along Western lines, was, in effect, 
superimposed on a peasant civilization. On this agrarian base, it erected, 
first, a trade which reached to all parts of the globe and, subsequently, a 
manufacturing complex which put it among the leading urban industrial 
centers of the world at that time.

In both respects, Shanghai has been the center of a vortex of economic 
change spreading from the city to engulf the rest of China, a process which is 
still in its early stages. Toward the close of the first century since its opening 
to foreign trade in 1843, Shanghai accounted for half of China’s foreign trade 
and half of its mechanized factories. The city’s four million people formed one 
of the first five or six metropolitan groupings in the world, and Shanghai was 
well over twice the size of its nearest urban rival in China, Peking.



In the 13th century, Shanghai was only a peaceful coastal area in the east of 
China, unknown to the outside world. In November 1843, Captain George 
Balfour, late of Her Majesty’s forces in India, arrived in Shanghai. As British 
Consul, he declared the port open to trade in accordance with the terms of the 
Treaty of Nanking. The Shanghai of 1843 appeared to those who gazed from 
the deck of the British merchant man anchored in the Whangpoo as a walled 
town almost surrounded by the tall masts of hundreds of junks. Shanghai 
was known to foreign travelers in the eighteenth century, but most accounts 
on record are those of visitors in the early nineteenth century. Before AD  
1544, Shanghai was begun to be built as a country town. The 400 square 
miles of Shanghai Country settlement had become an important port for the 
Changjiang (Yangtze) River Valley by the early 19th Century.

The rise of other great cities has, in the main, depended on either or both of 
two factors: The concentration of the administrative functions of a large 
empire or political unit in a single pre-eminent center (Rome, London, Peking), 
and the concentration of trade from manufacturing for a highly integrated and 
commercialized economy in an outstanding urban location (New York), based 
on the existence of low-cost volume carriers. Shanghai has never performed 
any administrative functions beyond its own metropolitan limits. The Chinese 
economy on which its trade is based remains far from integrated or 
commercialized. Railways are perhaps still China’s most notable lack and 
prohibits a complete integration of trade within the country.

Shanghai lies near the seaward face of the Yangtze delta, where the 
extensive water routes of a great river system are gathered into a knot, and 
where the coast of China extends farthest into the open sea (F 2-1-1). Goods 
which different local 
areas produced and 
foreign traders found 
overseas markets could 
thus move out for export 
through Shanghai.
Foreign goods entering 
China in return could be 
distributed over a wide 
area from the city.
Shanghai therefore 
became the commercial 
center for virtually all of

Shanghai
Changjiang (Yangtze) River

F 2-1-1 The map of China. By author.



the Yangtze basin which includes the most populous and productive half of 
China. Not only did trade flow through the city, but Shanghai also became 
one of the world’s leading financial centers.

Shanghai is a special example of rapid urban development in China’s 
modern history. In the short 100 year period (1840-1940) Shanghai 
developed from a typical, traditional Chinese agricultural region to become a 
first-class international metropolis in the Far East. Shanghai is the biggest 
city in terms of population in Southeast Asia. Two outstanding locational 
factors distinguish Shanghai from other delta cities in the lower and lower- 
middle latitudes. They are its central position on the coast of east Asia, and 
the wide range of its trading locale. Shanghai has a central location on the 
East Asia coastline, it is a focal point as a port in the Far East and is an equal 
distance from Atlantic Europe and North America. Shanghai is the link to the 
resources and large population of the vast Yangtze River Valley, the largest 
river valley in the world. Shanghai, by virtue of location, is on an international 
standing with the other coastal metropolises of the world . Shanghai is the 
center of the more cultural and more educated people for all of China.

On July 5, 1854, the British, American and French consuls-Alcock, Murphy 
and Edan, signed the Land Regulations of the British, American and French 
Settlement in Shanghai. They also established an Executive Committee (later 
called the Municipal Council) of seven people led by William Kay to govern 
the settlements completely independent of Chinese authorities. Although this 
council was an exception to contemporary standards for international 
organization and did not receive recognition by the British government, it 
managed to steadily increase its governing power. The existence of a what 
was essentially a “nation within a nation” became clear when the British and 
American consuls agreed to combine the government of their settlements on 
September 21,1863. In 1899, after further territorial enlargement, they created 
the “International Settlement of Shanghai”. Of THE THREE municipalities 
forming urban Shanghai, the International Settlement is the most important. 
Its importance is due to two factors - location and security.



Just as the city of 
Shanghai has become 
the commercial and 
financial capital of 
China, the
International 
Settlement has
become the
commercial and
financial center of 
Shanghai. Growing 
out of the original 

British Settlement which was advantageously situated on the Huang Pu river ( 
F 2-1-2), the present area of 8.3 square miles includes over 31,000 feet of 
river frontage and has become the natural center for shipping, industry, 
finance, and business. Over 1,150,000 people live in the “Foreign Settlement 
North of the Yang-king-pang." Although only about 39,000 of this number are 
foreigners, representatives of forty-six nationalities were registered in the last 
census*. For three-quarters of a century this small foreign minority has ruled 
a large Chinese majority and provided the Settlement with an efficient 
municipal government. The basis for this government is to be found in the 
Land Regulations of 1869, which, with few changes, have served as the only 
organized law fnr the Settlement's administration.

Shanghai and the pattern of its development during the past century have 
been modern China in microcosm. In the city, China for the first time learned 
and absorbed the lessons of extra territoriality, gun-boat diplomacy, foreign 
“concessions,” and the aggressive spirit of nineteenth century Europe. There, 
more than anywhere else, the two civilizations came together: the rational, 
legal-minded, scientific, industrialized, efficient, expansionist West, and 
traditional, intuitive, humanist, agrarian, inefficient, seclusionist China.

Shanghai has a unique architectural heritage within the world, while the 
presence of the foreign settlements in Shanghai violated the sovereignty of 
Chinese nation, they also became a singularly important introduction of 
Western culture and architecture to the East. Dual influences in Shanghai’s 
urban development were exerted within conflict between modern Western 
culture and the values of traditional Chinese society. This duality was 
expressed during the development of Shanghai in the conflict between 
western industrial civilization and Chinese agricultural civilization and in the

F 2-1-2 The view along Huangpu River. Gao, Zheng, 1994.



conflict between the culture of modernist architecture and that of traditional 
Chinese architecture.

F 2-1-3 Lane Housing. Yie, Bo-chu, 1993.

Lane Housing is a 
typical vernacular 
residential dwelling 
type with Shanghai 
characteristics (F 
2-1-3), it continued 
the characteristics 
of the South China 
domestic building, 
Shan He Yuan (F 
2-1-4) and
absorbed the
feature of the 
western townhouse 
(F 2-1-5) and 
became a special 

building style in modern time in 
Shanghai.

F 2-1-4 Shan He Yuan. Yie, Bo- 
chu, 1993.
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F 2-1-5 Townhouse. By author.

The settlements were conceived to facilitate the exploitation of China by 
foreign capitalists. They also inadvertently created a unique environment 
where conflicting economic and political systems, differing u itan living styles 
and a variety of cultures and architectural styles existed in the same physical 
space and thus invited critical comparison with each other. As modern 
western urban civilization was progressed, the Shanghai influence of this 
intrusion was felt throughout China. Shanghai’s experiment in the fusion of 
cultures exerted an historic influence not only on Shanghai but also on the 
whole of modern China’s urban and architectural development. The complex 
urban fabric of Shanghai stands alone in world history as the result of the 
forceful architectural intersection of several cultures with a well established 
society.

* The 1935 census for the settlement enumerated: Japanese, 20,242; 
British, 6,595; Russian, 3,017; Indian, 2,341; American, 2,017; the Chinese, 
1,120,860, added to the foreign total of 38,915 made a grand total of 
1,159,775. The foreign total included 10,332 residents of the “Outside 
Roads” areas.
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Part II The Lane Housing Neighborhoods 
and Settlement Pattern in Shanghai

Now, suddenly, I might be living in a model of the ideal community 
of the future.

It is called a city neighborhood.
For those who have never been in one, it means something more than 

being in the city. It also means that it is a place where a person can get by 
without a car and do nicely with only one of them. It is the place to be if we 
ever get down to rationing of gasoline.

Within a few blocks are grocery stores. A woman can actually walk to 
one of them , buy her food, and walk back to her home.

Within walking distance are shops that sell clothing for people of all 
ages and sizes, drugs (the legit stuff), newspapers, shoes, books, postage 
stamps, picture frames, hammers and nails, hamburgers, chop suey, 
chocolate malts, guitar strings and books.

Also within walking distance are places that will do dry cleaning and 
tailoring , shoe repairing, give men haircuts and women hairdos, sell you 
eyeglasses, drill a tooth, set a broken leg and write a will.

For those who are so inclined, there are a variety of places suitable for 
praying and singing hymns on Sunday mornings, it takes all kinds, I guess.

There is also a big schoolyard, which is a good place to fly a kite, play 
touch football, get up a softball game, or just hang around.

Within a few blocks are bus lines, and the buses connect with the L, 
which gets a person downtown faster and cheaper than by car.

This used to be the kind of community most people lived in, whether it 
was a small town or a city neighborhood. Even the suburbs were like it before 
the war. ( Mike Royko, Neighborhood on the way back. The Chicago Daily 
News, Nov. 2 6 ,1 9 7 3 .)

Summary

Neighborhoods have a rich heritage in Shanghai. A kind of old 
neighborhoods, called “Lane Housing”, is a typical vernacular residential 
dwelling type with Shanghai characteristics. Lane Housing neighborhoods 
have been in Shanghai for hundreds of years. This type of neighborhood



continued the
characteristics of the 
South China domestic 
building and absorbed 
the features of European 
residential building. 
Lane Housing
neighborhoods have 
evolved a special style 
and become one of the 
main typical, residential 
architecture types in 
modern times in 
Shanghai. The “Lane” in 
Shanghai is a basic unit 

place for people's community activities. And the “Lane Housing” took an 
important role during the development of Shanghai ( F 2-2-1). It had compact 
and flexible planning, quiet and convenient environment, functional floor plan 
design and exquisite and unique ornaments. It is a kind of economic, 
residential building in Shanghai, found in most parts of the city and is 
associated with economic and political systems and a variety of cultures.

F 2-2-1 Lane housing in Shanghai. Yie, Bo-chu, 1993.

The layout of the “Lane 
Housing” is concentrated. 
The “Lane” are rarely used 
for vehicular traffic except for 
moving in and out or for 
deliveries to the housing 
units. The main Lane is 
connected to the through 
street of the neighborhood 
where the traffic is ( F 2-2-2).
The main and sub Lane are 

narrower streets that are only 
used by the local 
neighborhood residents. 
There is very litter traffic on 
the Lanes, as they are used 
for pedestrians, bicycles and 
as a common meeting area

sublane

F 2-2-2 The circulation in Lane Housing neighborhoods.
By author.

and play area for children ( F 2-2-3). The
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inhabitants come in and go from the home through the lane. The sublane is 
connected to the mainlane, and the mainlane is connected to street. “Lane 
Housing” was designed for middle-class people at that time and became a 
very popular neighborhood design. Because of the rapid raise of population 
density of land in Shanghai over the years, the problem of crowded residence

F 2-2-3 The children are playing in the lane. 
Gao, Zheng, 1994

became very serious. It led to a 
wrong use of housing in that 
instead of one family for one unit 
that the housing was designed for, 
several families live inside.

“Lane Housing” has more than a 
one hundred forty year history. 
Most of these housings are now 
very old and need to be 
reconstructed. Great care should 
be taken in the reconstruction of 
buildings like “Lane Housing” within 
the old city area. Such building 
characteristics should be preserved 
and be beneficial to the style of the 
city scope. For important streets 
and areas to be preserved in 
traditional style, improvements 
should be made in public works and 
environmental protection, besides 
regular maintenance and repair.

“Lane Housing” is a kind of neighborhood which is a typical settlement in 
Shanghai. It can be divided into four groups with same lane planning but 
different characteristics of buildings and built at different time, called the “Old 
Lane Shi Ku Men”, the “New Lane Shi Ku Men”, the “Lane Apartment”, and 
the “Lane Garden House".

"Old Lane Shi Ku Men" were mostly built between 1876 and 1910, with the 
three bays and two side rooms called the Xiang Fang floor plan ( F 2-2-4).

With a large number of construction of “Lane Housing” and the foreign 
concessions’ thriving and prosperous, public utility in Shanghai were 
developed. In 1864, the first Gas company was established in Shanghai. In



1882, the first Electric 
company in Shanghai was 
built, and then in 1883, 
the first Water company 
was built.

In 1911, the feudal 
dynasty which had
dominated China for a 
long time was overthrown

f 2-2-4 Floor plan. B, author. and the structure of the
family changed. The

large, extended family decomposed gradually to small, nuclear family. The 
buildings in “Lane Housing” were changed from large to small. After World 
War I, many rich people from victorious nations came to Shanghai with the 
western concept for dwelling. In Shanghai , the up-class people were 
influenced by the western life style and became unsatisfied with the existing 
“Old Lane Shi Ku Men”. They had a greater demand for the direction of the 
housing plan, sanitary equipment and kitchen fittings. Since 1920, the “New 
Lane Shi Ku Men" had emerged ( F 2-2-5), which had appropriate design and 
utilities for the demand for a more western life style.

At the same time, there were 
another two kinds of “Lane 
Housing”, one was the “Lane 
Apartment" and the other was the 
“Lane Garden House" which was 
single family house or townhouse.

| Western Life Style |

| Extend Family |---------------- Nuclear Family |

|  Western life  Style [

1 Old Lane Shi KU Men |---------- »| New Lane Shi Ku Men |

F 2-2-5 By author

Beginning Dec. 1941, Shanghai was controlled by Japanese imperialism. 
The construction of residential building had almost stopped during this 
periods. Until 1949, the real estate in Shanghai was depressed.

After 1949, the new Chinese government were very concerned with the 
people’s living condition and built a host of new neighborhoods to meet the 
needs of the times instead of “Lane Housing”. The new neighborhoods 
sprung up like mushrooms, but up to now, nearly one-half of people of 
Shanghai still live in the Old Lane Housing. Housing conditions in the central 
districts of Shanghai are widely, acknowledged as being among the worst in 
urban China.



Planning of “Lane Housing”

building units
Residential building is the main part of “Lane Housing”, its composition can be

mainly divided two 
ways. One is 
called “grid pattern" 

and the other is 
called “free pattern” 
( F 2-2-6). “grid 
pattern” was used 
in both the “Old 
Lane Shi Ku Men" 
and Ku Men". 
There are many 
units which are

mainlane

sublane

building units 

city street

Grid pattern Free pattern

F 2-2-6 The plan patterns. By author.

linked each other with almost the same layout. In order to save space, the 
distant between the buildings are compressed, and the usual proportion of the 
height of the building and the distance between buildings is around 1:0.7 ( F 
2-2-7). This ratio of height to distance between buildings does not meet the 
quality requirement for direct sunshine for the housing units now in Shanghai. 
But the original design was for one unit for one 

family, so on the first floor was the living room, 
dinning room, kitchen and bathroom and the 
bedrooms were all on the second and third 
floor. When the housing was used for just one 
family, the bedrooms could still get enough 
direct sunshine. The courtyard separate the 
building and the lane and helped to avoid the 
noise and allow the sunshine to reach the living 
quarters. The building density in “free pattern" is not very high, so there were 
no problem for sunshine and noise.

— xv
-1

F 2-2-7 The distance between the 
buildings. Sheng, Hua, 
1993.

The circulation grid within the “Lane Housing" is the lanes. The lanes in “Lane 
Housing" are the main traffic lines. There are usually main lanes and 
sublanes, the sublane is connected to the mainlane, which is connected to 
city street ( F. 2-2-2). The width of the main lane is greater than 4 meters 
(equal to 13 feet) and the width of sublane is greater than 2.5 meters (equal to 
8.2 feet). In the “New Lane Housing" the main lane were enlarged to 6 
meters (equal to 20 feet) and the sublane were enlarged to 3.5 meters (equal



to 11.5 feet) because the inhabitants owned cars. The main lane was open to 
both vehicular and pedestrian traffic.

One “Lane Housing" neighborhood 
usually had one to four main lanes. 
They always located in the central 
part of the neighborhood and on the 
important traffic point( F. 2-2-8). 
They connected directly with the 
street oriented to the city. There 
was an entrance and exit on the 
main lane. At the entrance, there 
usually was a door and a sign with 
the lane name. Beyond the 
entrance, some lanes have a bridge 
gallery spanning a lane( F. 2-2-9). 
Some have no bridge gallery, but 
door pillars and a sign of the names 
( F. 2-2-10) for easy identification.

F 2-2-8 The location and circulation. By author.

The sublane is narrower than the main 
lane. One end of the sublane connects 
with the main lane and the other is 
connected with the street. Sometime, they 
have just one end with either the mainlane 
or the street. F 2-2-9 A bridge gallery spanning a 

lane. Yie, Bo-chu, 1993.
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F 2-2-10 The entrance of the lane with pillars.
Yie, Bo-chu, 1993

The residents living in sublane 
usually used the back door, which 
was close to kitchen, in order to 
keep the living room and dinning 
room quiet. Because the kitchen 
was not very large, most of the 
housework was done outside of the 
backdoor while the children were 
playing outside in the sublane and 
their mother was doing housework 
in the sublane ( F. 2-2-11).

The sublane had multiple-purpose 
functions. They were not only the 
traffic road but also the public places, 
where the residents sit and watch the 
world go by or enjoy talking with each 
other. They all liked to be with other 
people. They did community activities 
together and the children played 
together. The residents of a 
neighborhood were very nice with 
each other and knew each other very 
well.

“Lane Housing” planning gave people 
a clean, quiet living environment and a 
nice public place. In about the 82 
square kilometer, densely populated 
area in Shanghai, noise is a big 
problem. But, inside the lane, the 
noise is subsided and insulated

sublane kitchen
back courtyard enlarged

housework
area

F 2-2-11 Enlarged housework area. By 
author.

because of the building in front of the street and the enclosing wall on the 
boundary of the lane housing. In some large lane housing neighborhoods, it 
is a little bit noisy in main lane, but it is still quiet in the sublane, especially at 
the far end of a sublane. The micro environment in the lane is also better 
than outside of the lane in the summer because the sunshine time is shorter 
in the lane.
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Topological Analysis of The Lane Housing

The vernacular dwelling manifests how a culture and society has thought 
about space over a long stretch of time. The resulting house form is an 
example of binary thinking in which all oppositions such as private-public, 
inside-outside, back-front and male-female are equivalent ( F. 2-2-12, F. 2-2- 
13). These oppositions are evident in the way spaces are organized within 
the house and in their functional use.

The courtyard can be considered the focal point of 
the house in Lane Housing. It is usually rectangular 
in shape, though its size and shape changes as the 
house grows and the building takes place from 

n outside-in.

□ ' □  Similarly, there is a front courtyard and a small back
f  2-2-12 By author, courtyard in the Lane Housing. The courtyard helps

to reduce circulation space within the house and 
eliminates the need for corridors. Because of its central focal position, it acts

back

female

front

im i
male

m  Private
0 %  semi-private 

semi-public

//

F 2-2-13 Space analysis. By author.



as a buffer zone between different rooms which do not have to open into one 
another. It is also the loci of all movements between different spaces in the 
house. Since the rooms open off a courtyard, there is a high degree of 
visibility as opposed to the visual privacy function of the house where rooms 
open off a corridor. The size of the courtyard is small in the Lane Housing. 
Thus the structure of the house with an internalized, small open space fits a 
private pattern of living.

The activity of cooking and preparation of food spill out into the back 
courtyard or into the lane so that the kitchen itself may be quite small ( F. 2-2- 
11). The back courtyard serves to separate kitchen and living room, the two 
areas being on the opposite sides to the back courtyard. The kitchen area 
became female areas and the living areas became male areas, in which the 
women move with hesitancy.

The main entrance is into the front 
courtyard. On the main entrance there is 
a big black, wood door with a stone 
frame which people called “Shi Ku Men” (

F 2-2-14 Shi Ku Men. Gao, Zheng,
1993.

F. 2-2-14). It has the same form, same 
material and same size no matter how 
the building is. It strengthens the rhythm 
of a row of Lane Housing. The layout F 2-2-15 The layout- Gao, Zheng, 1993.

left people a deep impression because of the “Shi Ku Men" ( F. 2-2-15)
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Old Lane Shi Ku Men.

The unit floor plan of the “Old Lane Shi Ku Men” is usually a rectangle and a 
two story building. The depth is longer than the width . There are two 
entrances, one front and one back. Both are connected with the lane. The 
bay of the unit is around 3.6 to 4.2 meters, the depth is around 16 meters. 
The area of the base of a unit with three bays is usually 200 square meters.

The “Old Lane Shi Ku Men” unit has more or less the same setup ( F. 2-2-16). 
On the front side, there is a 5.4 meter high big wall. The “Shi Ku Men” inlaid

the middle of the wall. It is a 1.5 meter 
wide, 2.5 meter high , two leaf door ( 
F. 2-2-14). Inside of the door, there is 
a small, 16 square meter courtyard. 
The room face to the door is the living 
room. The rooms on both side of the 
courtyard are the bedroom and study 
room, which are called “Xiang Fang”. 
Behind the living room, there is a stair 
case. The living room, bedroom, 
study room and stair case form the 
front part of the “Old Lane Shi Ku 
Men”. On the second story there are 
bedrooms and a study room.

F 2-2-16 The floor plan. Sheng, Hua, 1993.
The living room faces the courtyard 

with all French windows which reach the floor. The inhabitants can take the 
windows off when they need. They can open the “Shi Ku Men”, so the living 
room is wholly open to the courtyard and the courtyard is open to the lane. 
When this is done, a large open space from the living room to the lane has 
been made ( F. 2-2-17). It is very convenient to come in and go out and the 
lighting and the ventilation is good. It also creates a good place for people to 
gather. This kind of multipurpose design which enlarges the space fits well 
with the Chinese traditional living habit and limited space.

Behind the front part is attached a one story addition with pitched roof. The 
width is the same as the front part. The depth is around 3 to 4 meters. The 
part is usually used for kitchen, storage and bathroom. Between the front part 
and the attached part, there is a back courtyard with the depth of 1.2 to 1.5 
meters. It separates the two parts. The attached rooms open the windows to



the back courtyard to light and ventilate. On the roof is a wood balcony with a 
wood stair connected to the second story staircase. A well is the water 
source and is found in the back courtyard.

| Living room Front courtyard

| Lane | = Large space

lane

F 2-2-17 Large open space from living room to 
lane. By author.

courtyard floor plan design. They are 
and fewer windows of the design.

The layout of the “Old Lane Shi 
Ku Men” is simple. The front 
facade is composed of the 
courtyard wall and the gable of 
the bedroom and study room. 
There is a white-washed wall 
with lime plaster and about 5 
meter high. There are only two 
windows and one big, black door 
called “Shi Ku Men". The roof is 
made of dark gray tiles. The 
units link each other to a long 
row in the lane. The facade 
looks tall and orderly. The 
Chinese traditional characteristic, 
black and white, forms a sharp 
contrast and makes you feel 
secure and steady ( F. 2-2-18).

The building density in the “Old 
Lane Shi Ku Men” is usually 
greater than 80%, but the lighting 
and ventilation in the building is 
satisfactory because of the 

not very noisy because of the tall wall

The axis and the symmetrical construction design of the "Old Lane Shi Ku 
Men" show an influence of traditional Chinese thought in its spatial and social 
organization. The rules of orientation derived from the cosmic square are 
followed in the settlement pattern and entrance to the house. The structure of 
the extended family also governs the use of space at home through norms of 
interpersonal behavior between family members. The spatial arrangement of 
a large area, multi-bedrooms and tall walls reflect styles of social interaction, 
modes of privacy, and the hierarchical, extended structure of the family. The 
attitudes towards space are the result of the fundamental unity between the



built environment, behavior, and social 
order, which in turn are determined by a 
culture’s conception of cosmos and its 
place in it.

New lane Shi Ku Men

With the change of the structure of the 
family from extended to nuclear, the 
characteristics of the “New Lane Shi Ku 
Men” changed from the three bay unit of 
the “Old Lane Shi Ku Men” to a single bay 
unit (F 2-2-19). The difference from the 
“Old Lane Shi Ku Men" is fewer bays, 
more narrow width, more windows, and 
less depth. More units can be built on the same area land. Usually eight to 
ten units constitute a row with one bay for the middle unit, two bays for the 
end unit (F 2-2-20) and one “Shi Ku Men” for each unit.

F 2-2-18 The layout. Gao, Zheng, 
1994

F 2-2-19 A single bay unit in “New Lane F 2-2-20 The end unit with two bays. By
Shi Ku Men”. Sheng, Hua, 1993. author.
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flat roof with banisters
The floor plan design 
of the “New Lane Shi 
Ku Men” basically 
followed the “Old Lane 
Shi Ku Men". In order 
to adapt the design to 
one bay unit, the 
attached part was 
changed from one 
story to two or three 
stories. The second 
and the third floor are 
used as small 
bedrooms, which are 

called “Ting Zi Jian”. Above “Ting Zi Jian”, there is a flat roof with banisters for 
drying clothes (F 2-2-21). In the two bay unit, one bay was changed to “Ting 
Zi Jian” and the other to a bedroom (Xiang Fang) (F 2-2-22). The depth of the 
attached part is not as long as the “Old Lane Shi Ku Men". It is usually 
around 2.4 meters. The area of the kitchen and of the “Ting Zi Jian” is 
around 8 square meters. Because of the shorter depth, smaller area and 
lower than 2.4 meter elevation for the attached part, the outline of the building 
has a more multi-dimensional look and is a more pleasing outline (F 2-2-23).

r / ,L_

i

F 2-2-21 The section of “New Lane Shi Ku Men". Sheng, Hua, 
1993.

Ting zi jian kitchen bathroom
bedrm

courtyard

bedrm bedrm
h  . 

living rm
bedrm

bedrm

courtyard

The second floor The first floor

F 2-2-22 The plan of two bay unit. Sheng, Hua, 1993.
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There are not as 
many “Lane 
Apartments” as

Lane Apartment

“Lane Shi Ku Men” 
houses in
Shanghai. They 
were designed forP 2-2-23 The elevetion. ShenQ, Hue. 1993. were designed for

high-income people. There are four kinds of design of these apartment units. 
The first kind is the form "line” design for the lane apartment building which 
has one staircase for two suites and two bays for each suite. There is a 
front part and a back part. In the front part are the master bedroom and 
bedrooms. In the back part are the kitchen, 
bathroom and housekeeper’s bedroom.
The entrance of the suite is directly ooen to

F 2-2-24 Lane apartment plan I. Sheng, Hua, 
1993

F 2-2-25 Lane apartment plan II. 
Sheng, Hua, 1993.



The second kind is the form “point” design for building unit. The floor plan 
design is similar to the first one with four bays for each building and two for 
each suite with one main staircase for two suites (F 2-2-25).

The third kind is the building unit design with a form like butterfly. This 
building unit also has four bays, but the depth of the building is enlarged. 
There are four suites inside, one on each corner with one main staircase for 
the four suites and two additional small stairs, each for two suites (F 2-2-26).

mm ■

F 2-2-26 Lane apartment plan III. Sheng, Hua, 1993.

The fourth kind is an apartment building with a 
garden. This is a high quality building in the “Lane 
Housing”. The building unit is a two story building 
with one suite for each floor. The first floor has a 
big porch and the second floor has a big balcony. 
There is one living room, one dinning room, two 
bedrooms, two bathrooms and one housekeeper’s 
bedroom in one suite. The entrance for each suite 
is on a different side of the building. The garage 
for parking is in the lane (F 2-2-27).

garage :—

F 2-2-27 Site plan. Sheng, Hua, 
1993.
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Lane Garden House

The building unit in “Lane Garden House” is a house or townhouse. It was 
designed for rich people at that time. The houses are different size. The 
small one has only four to five rooms (F 2-2-28). The big one has more than 
ten rooms (F 2-2-29). Most houses have three or less stories with two bays. 
Usually, there are three entrances for each house. The main entrance is 
connected directly with the living room. The secondary entrance led to the 
staircase and every bedroom without through the living room and dinning 
room. The other entrance is only for the kitchen and opens directly to the 
outside (F 2-2-30). The houses in the lane have different outlines, different 
forms and different materials from different periods. They have a flexible floor 
plan with a rich design and varied layout (F 2-2-31, F 2-2-32). Some house 
designs absorbed the features of western residential building and have 
different styles.

people living there now have a urgent requirement for bettering the living 
conditions. A great care should be taken in the reconstruction of the “Lane 
Housing". Preserving the building characteristics and improving the living 
conditions of the use of the housings should be done to fit the present life 
style.

For many reasons, 
the use of the 
“Lane Housing" 
changed from one 
family for each unit 
or suite to several 
families in each 
unit or suite.
Crowded

F 2-2-28 The small townhouse plan. Sheng, Hua, 1993.

conditions created 
many problems for 
using the common 
space, like the 
kitchen, the 
bathroom and 
other common 
rooms. The



F 2-2-29 The large house plan. Sheng, Hua. 1993.

the entrance for the kitchen the entrance for the staircase

the main entrance

F 2-2-30 The floor plan. Sheng, Hua, 1993.
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Chapter Three: Dwelling and Family Composition

This chapter demonstrates that there is a close congruence between the 
extended family based on kinship organization and patrilocality and the lane 
housing dwellings in their cluster arrangement. The influence of size and 
organization of the urban dwelling in the housing colony on the family size 
and composition is also traced in this chapter. The terms extended family and 
the nuclear family are defined first in the Chinese context. The structure of 
the family (whether extended or nuclear) governs the use of space at home 
through norms of interpersonal behavior between family members. The 
spatial arrangements of the house reflect styles of social interaction, modes of 
privacy, and the hierarchical structure of the family.

For many families which have lived so far in lane housing, adapting to the 
new urban dwelling, which is derived from the Western architectural model, 
becomes difficult and a source of stress. Radical changes in spatial rules are 
required in order to accommodate to the much smaller house with a very 
different spatial organization. Together with a breakdown in age and gender 
segregation, new modes of privacy are developed (F 3-1).

i. bedim 2. kitchen 3 . bathroom

F 3-1 The new apartment plan. Yie, Bo-chu, 1993.



Extended Family and the Lane Housing Dwelling

The Chinese joint family has the following characteristics-it is patrilineal in 
descent , patrilocal in residence, patriarchal in authority and has an 
inheritance rule that divides family property among adult males lineally related 
within at least four generations. A collateral joint family consists of two or 
more married couples between whom there is a sibling bond. It may be 
supplemented by a widowed parent or an unmarried sibling. The lineal joint 
family consists of two couples between whom there is a lineal link, usually 
between parents and married son. It also may be supplemented by 
unmarried or widowed relatives who do not belong to either of the lineally 
linked nuclear families. A lineal-collateral joint family consists of three or more 
couples linked lineally or collaterally-typically parents and their two or more 
married sons, plus their unmarried children (F 3-2). It is widely believed in the 
sociological literature that the joint family is dysfunctional in modern industrial 
society but is functionally adaptive to an old agricultural society. Rural 
economy works best when there is a large family based on kinship ties, 
performing the economic activities as a group.

Lineal Joint Family Collateral Joint Family

Parents Married Son/ Daugter

Lineal-Collateral Joint Family

Married Son/ Daughter

Married Son/ Daughter

Unmarried Son/ Daughter

Couple

Couple

Couple

Parent Married Son/ Daughter

| Single ----------1 Couple

Married Son/Daughter

--------- 1 Couple

Unmarried Son/ Daughter

----------Single

F3-2  Family structure. By author.



Jointness of a family is indicated by common property ownership and 
common residence. Since residence is patrilocal, patrilineages are spatially 
concentrated. In the spatial distribution of the lineages and sublineages, the 
history of the settlement of the residential cluster can be read.

The kinship unit, which is residentially based cannot expand indefinitely and 
has to segment off after a certain size has been reached. Whether the family 
remains joint or not, closely related households live contiguously, grouped 
together into enclaves or linear arrangements. The joint family tends to break 
after the father dies. Claims to property may operate as one of the causes of 
partition and segmentation. The first step in the process of family fission is 
usually that of establishing separate hearths within the household. Cooking 
and eating begins to be done separately. The members claim the room they 
have already been occupying, or the house may be subdivided by the 
addition of extra walls, and temporary or permanent structures may be 
installed to serve as kitchens. Courtyards may still be in common use, 
serving as symbols of “jointness” among “partitioned" family.

Is the family structure undergoing a change? Changes in the economy 
caused by the loss of land and growth of geographical mobility caused by 
new occupational opportunities may contribute to increasing number of 
nuclear families. However joint family does not cease to exist in spirit even if 
the sons or brothers disperse. The feeling of jointness is maintained through 
periodic visits to the ancestral home and making of many joint decisions 
concerning family matters. Even though some members of the household 
reside in other locations, their share in the house is recognized and it is 
expected that they will return to the parents’ home when they retire.

There is no simple dichotomy between joint and nuclear families in China 
because a joint family may segment into nuclear families which will grow into 
joint families later on. Thus the nuclear family becomes part of the joint family 
system. The growth in the family is also reflected in the growth in the house 
just as fission in the household structure results in fissioning of the house. 
The form of the courtyard dwelling reveals its adaptability in allowing these 
kind of changes to take place. As building takes place from outside in, the 
size of the courtyard shrinks as rooms are added. Growth also takes place 
vertically with the layout of the first floor closely corresponding to that of the 
ground floor.



The joint family is characterized by its hierarchical organization. The position 
of an individual in the family hierarchy is determined by age, sex and 
generational status. The eldest male in the extended kin group holds a 
special position of authority and decision-making. His position does not 
decline even after the family fissions off into smaller units. Observance of 
authority entails avoidance-respect behavior on the part of junior members.

The father is distant and isolated in his authority. The father-son relationship 
is governed by strict obligation on either side. The lack of display of intimacy 
between husband and wife in the presence of elders is due to the restraint 
which is expected to be exercised. Conjugal bonds are not the pivot of family 
life, it is the patterns of authority exercised by adult males which hold together 
the family. Even a woman’s status is dependent on her husband’s position in 
the household. These rule of age and kinship status affect the way the space 
is used in the house. The space itself is structured in order to ensure the 
smooth execution of this avoidance-respect behavior just as segregation 
between sexes becomes possible due to the way the house is designed. 
While the older males spend most of their time in the living room, only 
occasionally coming into the courtyard, young males are at home in the 
courtyard, among the woman, where behavior is less restrained.

Privacy in the Lane Housing Dwelling

The distinction between individual and family privacy in the Chinese context is 
important. Privacy is the need for individuals, families or social groups to 
separate themselves from others at various times or to control information. 
Thus privacy should not be associated with individuals alone but needs to be 
understood as a communal value wherein the affairs of the extended family 
are private with respect to the outside world. Rules concerning management 
of information and against intrusion and surveillance are communally 
practiced against those perceived as outsiders (a term which is applied to 
members outside of one's kin group). This is different from the Western view 
of privacy which sets the boundaries of privacy at the individual or the nuclear 
family level.

“Privacy boundaries are self-boundaries, self being defined in the course of 
social interaction leading to a socially agreed-upon concept of the individual. 
The very development of self through the life cycle consists of an alteration of



conflict and consensus with society and thus there can be no self without 
some boundaries (Simmel, 1971)”. This points to the crucial relationship 
between privacy and identity. It can be said that privacy for individual leads to 
individuated identity while emphasis on privacy at the communal level 
reinforces a collective identity.

Privacy can be understood in terms of the ecological and physical properties 
of the environmental settings that circumscribe human behavior. While there 
are alternative means of achieving privacy, such as information management, 
which do not require manipulation of behavior in space in order to achieve 
aloneness, the role of the physical environment in affecting patterns of privacy 
is nonetheless important. The interaction-management aspect of privacy is 
dependent upon indentification of a place that is exclusively one’s own 
thereby legitimizing the act of restricting the access of others. The form of 
space itself regulates interaction patterns together with the ways in which 
space and its boundaries such as doors and windows are manipulated. 
However physical barriers are boundaries only by virtue of socially shared 
prescriptions whether to treat them as such or not (Simmel, 1971).

Certain characteristics of the lane housing dwelling will be mentioned in the 
light of the above discussion to show how the structure of the house fits a 
communal pattern of living with concomitant lack of privacy among its 
members. Since the courtyard is the focal point of the house with rooms 
opening off it, there is a high degree of visibility as opposed to the visual 
privacy maintaining function of the house where rooms are not interconnected 
and open off a corridor. As visitors drop in casually, tea is offered to them and 
chatting about family affairs and lane gossip goes on along with the 
household activities such as cooking and cleaning. The separate gatherings 
of men in the living room is also accompanied by rounds of tea and sharing of 
smoking. The large, elongated living rooms have many doors which makes it 
difficult to control the access of others into the room. In any case the doors 
within the house are used infrequently for purposes of restricting entry. While 
windows are provided in the front room, so that there will be a good “show” 
from the lane, they pose problems when the room is used for some other 
purpose such as sleeping. Even in the hot summer nights, they cannot open 
the windows because they face the lane.

The living rooms are multi-purpose and thus used all the time making it 
difficult for an individual to be by him/herself for long. The high density of 
social life does not permit the individual to be alone. Also being alone is



tantamount to being lonely. A room may be “owned” by a conjugal pair but 
never by an individual. This may be partly explained by the high density of 
the household but a more plausible explanation is the unacceptability of such 
a notion in the family. Children do not have rooms to themselves individually, 
but same-sex siblings sleep in one room. The one room that is considered 
most private (with respect to outsiders) and is always locked is the storeroom 
so that it is never visible or easily accessible to visitors.

Within the family there are divisions based on sex, age and kinship. The 
segregated patterns of space use and the avoidance-respect behavior is in 
itself a mode of ritualized privacy and withdrawal ( Anderson (1972) points to 
the privacy mechanisms employed by crowded Chinese households in Hong 
Kong, Singapore, and Penang, Malaysia such as clear and consistent 
agreement on status and role allocation and low level of emotional interaction.
In Penang, a three bedroom house may be shared among three families. 

Each family has its own corner of the kitchen. Bedrooms are private spaces, 
and only members of the occupying family go into them. Highly charged 
social contacts are avoided in public areas. Even within the household, no 
one is expected to interact continually and intensely with anyone else. There 
is a fairly clear agreement on status and role allocation, with women giving 
way to men and younger persons giving way to the older generations of the 
family. These rules for management of space and interpersonal interaction 
allows them to live with much higher density than in a Western household.)

These norms are internalized by the growing child and become an integral 
part of her personality and self-identity. Especially for the growing girl, the 
concept of “shame" and “honor”, are tied up with the growing sense of her 
femininity. These become internalized norms of behavior, practiced with the 
opposite sex and relaxed only with younger males such as siblings with whom 
there is no possibility to a conjugal union (Jeffrey, 1979). Privacy patterns 
and concepts are a significant part of sex role socialization. The children in 
lane housing did not use environmental means such as closing doors or 
retreating to a place they could call theirs such as a room. Rather they used 
behavioral means to manage social interaction. They achieved it by engaging 
in activities such as sleeping or studying which will signal to others that they 
should not be disturbed or by engaging in social interaction with people they 
seldom see. These are perceived as acceptable ways of managing tensions 
that build up in the course of everyday life. Within the circumstances of the 
Chinese family where there are no ritualized means to achieve physical 
aloneness, privacy is achieved by interaction management and possibly by



information management. Under such conditions, access to other places 
beyond home and outdoors is crucial.

Nuclear Family and the Dwelling

The study of the present and future state of families originally is one of the 
subjects that sociology deals with, yet it is closely related with the residence 
design. For instance, the researches on the family patterns, population 
structure, the style of living and ethics have all provided persuasive basis for 
the design of residence.

The research on sociology shows that the miniaturization of the family in the 
main trend of the current changes of Chinese family patterns. The proportion 
of nucleus families has risen (referring to families composed of a married 
couple with their only child under age), while that of trunk families (the family 
composed of a married couple with their married sons or daughters) dropped.

In cities the average members in a household tend to decline. Taking 
Shanghai as example, in the 1970s there were 4 members in a household on 
average, but in the 1980s there were 3.5 members in a household. The 1990 
national census show that there were 3.2 members in a household. The 
families that want to have one-room have now accounted for a considerable 
proportion in the community. A sample survey of the middle-aged and old 
people and married young couples showed that the majority of them hoped 
that the two generations could live separately in the same flat.

In the light of the above situation, in recent years researches have been 
carried out into the design of residence specially for young and old people, 
and into the design of residential houses without entanglements especially for 
disabled people as well. A number of buildings for the above purposes have 
already been constructed. In order to meet the requirements of “the two 
generation living separately under the same roof, the design of this kind of 
apartments in which “old and young generation live separately” has been 
probed into.

Along with the improvement of people’s material and cultural life, the family 
life is becoming more colorful. The saying that a “flat can accommodate all 
the family members and also can meet their demand of living separately has 
now been added new contents. Besides meaning the arrangement of beds in



a room, now “separation” also means the “separation of the place where man 
can have his activities from that where one can take his rest” and the 
“separation of places for sleeping, dining and living” as well, which has 
required the design of the residential houses to meet a multi-space demand. 
First people want to have a separate room for dining from sleeping, then to 
have a room exclusively for living.

A nuclear family can be defined as a couple with or without unmarried 
children. A supplemented nuclear family is one which contains a nuclear 
family plus one or more unmarried, separated or widowed relatives or 
parents. The nuclear family in Shanghai is not isolated but retains strong ties 
with the extended family in spite of geographical separation or diverse 
occupations. Many kinship rights and obligations are followed though the 
traditional hierarchical authority structure is modified. The first-generation 
nuclear family is seen as a branch of the extended family. There seems to be 
a consensus among sociologists that there is an increasing proportion of 
nuclear families and a decreasing proportion of joint families in Shanghai due 
to modern salaried occupations, development of market cash economies 
displacing agrarian subsistence economies, growth of Western secular 
tradition, and changes in family law or legal practices relating to joint property.

Changes in the family structure can also be traced to the housing pattern 
which accommodates or comes in the way of large nuclear or joint families. 
This is borne out by a comparison of housing in the old city areas of Shanghai 
with that of newer public housing projects in the outlying areas of the city. In 
the old city, the lane housing is found with a large percentage of joint families 
while in the new neighborhoods, the predominant type of family structure is 
nuclear.



Because of identification with modernity, high population density, lack of 
space, and low budgets which preclude the construction of traditional 
dwellings, and the training of architects in the Western idiom, the new dwelling 
building in shanghai is derived from the Western model. There are 
apartments consisting of one to three interlinked rooms with attached 
bathroom and the small size of the dwelling makes it particularly unsuitable for 
any family but nuclear (F 3-3). This has wide implications for a number of

issues, one of them 
being development of 
new modes of privacy 
(Aries (1962) has
pointed out the
changes in the
organization of the 
house which paralleled 
changes in the
eighteenth century 
European family as it 
became increasingly 
privatized and child-
centered. Rooms 
became independent 
as they opened on to a 
corridor. While they 
still communicated 
with each other, 
people were no longer 
obliged to go through 

them all in order to pass from one room to another. Comfort, domesticity, 
privacy, and isolation all date from this period.). The dwelling type is 
recognized as being right for a small, nuclear family by its residents. Yet, 
given the availability of space, there is also a conscious effort on the part of 
residents to accommodate the family size and structure to the requirements of 
the house.

F 3-3 The building plan for nuclear family. By author.



Alterations and Privacy in the New Dwelling

New housing dwelling is built on a “Western” model. What is provided to the 
residents is a single room with attached kitchen, bathroom. There is a small 
courtyard in the front on the first floor (F 3-4). This is the only concession 
made to the traditional form and the way of life associated with it. However 
taken-for-granted aspects of environmental behavior, originally dictated by a 
world view based on religious values are not forsaken easily and 
modifications in the dwelling reveal an attempt to alter it in accordance with 
the courtyard model.

F 3-4 The layout of a new residential building. Bai, De-mao, 1993.

Due to the small size of the dwelling and high density of occupancy, the family 
is brought closer together even though the design of the dwelling allows for 
greater physical withdrawal. Since the family is predominantly nuclear, 
behavioral restraints which apply due to the presence of elders of the family 
and the kin group, disappear and there is much closer interaction between 
husband and wife and father and children. Thus privacy boundaries are 
drawn encompassing the nuclear family only, unlike the lane housing where 
information control and decision-making take place at the level of a large 
group. The degree of privacy practiced depends a great deal on the social 
milieu. There is greater withdrawal on the part of the family because it lives 
among strangers, while in the lane housing houses of kinsfolk surrounded the 
family before.



Privacy is also valued in the form of “independence” ( a self-sufficient house 
with its own separate entrance and other facilities such as toilet) as many 
residents had been living in rented houses before and experienced 
harassment from the landlord. The high density in the house interferes with 
tasks such as studying which require concentration, however the vernacular 
model or certain elements of it are still seen as suitable to their daily life style.

Most residents prefer a cross between “modern” and the lane housing 
dwelling. Rooms are seen as suitable for certain functions, open space in the 
form of courtyard is seen as essential, and the bath and the toilet are 
preferred to be “separate” from the living areas. All the residents felt a strong 
need for at least two rooms. Some wanted a second room for children, others 
for visiting relatives or guests and some didn’t want the visitors to see their 
main living area.

Conclusion

This chapter points to the strong connection between family size and structure 
and the dwelling type. While there is no consensus in the sociological 
literature about old areas being associated with extended or joint family type 
and urban areas with nuclear families, a correlation between lane housing 
and extended families and newer designed housing dwelling and nuclear or 
modified nuclear family structure has been pointed out. All the above factors 
act in concert with the built environment in causing a change in the family 
structure. This has far reaching implications on the use of space by family 
members within the dwelling.

A breakdown in the hierarchical social structure of the family results in the 
diminishing use of rules of precedence and an avoidance behavior in the use 
of space. The segregation between male and female spheres in the house 
lessens and intimacy between husband and wife and parents and children 
increases. While the old dwellings allows for no privacy for individual family 
members, the ritualized social distance among them is sufficient to diffuse the 
tensions that build in the close social interactions. The communal living 
spaces of the lane housing dwelling also allow the extended family to be 
brought into much closer contact with the kin group. The boundaries of 
privacy are drawn at a wider level than in the social milieu of the new housing 
dwelling where each house nurturing a nuclear family becomes more private 
with respect to the outside world. Along with the shrinking of privacy



boundaries comes a certain degree of openness which is signified by a more 
impersonal handling of social relations.

Many of the family rituals are tied up with spatial patterns and cannot be 
maintained in their absence. Thus a change in the dwelling type will either 
cause new rituals to be developed or the dwelling itself will be modified to 
continue the old practices. This might be reflected in the alterations of the 
house such as shifting of bath, and kitchen, additional entries and 
construction of a store room. The desire for spaces such as a dining room, is 
expressed since these are associated with “Western” and therefore “modern” 
way of life. This reflects elements of both tradition and change in the day-to- 
day life of the residents. Practices of pollution-purity norms which require 
separation of spaces are still observed as evidenced in the shifting of kitchen 
and bath room. The need for privacy of household affairs from visitors as 
seen in dual entrances, and the emphasis on separate storage spaces, are 
carried over from a old life-style. However, new styles of living are also 
adopted. This follows an established pattern found in the houses of the “well- 
to-do” modern elite. They evidently set a model for the other classes to 
emulate.



Chapter Four: Renewal and Renovation of the 
Old Area in Shanghai

Part I: The current problems in Lane Housing neighborhoods

Despite the extensive building of new residential quarters over the last forty 
years, nearly one-half of the people of Shanghai still live in acutely crowded 
conditions in congested Lane Housing terraces built during the 1920s and 
1930s. Households are packed tightly into these buildings, sharing meager 
kitchen and toilet facilities and with no real privacy. Housing conditions in the 
central districts of Shanghai are widely, acknowledged as being among the 
worst in urban China.

However, these Lane Housing complexes in older districts are certainly not 
“slums”. To the contrary, the buildings themselves are often physically well 
built, frequently with the notable style and architecture which have come to 
characterize Shanghai. Originally, although closely sited one to another, 
many of these terraces were well laid out and equipped by the standards of 
their time. Moreover, these central districts are well located, accessible to 
employment and the other activities of the city. Although sanitary facilities are 
inadequate inside the buildings, the districts themselves are mostly well 
supplied with basic infrastructure. Finally, many of these neighborhoods are 
filled with families who have lived there for decades, even generations, giving 
a degree of social stability and local attachment.

The key problems of these older areas are basically the result of over
crowding. Buildings originally designed for one large family have progressively 
been sub-divided and filled with more and more households, usually 
occupying a single room each. The out-dated kitchen facilities are shared by 
numerous families, as is the toilet if indeed there is one. Simple washing 
facilities have sometimes been added in back of the buildings. The narrow 
lanes between the buildings provide access, but these too are now over
crowded and inadequate. Daylight is constricted because of the close 
placement of the buildings, but it is now even worse for households in rooms 
sub-divided without regard to windows or ventilation.



For Example: “Sengde Lane” Housing Neighborhood

“Sengde Lane” housing neighborhood is a kind of “New Lane Shi Ku Men” 
neighborhood in which I have lived for almost 30 years and my family has 
lived for more than 50 years. It is located in Lu Wan district which is one of 
the most congested, older areas of central Shanghai and is located between 
Huaihai road and Nanjing road which are the most famous shopping streets in 
Shanghai.

It was built in the 1920s in the French Concession district. The plan is a kind 
of “grid pattern”. There is one mainlane and several sublanes. Seven to ten 
units are linked to each other with the same layout to a row. One end of the 
main lane is connected to Rui Jin Yi Road and the other is connected to Ju Lu 
Road which are city streets. The neighborhood block is just on the southwest 
corner of the two streets (F 4-1-1).

The unit I had been living in is 
a end unit of a row (which is 
shaded in F 4-1-1). It was 
originally designed for three 
families, one for each floor ( F 
4-1-2) and right now it is filled 
with ten households ( F 4-1- 
3). Each family occupies a 
single room without their own 
kitchen and bathroom. Some 
families share the two 
kitchens and the others just 
put a simple gas-stove behind 
their door. There are three to 
five members in each family. 
Some families have parents 

F 4-1-1 The Plan of “Sengde Lane". By author. living with their kids in the
same room, some with their unmarried son/daughter and some with their 
married son/daughter and daughter/son-in-law.



F 4-1-2 The original floor plan. By author.

F 4-1-3 The current situation in floor plan. By author.

They don’t have real privacy, but they have very close relationships among 
the neighbors. In the daytime, the doors are never closed, and they can visit



with each other very freely. The housewives who are retired usually sit 
outside the back door in the sublane in the morning doing their food 
preparation and talking together. In the afternoon they gather in one’s room 
to play cards or “Ma Jong”. They know each other very well. If somebody 
needs help, the others will give her a hand. So the old people like to live 
there, such as my grandmother, who is more than 90 years old. She likes this 
kind of lifestyle and doesn’t want to move, because she feels very safe and 
not lonely. She can get help anytime she needs it, especially while we are all 
working and only she is at home.

Most young people prefer to move to the new housing, not because they don’t 
like the Lane housing but because they need more space to live. They like to 
live with their parents, but they need their own bedroom, bathroom and 
kitchen so they can have their privacy. If the old Lane Housing can meet 
these needs, they won’t want to move either.

All the people like the central location of the Lane Housing neighborhoods in 
Shanghai because it is accessible to employment, shopping and the other 
activities of the city. That’s why there is a common expression: “Better a bed- 
space in the city than a whole apartment in the suburbs”.



Part II: Renewal And Preservation of Older Lane Housing Areas 
in Shanghai: Some Recent Small-Scale Projects

All of these problems in Lane Housing now have been made worse by chronic 
under-maintenance. The authorities have never had sufficient resources to 
keep up with routine maintenance, much less the major maintenance required 
regularly for older buildings. (It is, indeed, a tribute to the work of the original 
builders that so many of these terraces are still in reasonable structural 
condition.)

Over-crowding and under-maintenance also had their effects on housing built 
after the Revolution. Many apartment blocks built during the 1950s were also 
lacking in facilities and did not provide self-contained space for the many 
households crowded into them. By the early 1990s, such buildings were over 
30 years old and were also being identified as sub-standard problem areas.

Earlier planning ideas, dominant until the mid-1980s (and still very much alive 
in some places), assumed without question that these older housing areas 
would all have to be demolished, to be replaced with modern tower blocks or 
six-story apartment buildings. In reality, even with the vast increase in urban 
construction which followed the economic reforms in the early 1980s, it has 
never been remotely possible to quickly replace such a huge proportion of the 
city's housing stock. Investment resources have not been sufficient to even 
begin a large-scale replacement of the older housing areas. The older 
housing areas, despite their age, represent an enormously valuable capital 
asset which can not swiftly or easily be replaced.

Since 1979, many new residential quarters have been constructed on the 
fringe of Shanghai city and Pudong area, but rational adjustment and 
relocation of jobs for this portion of the people have never been considered at 
the same time. The majority of workers take a long trip from their residences 
to their working places. This also intensifies the traffic congestion. The 
resultant dispersion of residential population does not lead to mitigation of 
traffic congestion.

Realistically, therefore, a very large share of the population of Shanghai will 
continue living in the older housing areas until well into the next Century. The 
living conditions of those residents can not be ignored in the meantime. More 
crucially, however, the people themselves began to make their voices heard: 
they actually like living in those districts, even giving up the option of a fully-



equipped self-contained apartment in a tower block somewhere on the city's 
periphery.

The attitude toward older housing began to change during the late 1980s, 
especially among the professionals and administrators concerned directly with 
the city's housing problems. Newer, more realistic, and more constructive 
approaches began to evolve, led by the Municipal Housing Administration 
Bureau, with an emphasis on up-grading and renovation of the existing stock. 
Whereas earlier neighborhood renewal plans called for total demolition, later 

plans began to combine selective demolition with systematic rehabilitation 
and up-grading of the older housing. Both officials and residents began to 
see the potential of up-grading, as a means of materially improving people’s 
living conditions while at the same time utilizing a valuable physical asset.

As a result, by the early 1990s the authorities in Shanghai, both at the 
Municipality level and at the District level, embarked on a variety of small- 
scale projects, to experiment with different approaches to the difficult task of 
renewing older housing areas. (The Municipality of Shanghai is the top-level 
government authority, which in this case is more or less equivalent to a 
Province. Of the 12, 872,000 people in the entire Municipality, some 7, 
861,800 live in the 750 square kilometers of the main urban area (as of the 
end of 1991). The remainder live in the 5,590 sq. km. of the suburban and 
rural areas. Within the urban area, the Districts are the primary government 
unit, usually have the implementation powers for housing and urban 
development.) Although small in scale so far, these pilot projects are very 
important steps in developing awareness of the potentials (and the difficulties) 
of older-area up-grading, giving residents and officials an opportunity to test 
out their new ideas and learn gradually about better ways to proceed. 
Unquestionably, they point the way in which future housing activities in 
Shanghai will proceed. For this reason, it is important to look in more detail at 
some of these projects.



Projects in Older-area Up-grading, Some Examples

(1) Hong Kou District, Yu Tian New Neighborhood

Hong Kou District stretches to the north of the historic center of Shanghai, 
beginning at the Huang Pu river and the Suzhou Creek. It thus includes 
older, densely built-up residential and industrial areas which date from the 
pre-revolutionary era (1960-1966), as well as areas built during the 1950s and 
1960s. Reflecting the critical shortage of resources available for urban 
construction, much of the housing built during the first ten years of the New 
China was in the form of two-or three-story blocks with shared or no private 
facilities, small rooms, and simple construction. Because of subsequent over
crowding and lack of maintenance, most of the housing stock from this period 
requires substantial renovation and modernization.

The Hong Kou District Housing Property Development and Management 
Company (which belongs to the Housing Administration Bureau of the District 
government) has a project to renovate a group of housing blocks built in 1958. 
These are three-story blocks of conventional brick bearing wall construction, 

in which the families, living in very cramped conditions, shared small and 
poorly-equipped kitchens and toilets. By the end of 1992, one block was 
completed and occupied, another was being finished, two others were under 
reconstruction, and two others were about to begin.

In the renovation, the 
original roof is 
removed, and a new 
concrete floor is laid; 
then two additional 
stories are built, using 
brick and large fly-ash 
blocks (F 4-2-1). At 
the same time, the 
space on the original 
three floors is re
organized, so that 
each unit has an 
exclusive-use kitchen 
and bathroom/toilet. 

Other improvements include a new stairwell and up-grading of windows and

F 4-2-1 Renovated housing in Yutien new village, Hong Kou 
District. Sheng, Hua, 1993



doors. The original in-set balconies are enclosed, to provide additional space, 
and new balconies are built externally with new reinforced concrete columns 
for support. Because the internal reconstruction is limited, the residents 
continue to live in their houses during part of the building period. This cause 
temporary inconvenience for the residents, but it reduces the (perhaps 
greater) inconvenience of being relocated for a long time to another location.
It also reduces the project cost by savings on relocation expenses.

Because of the use of space for kitchens and toilets, the number of units on 
the lower three floors is reduced; the families displaced from here are 
generally accommodated on the new fourth floor. On these floors the units 
are of varying sizes, 1-room up to 2/3-room units. On the top floor, there are 
2/3-room units.

The over-all costs of the project were said to be Rmb 1400 (US $ 250.00 at 
that time) per square meter, on average including new space and renovated 
space. This would imply a total average cost of Rmb 70,000 (US $ 12,400.00 
at that time) for a 50 sq.mt. unit. However, the top-floor units are apparently 
being sold at an even higher price-in effect, priced at a “market” rate.

(2) Jing An District: Futian Terrace, Zhang Jia Zhai

Jing An District is one of the most congested areas of central Shanghai, the 
buck of its housing being densely-packed Lane Housing terraces built during 
the 1920s and 1930s. The whole neighborhood of Zhang Jia Zhai is being 
planned as a Pilot project in housing renewal, with a combination of 
demolition and rebuilding, road widening, some provision of facilities, as well 
as upgrading and renovation of at least half of the older housing. With 
technical and building-materials assistance from the Netherlands, the 
Municipal and the District housing bureaus began work in November 1992 on 
the first units to be upgraded; completion is expected in June 1993.

The demonstration units are at number 66-70 Futian Terrace, three-story 
wood and brick structures built in 1928 (F 4-2-2). Originally designed for one 
family each, the units have been progressively sub-divided and over-crowded, 
so that many families now share the very limited kitchen and toilet facilities 
and have no privacy within their living space. Overcrowding and under
maintenance have caused even greater physical deterioration in many cases.



The up-grading will completely re-arrange 
the internal space of the units, to provide 
self-contained apartments, each with its 
own kitchen and toilet/bath facilities. The 
internal rebuilding is quite substantial, and 
the 66 families now living in the units have 
been relocated. In addition, an additional 
story will be added, to provide extra floor 
space, but partly set-back (because of the 
inadequate distance between the terraces). 
The completed units will still be small, most 
having only one large room in addition to 
the kitchen and bathroom. The basic 
statistics of the project are given below.

F 4-2-2 The existing lane housing of
pre-renovation in Zhang Jiazai, 
Jin An District. Sheng, Hua, 
1993.

66-70 Futian Terrace, Zhang Jia Zhai

Before After Per Cent

UpGrading UpGrading Change

Total Floor Space (m ) 2352.4 3529.4 +50.0%
Usable Floor Space (m ) 1719.8 2486.4 +44.6%
Living Space (m ) 1565.7 1913.5 +22.2%
Number of Households 66 72 + 9.1%
Floor Space per Hshld 35.64 49.02 +37.5%
Usable Space per Hshld 26.06 34.53 +32.5%
Living Space per Hshld 23.72 26.58 +12.1%
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The residents who return to their homes and continue to rent were required to 
make a lump-sum payment as a partial contribution to the costs of up-grading. 
At one point this was said to be as high as rents for units of higher standard, 
but under the gradual increase prescribed by the 1991 housing reform 
system, these rents are initially still quite low.

(3) Lu Wan District: Neighborhood 44

Lu Wan is another of the congested, older districts of central Shanghai. It is 
an area of mixed residential, commercial and industrial land uses, with the 
bulk of the housing stock comprising Lane Housing terrace blocks constructed 
during the 1920s and 1930s. Lane Housing neighborhood 44 is a largely 
residential area which includes Old Lane Shi Ku Men (1920s) (F 4-2-3) and 
New Lane Shi Ku Men (1930s), as well as a small amount of office and 
commercial uses. It borders on Fu Xing Road, one of the primary traffic and 
commercial corridors in Lu Wan District.

F 4-2-3 Neighborhood 44 before renovation. neighborhood.

: The District Housing Administration 
5  Bureau has a redevelopment, 
i  upgrading and renovation plan for the 
f l whole neighborhood. Some of the 
fj| older buildings are in poor structural 
: condition and will be torn down; in
% their place there will be new 
•] development: office plus residential 
H  on the busier street and high-
■  standard (commercial) housing on the
■  quieter side. Some older buildings 
Bfj will be removed to provide play space 
|:| for an extremely cramped school. 
J'l The intention is to sell the commercial 
iy  units for the highest possible “market” 
flj price, to cross-subsidize the 
•*! renovation work in the rest of the

neighborhood. Most of the 
neighborhoods, however , will beSheng, Hua, 1993.

retained through up-grading and renovation.

Some of the New Lane Shi Ku Men are in relatively sound condition and do 
not require thorough rebuilding; these will be up-graded with roof and window



improvements, and with some additions to toilets and kitchens. The Old Lane 
Shi Ku Men generally lack kitchen and toilet facilities and are very over
crowded, with no self-containment of units. Stairs, roofs and other elements 
are often in bad condition. Much more substantial rebuilding is required for 
these blocks.

The renovation of a group of Old Lane Shi Ku Men blocks began in early 
1992; by the end of the year, one was completed, several others were under 
reconstruction, and the remainder was to be finished during 1993 (F 4-2-4, F 
4-2-5). There were originally 900 
families squeezed into these 
blocks, but after renovation there 
will be room for only 670 families.
The displaced families will be 
relocated in new accommodations, 
probably outside the District.

The renovation provides kitchens 
and toilet/bathrooms for each unit, 
which is then made self-contained, 
with new access arrangements.
The renovation is substantial, with 
brick walls being torn down and 
replaced; it is more in the way of 
on-site rebuilding. The reason for 
this is that the ceiling heights are 
being reduced, in order to squeeze 
more floor space into the building.

F 4-2-4 Neighborhood 44 after renovation. Yie, Bo- 
chu, 1993.

Because of the very limited
distance between buildings, it is not desirable to raise the over-all height very 
much. But by lowering the ceiling heights, it is possible to put in three-and-a- 
half stories (the top full story having an internal mezzanine under the eves) 
where previously there were only two, with only a small increase in total 
height. As in the case of Fu Tian Lane neighborhood (above), there is only a 
relatively small increase in net living space, because most of the additional 
floor space is taken up with new kitchen, bath/toilet, and stairs/access.
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F 4-2-5 Neighborhood 44 after renovation. 
Vie, Bo-chu, 1993.

Neighborhood 44, (First Block)

The resident families which returned to 
the up-graded units were required to 
contribute financially, in relation to the 
provision of new kitchen and 
toilet/bath equipment, about Rmb 
2,000.00 (US $ 350.00 at that time) 
each. (This was less than the 
contribution required in the Fu Tian 
Lane neighborhood project.)

Before
UpGrading

After
UpGrading

Per Cent 
Change

Total Floor Space (m ) 538.5 777.0 +44.3%

Number of Households 15 15 -

Floor Space per Hshld 35.9 51.8 +44.3%

Living Space per Hshld 27.7 29.6 + 6.9%

(4) Nan Shi District: Lane 252, Penglai Road

Nan Shi is another of the crowded central districts of Shanghai, lying 
immediately to the east of Lu Wan District and including the particularly 
congested area of the historic 19th Century “China town”. Lane 252 is a small 
group of three two-story Old Lane Shi Ku Men Terraces dating from the 
1920s (F 4-2-6), typical of housing in this District: dilapidated through over-
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use and under-maintenance, and over-crowded with families living in rooms 
and sharing halls, kitchen, and toilet.

The upgrading began in 1992 
and one block was completed 
and occupied by the end of 
the year; work was underway 
on the others, which should 
be completed during 1993. 
The works are adding a third 
story, although with little 
increase in over-all building 
height, because of reduced 
internal ceiling height. The 
third story also includes an 
internal mezzanine, tucked 

under the peak of the new roof. Individual self-contained facilities are being 
provided (kitchen, toilet/bathroom) for each unit. A  large number of units (33) 
are provided in the rebuilt structure, although some are quite small one-room 
apartments.

F 4-2-6 Lane 252 before renovation. Yie, Bo-chu, 1993.

The exterior has been kept in the original red brick, and the traditional shallow 
courtyard entrance on the South- so typical of this Shanghai style - has also 
been retained, so that the finished block is very much in keeping with the 
original design (F 4-2-7).

Lane 252, Penglai Road (Nan Shi District)

Before
UpGrading

After
UpGrading

Per Cent 
Change

Total Floor Space (m ) 889 1443.7 +62.4%

Number of Households 21 33 +57.1%

Floor Space per Hshld 42.3 43.7 + 3.3%

Living Space per Hshld 26.9 26.0 - 3.7%



F 4-2-7 Renovated housing in lane 252, Penglai Rd. Yie, 
Bo-chu, 1993.

The Four Projects: Some General Points

(1) The Basic Up-Grading Concept

All four projects have the same basic approach: to re-arrange the interior 
space of the buildings, to provide self-contained units (each with its own 
kitchen and toilet/bath facilities), and at the same time to increase the total 
floor space by expanding the structure upward, adding one or two additional 
stories. The projects differed in the detailed designs and specifications within 
this general approach; for example, the internal re-arrangements, the 
treatments of windows, stairs, balconies, etc. varied from one project to 
another. But these differences of detail were all simply variations within the 
same general up-grading concept.

Increases in building height were generally small, constrained in the older 
areas by the typically narrow spacing between buildings; daylighting is 
already limited and any significant increase in height would diminish it further.

This was less of a problem in the Ya Tian project (Hong Kou District), 
because the buildings, built in 1958, had somewhat greater spacing. In some 
cases (Fu Tian Lane Terrace, for example) the top story was set back, to 
reduce interference with daylighting. Interestingly, an internal mezzanine floor
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set under the peak of the new roof has proved a popular way to maximize the 
utilization of available volume.

The primary emphasis throughout is on provision of self-contained facilities; 
increase of living space is of secondary concern. In most cases, in fact, there 
was relatively little net increase in living space, with most of the extra floor 
space being taken up by the new kitchen and toilet/bathrooms and by the 
additional stairs and hallway needed to make the units self-contained. In Fu 
Tian Lane Terrace, for instance, the living space per household only 
increased 12% after up-grading; in Neighborhood 44 the gain was only 6.9%, 
and in Lane 252 Peng Lai Road there was a slight decrease (-3.7%). In Lane 
252 Peng lai Road, many of the finished units are one-room apartments, 
some as small as 12 m .

On-site infrastructure improvements are made as a part of the up-grading, not 
only to renew or replace but also to enlarge (because of the great increase in 
water consumption and waste water and sewerage which will result from 
providing so many new kitchens and bathrooms). In most of these cases, off
site truck facilities were sufficient to handle the new loads. In some parts of 
the city, however, especially when the up-grading is on a much larger scale, it 
may then prove necessary to invest in substantial expansion of the off-site 
infrastructure.

(2) Relation of Project to Area Development Plan.

In two of the small-scale projects (Fu Tian Lane Terrace and Neighborhood 
44) the current up-grading is done within the framework of an over-all renewal 
plan for the whole neighborhood. For example, Zhang Jian Zhai is a 
neighborhood of 8.54 hectares and about 11,200 people. The renewal plan, 
which has developed gradually over several years, now shows a strong 
emphasis on preserving the older housing stock through up-grading (58% will 
be retained). This emphasis is in contrast to earlier plans, which until the late 
1980s still showed indifference and/or hostility to the older housing stock and 
generally called for it all to be demolished. Under the present plan, the older 
terraces which are being demolished are, mostly, either in unsound structural 
condition or will be removed for major road-widening or for provision of 
essential public facilities (some of the oldest terraces have traditional Chinese 
wood structures which have deteriorated badly over the decades. On one 
side of the neighborhood, the road will be widened extensively as part of a 
major trunk connection to the new Shanghai Railway Station.).



One of the advantages of having an over-all neighborhood plan is that it 
provides guidance on preservation and demolition. For example, in 
Neighborhood 44 it will be possible to provide play space for the school 
(which at present has none) by selective demolition of a few of older 
structures. In addition, an over-all scheme also allows the possibility of cross
subsidy, with commercial development of some sites providing extra funds for 
the up-grading of residential buildings elsewhere. Finally, if there is an over
all plan which fairly clearly identifies which buildings are to be up-graded and 
which not, it gives the residents a degree of certainty about their future 
options.

The small-scale up-grading projects, however, are proceeding in advance of 
the over-all neighborhood renewal works. This is partly because of the 
experimental nature of these projects. More importantly, it is because the 
financial situation: at present, the resources necessary for comprehensive 
renewal are not available. Moreover, substantial progress on large-scale 
projects is not likely until the new housing reform system (as initiated in 
Shanghai in 1991) is more fully worked out and operational, including 
additional new features such as land law, land use pricing, taxation, and 
infrastructure finance.

(3) Financial Basis of the Renovation.

The most uncertain part of the project so far is the financial base. This is 
primarily due to the fact that over-all housing system reform, for China in 
general and for Shanghai in particular, has been a subject of intense debate 
for years. After more than ten years of experimentation and evolution, the 
patterns seem to be becoming more clear. In Shanghai, the reforms adopted 
in 1991 lay the foundations for the future, although many details have yet to 
be worked out and some difficult aspects have not been resolved.

Even basic information such as project costs are ambiguous, because of the 
uncertainty about which cost elements to include. In conventional practice in 
China, evolved for large-scale green-field projects, quite a wide range of costs 
are sometimes included (off-site infrastructure, local social facilities, air- 
defense facilities, and a number of different taxes). For special up-grading 
projects, such as those described here, it has been difficult to obtain 
consistent and comparable cost date.



So far, only a few up-graded units have been put up for sale, at what was 
described as a "market price". These market prices in Shanghai today are 
quite high: around Rmb 3000 (US $ 530 at that time) per square meter. Only 
a small number of units are sold in this way, however, and it is not certain that 
this type of selling will continue in the future, as the budgets of work units are 
brought under closer and closer control. Certainly, at these prices very few 
households will purchase.

Most of the units, once up-graded, are rented to the former residents of the 
building. Their rents go up somewhat, because their up-graded units, having 
self-contained facilities, are of higher standard than previously; but the 
absolute level of rents is still quite low, because the raising of rents throughout 
the city has only just begun and will be carried out progressively over the 
coming years. Present rents do not yet cover all maintenance and 
management costs, and therefore make no contribution to recovering the 
capital costs of the up-grading project (Rents at present are only about one- 
tenth of a full cost-recovery rental level; present reform policy intends to raise 
rents steadily, perhaps over a decade, until they reach a “market" level.).

One new feature is the requirement that residents make a cash contribution 
(said to range from Rmb 2000 to Rmb 10,000) to the costs of up-grading, in 
relation to the costs of providing new kitchen and bathroom equipment. It is 
not clear what financing arrangements (if any) are available to the households 
faced with these contributions.

Conclusions

Shanghai is only at the threshold of its difficult work in making effective and 
efficient use of its vast stock of older housing. To creatively and 
constructively upgrade and renovate and revitalize this housing is indeed a 
daunting task - a task for which the financial and organizational resources are 
only beginning to be made available. But without waiting for a final resolution 
of the complex issues of housing system reform, the professionals of 
Shanghai have plunged ahead with experimentation and pilot projects, 
explore the technical problems of upgrading older housing areas. The 
projects described here are only the beginnings of that challenging work.



Note: Project statistics are taken from unpublished documents from the 
Shanghai Housing Science Research Institute.



Chapter Five: Design Guidelines
----- Learning from Lane Housing Neighborhoods

To solve the housing problem in Shanghai, a large number of new residential 
quarters have been built over the last forty years. From 1980 to 1990, around 
4,260,000 sq. m. residential buildings were constructed every year. The 
average living area per person in Shanghai was raised from 4.4 sq. m. to 6.6 
sq. m. (Bo-chu Yie, 1993). Many people moved from old lane housing 
neighborhoods to new residential building to get more space to live. Although 
so many new residential areas were built, the city of Shanghai is still faced 
with the most acute shortage of housing. The construction of residential 
buildings is still a complex social problem.

The concern with minimizing cost makes the architect less sensitive to user 
needs. Many shortcomings in the design are explained away as being 
necessitated by financial constraints. No post-occupancy evaluation is done 
nor is it seen as necessary or useful. User needs receive the lowest priority in 
the Housing Agency whose main goals seem to be cost recovery, allocation 
procedures and approval of alterations in the dwelling. The Housing Board 
searches for uniformity, standardized products and ease of administration. 
Local variations in physical and social conditions are ignored. Many problems 
exist in new residential neighborhoods, too. Sometimes, people still prefer to 
live in the old Lane Housing neighborhoods.

One of the aims of this study is to suggest guidelines to deal with the process 
of environmental change in the neighborhoods. The role of the planner and 
the architect lies in designing adaptive environments which, among other 
things, enable the inhabitant to cope effectively with the processes of social 
change. Policies can be suggested which compensate and enable the old 
housing and new neighborhoods to cope with the socio-economic changes 
over which the resident has no control.

These guidelines are aimed at improving environmental quality. They are 
based on the analysis of the Lane Housing neighborhoods and the 
interpretation of the facts presented in this study.



1. The Site

Most new residential 
neighborhoods are 
located near
Shanghai's 
periphery. These 
new developments 
are not as fully 
developed as the 
city's central area 
where most Lane 
Housing
neighborhoods are 
located. ( F 5-1).

Although the area 
development plan, 
public services and 

social facilities were considered at the time of these newer neighborhoods 
were designed, people still like to do much of their shopping in the central city 
because all of the famous shopping centers and shopping streets are located 
there and offer a much greater variety of goods and services. Living in the 
central city area, people have convenient access to their urban workplaces 
and their activities.

The sites of new developments must be strictly selected according to the 
specified nature of the city. The new sites should combine the general plan 
and the zoning plan of the city. In the planning of housing development, 
which is an important element in the plan of city development, an overall 
consideration should be given to solve the problems of living, working, 
studying, communication and recreation. With the development of the new 
residential area, complete city services should be developed. Considering 
that bicycles and public buses are the main means of transportation in 
Shanghai, new residential districts should be developed in proximity to the 
industries and other workplaces close to them.

Great care should be taken in the new or reconstructed areas within the old 
central city. The new and reconstructed buildings should be complimentary to 
the style of cityscape.

F 5-1 The sites of the new neighborhoods in Shanghai. By author.



For important streets and areas to be preserved in the traditional style, 
improvements must still be made in the public services and environmental 
protection, as well as the necessary regular maintenance and repair.

2. The Scale and the Plan

The scale of the Lane Housing neighborhoods is small compared with the 
scale of the new residential neighborhoods. The area of most Lane Housing 
neighborhoods is usually from one to two and half hectares and occupy a half 
block (F 5-2), while most new residential neighborhoods occupy one or 
several whole blocks with over ten hectare area (F 5-3).

The Lane Housing neighborhoods are usually located side by side along the 
city street (F 5-4). Each neighborhood has a boundary determined by the 
direction of the city streets. On the boundary of the Lane Housng 
neighborhood along the city street, instead of living units, there are all 
different kinds of stores on the first floor in the buildings which face to the 
streets (F 5-5). All of the buildings including the buildings on the boundary in 
the Lane Housing neigborhood have the same number of stories (normally 
two or three). People on the city street can’t see the neighborhood inside, but 
the entrances of the neighborhoods with the lane name or with a bridge 
gallery are easily seen (F 5-6). The building units, which form the 
neighborhood, have the same plan, the same building materials, the same 
physical conditions and the same decoration and layout (F 5-7). The 
boundaries are very clear. People easily know if they are inside or outside 
the lane and have a sense of “ that is their lane, not others’".

In new neighborhoods, most buildings are five or six stories. They are not 
used as the neighborhood’s boundary. They are usually arranged row by row 
and face south (F 5-8). People on the city street can see the buildings in the 
neighborhood very clearly. As a boundary, a wall sometimes will enclose the 
neighborhood. There is no obvious sense of the inside neighborhood.



F 5-2 The site plan of a Lane Housing Neighborhood. Sheng, Hua, 1993

F 5-3 The site plan of Chao Yang new neighborhood. Yie, Bo-chu, 1993
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neighborhood. Yie, Bo-chu, 1993
F 5-6 The entrances with a bridge gallery.

Sheng, Hua, 1993

F 5-7 The layout of a Lane Housing building. Shi Ku Men. By author.
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3. The Space and the circulation system in the neighborhoods

In the Lane Housing neighborhoods the space is well organized. As the core 
part of the neighborhood, each building unit has a integrated and similar inner 
structure and attaches to the framework of the neighborhood which is made 
of the mainlanes and sublanes and form the overall space structure in the 
neighborhoods (F 5-9). The Lane Housing neighborhood space is made of 
the mainlanes, sublanes and the building units which are interdependent and 
with different levels. The mainlane is the mediator between the neighborhood 
space and the city space. The sublane is the transition area between the 
mainlane and the building units. The lane is the extension of the room and 
the city street is the extension of the lane. Outside the rooms people have 
their own lane.

If we put the neighborhood space in the city space structure, we can say that 
the city street is the public space, the mainlane is the semi-public space, the 
sublane is the semi-private space and the building is the private space (F 5- 
10). If we take the neighborhood space as the limit, we can say that the 
mainlane is the public space, the sublane is the semi-public space, the 
courtyard is the semi-private space and the room in the building is the private 
space (F 5-11).

The Lane Housing neighborhood space is an important part of the city space. 
Its strong local indentity separates itself from the city space and is connected 

to the city space by the mainlane. The lane is the focal point between the 
Lane Housing neighborhood space and the city space, and it is also the 
entrance from the city space to the Lane Housing space. The bridge gallery 
over the lane entrance has different characteristics in different lanes and 
gives a very strong identity to the Lane Housing neighborhoods (F 5-12). The 
entrance of the lane is the beginning of the Lane Housing space and 
separates the living life in the lane from the public life in the city.

In the Lane Housing neighborhoods from mainlane to sublane and from 
sublane to building unit space, the relationship among the different spaces is 
simple and in sequence. The building unit is the end of the lane space. The 
courtyard is the transition space between the sublane and room in the 
building unit. The sublane is serving several building units which are attached 
to it. Most sublanes with a dead end make a strong sense of the boundaries 
and passing through is avoided. As the sublane serves those people who are 
living there, we can regard it as a semi-public or semi-private space. All the



sublanes are connected to the mainlanes, so the mainlanes are the most 
public space of the Lane Housing neighborhoods.
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F 5-9 The space structure in Lane Housing neighborhoods. By author.

PUBLIC

CITY STREET

i SEMI-PUBLIC

*  MAINLANE UNIT

PRIVATE

SUBLANE

SEMI-PRIVATE

PUBLIC PRIVATE

F 5-10 The space relationship between the Lane Housing neighborhood space and the city space. By 
author.
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F 5-11 The space relationship in Lane Housing neighborhoods. By author.
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F 5-12 A elevation of a lane entrance with a name and a bridge gallery. Sheng, hua, 1993.



Between different level 
spaces there is always a 
transition area or a clear 
limit in the Lane Housing 
neighborhoods and the 
sense of the layers and the 
sense of the depth are 
heightened. From the 
public mainlane to the 
semi-public sublane there 
is sometimes a bridge 
gallery as the limit and the 
space under the bridge 
gallery becomes a 
transition area between 

these two kinds of spaces (F 5-13). From the semi-public sublane to the 
semi-private courtyard, there is a “Shi Ku Men” as the limit, and the courtyard 
becomes the transition area betweem the sublane and the rooms in the 
building units. The lane spaces with different level layers help people to know 
clearly where they are.

In designing new residential districts, we can learn from the Lane Housing 
neighborhoods, divide the circulation into mainroad, subroad and path (F 5- 
14) and arrange several building units together as a group in a new 
neighborhood design. In the center of the group, we can design an open 
courtyard as a semi-public space in which people can meet together. In the 
center, among the groups, there can be designed a public space. Between 
the outside space and the building units, we can design a transition area by 
changing pavement and/or elevation or setting railings or a low wall resulting 
in a semi-private space (F 5-15) and creat a compelete space system from 
public to semi-publlic to semi-private to private. Like the bridge gallery and 
the “Shi Ku Men” in the Lane Housing neighborhoods, we also can design a 
gate with a name at the entrance of the new neighborhood (F 5-16) and a 
sign or a small piece of architecture at the entrance of the group (F 5-17).

F 5-13 The space under the bridge gallery. 
Vie, Bo-chu,1993.
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F 5-14 The circulation system in new neighborhood design. By author.
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The section

F 5-15 (a) A transition area outside the building (b) A small courtyard in front on the first 
door. By author. floor of the building. By author.

With the Xingyuan new neighborhood as an example (F 5-18), the circulation 
is divided into the mainroad, subroad and path in the neighborhood. The form 
of the mainroad is designed like a windmill in order to avoid the passing 
through by the city traffic. The building units are divided into four groups. The 
mainroads pass by every group. The subroad is the branch of the mainroad 
as the connection between the group and the neighborhood and then the 
branch of the subroad is the path with a dead end going to the building unit. 
Among the building units in the group, there are several open courtyard 
spaces which are semi-public spaces. Among the groups, there is a large 
public garden space in the neighborhood.

Just like there is only one entrance in most Lane Housing neighborhoods (F 
5-19), we can reduce the number of the entrances in the new neighborhoods 
for more safety and design with only one entrance for the building group. W e  
also can design the subroad with a dead end to reduce passing through by 
people and vehicles (F 5-20). This will also give people a sense of limit and 
create a quiet and lovely atmosphere.

74



F 5-16 A gate with a name at the entrance of a new neighborhood. Yie, Bo-chu, 1993

F 5-17 A small piece of architecture at the entrance of a group. Yie, Bo-chu,1993
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F 5-19 The Lane Housing neighborhoods 
with only a entrance. By author. F 5-20 The dead end roads. By authowith
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4. The Quality of the Activities in Different Space in Neighborhoods

The quality of the people’s activities is the important criterion of the quality of 
the space. The people with similar social cultural background have almost 
the same lifestyle. But different space organization and different space form 
will result in different quality of the people’s activities which occur there. The 
activities occuring in the public space in Lane Housing Neighborhoods have a 
very high quality.

The activities occuring in Lane Housing neighborhoods can be classified into 
three kinds: necessary activities, spontaneous activities and social activities.

The necessary activities mean that the activities are necessary for people to 
join. The daily routine activities and the daily work are the part of the 
necessary activities such as going to school, going to work, shopping, 
cooking, washing and airing the clothes In China people usually dry their 
clothes by airing them in the sunshine. The dryer machine is not popular yet 
in China. These kind of activities are less influenced by the form of the 
spaces.

The spontaneous activities are those that are not routine and people join 
periodically according to their mood at the time. It depends on the space 
environment very much, such as sitting in the sunshine, sitting and enjoying 
the cool outside in the summer evening or taking a walk.

The social activities are the activities that occur in the public place, semi
public place or semi-private place and depend on others joining, such as 
talking, children's playing, saying hello to each other and some 
communications. Most of these are developed from the necessary and 
spontaneous activities.

The social interaction might happen when people meet each other in the 
same place. As long as the condition for the necessary and spontaneous 
activities are improved, social activities will be facilitated indirectly. In the 
unattractive and limited public spaces, only the necessary activities and a very 
few spontaneous activities occur. In attractive and public spaces, there is a 
tendency to prolong the necessary and spontaneous activities. People like to 
stay, take a break or play there. More spontaneous activities will occur. With 
the increasing occurrence of spontaneous activities, a large number of social 
activities will occur also. This shows the high quality of the space.



The life in the public space in the Lane Housing neighborhoods is very active 
and colorful. Although the Lane Housing buildings are very old now, the high 
quality spaces keep the life inside the neighborhoods and full vitality.

I) The activities in the common place in the Lane housing building 
units

Under the current use of Lane Housing buildings, many families fill a unit 
which was designed originally for a single family. The kitchen, the courtyard, 
the bathroom and the flat roof became the common places that the 
households must share. The necessary activities occuring there are cooking, 
cleaning and drying the clothes and other housework. Doing similar work at a 
certain time in the same space causes many spontaneous and social 
activities to occur, such as talking and exchanging experiences with each 
other. Through these activities, the neighbors know each other and help each 
other. They even know each other’s friends.

At the same time that they enjoy sharing, they have little choice and little 
privacy. Sometimes, these activities occur unconsciously, and they have no 
alternative but to disturb each other.

In the new neighborhoods, people have their own facilities such as kitchen 
and bathroom. They don’t need to share them with the neighbors any more. 
They can close the door and enjoy their privacy and the sense of a family in 
their own suite. The loss of the conditions for the spontaneous exchanges 
reduces the chance of meeting each other among the neighbors. The 
common space in the new neighborhoods is not as conducive for social 
interaction as in the old neighborhoods. While the physical condition is 
improved, a sense of a loss comes to the people. This is especially true for 
the old people. Sometimes they feel like they are living in a birdcage. The 
people living there never know each other and became less sociable. At the 
same time they strive for their privacy, they have lost the sense of society.

In the building design, we can introduce the old order of spaces from the Lane 
Housing and create some semi-public and semi-private spaces for neighbors 
to communicate and have social activities together (F 5-21).



F 5-21 A semi-public space outside the door. By author.

II) The outdoor public spaces in the neighborhoods

The outdoor public spaces in Lane Housing neighborhoods are the mainlanes 
and the sublanes. The necessary activities include passing through, such as 
going to school or work or shopping. In the sublane, some of the food 
preparation is done outside. The area close to the backdoor is close to the 
common kitchen in the building and is almost the extension of the kitchen. In 
this area, the housewives and the retired people talk and do the housework 
there together and the children play there under the watchful eye of their 
parents or grandparents. In the summer evening, people with their kids sit 
and enjoy the cool air together. In the winter morning, people bring their kids 
there to enjoy the sunshine. People also know each other through the kids. 
The old men often gather in the comer of the lane and play cards or talk 
together. The sublane as a semi-public space has a very high quality and has 
become a good communication and social space in Land Housing 
neighborhoods.
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F 5-22 The scale of the lane space. By author.

F 5-23 The scale of the space in new neighborhoods. By 
author.

In new neighborhoods, 
there are similar 
spaces as the sublane, 
such as the group 
spaces and the space 
between the buildings. 
But they are seldom as 
active as the sublane. 
The scale of the space 
might be one of the 
reasons these
common areas are 
less active. The scale 
of the space in lanes 
(F 5-22) is small and 
people must meet each 
other when they pass 
through and people 
must see each other 
when they sit there. 
The scale of the space 
in new neighborhoods 
is much larger (F 5-23) 
and it is more difficult to 
meet each other when 
passing through and 
too large to see each

other when sitting there. The children are seldom playing outside the building. 
They usually play at home while their parents are doing the housework in 

their own suite. To improve the quality of space in new neighborhoods, we 
can reduce the scale of this kind of space after the consideration of the basic 
needs of the life. At the same time, we can enlarge the terrace and the 
common balcony to increase the social activities’ occuring and improve the 
relationship among the neighbors.

5. The Public Service Net in Neighborhoods

Most public service facilities in Lane Housing neighborhoods are located at 
the entrance of the lane (F 5-24) or at the cross area between the lanes



public service facilities public service facilities

F 5-24 The public service facilities located F 5-25 The public service facilities located
at the entrance of the lane. at the cross area of the lanes.
By author. By author.

F 5-25) or at the first floor of the buildings which are facing to the mainlane (F 
5-26) or city street and some other middle areas in the neighborhoods where 
people go and come very frequently. They can meet people’s daily needs 
within walking distance around one hundred meters (F 5-27).

Figure 5-28 shows the typical distribution of the service facilities in Lane 93, 
Lane 94 and Lane 95 in Zhang Jia Jie neighborhood. They are scattered 
throughout the neighborhood. Like magnets with different gravitation 
distances, they have very strong attraction for the people living closely. A  
cordial, friendly, vivid, colorful and convenient atmosphere is created naturally 
at the same time. The whole neighborhood is densely covered by these 
facilities with a close relationship between the facilities and the residences. 
Compared with the new neighborhoods, this kind of distribution has a gradual 
change from inner neighborhood to external neighborhood with different kinds 
of transitions between them and a very good relationship between the stores 
in the neighborhood and the city shopping street.

In the new neighborhoods, the most public service facilities are located in the 
central area of the whole neighborhood (F 5-29). There is a sudden space 
change and no transition area between the shopping area and the living area. 
The difference of the distribution of the service facilities between the Lane 
Housing neighborhoods and the new neighborhoods is obvious. If we can
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create a neighborhood with several shopping centers which can cover the 
whole neighborhood within walking distance, that will be better.

D

public service facilities

F 5-26 The public service facilities located at the first floor of the buildings which face to the city streets. 
By author.
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F 5-27 A distribution of the public service facilities in a Lane Housing neighborhood. By author.
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F 5-28 The typical distribution of the service facilities in Zhang Jia Jie Lane Housing neighborhood. By 
author.

public service facilities

F 5-29 A distribution of the service facilities in a new neighborhood. By author.



6. Stress on Local Features

Housing is a major part of the urban scene. China is a large country. Climatic 
and topographical conditions vary with different cities and so do resources 
and cultural traits. Housing designs have to be different in order to suit local 
conditions. This is demonstrated by Lane Housing neighborhooods which 
reveal local features with a unique layout of traditional styles. Such designs 
are worthy of study, as they are helpful in enhancing the functions and quality 
of new residential neighborhoods as well as in changing the monotony of 
design in Chinese cities.

Stress on local features does not mean sticking to old, obsolete practices. In 
new housing design, there is no need to preserve the exact old way of living. 
W e want to maintain the features that people like which allow them to be 
sociable, yet include the conveniences of a less crowded lifestyle with more 
private space.

Given the importance of the courtyard as a focal point of many activities in 
Chinese households, the house layout should incorporate open spaces next 
to "wet" areas such as the kitchen and bathroom.

The transitional areas between street and housing are necessary for a 
number of reasons such as personalization, social interaction and a sense of 
entry. A transitional space can be covered and made into a room without any 
demolition. An element such as a boundary wall of a roof overhang can help 
in defining a semi-private, transitional open space. The addition of a 
transitional element or space will also help in screening a direct view into the 
dwelling from the street or adjacent houses.

7. Increasing the Utilization of Land

Land is a precious natural resource. Land conservation represents an 
important state policy which must be conscientiously carried out. How to build 
nice, comfortable housing on a limited amount of land remains a question for 
all designers to study.

For many years, extending the depth while limiting the width of the building, 
such as the unit design in Lane Housing neighborhoods has always been the



way to achieve this aim. This approach is still adopted on an extensive scale.
But with the emergence of living rooms with large exposure and 

dissatisfaction with small light wells, buildings with indented fronts have come 
into being. Despite its great depth and more limited width, this kind of building 
may cause a bigger waste of land owing to the fact that in certain cases the 
depth of the light wells may be too large. This suffices to show that the depth 
and width of a building in a housing design is not the sole criteria for judging 
whether land savings can be achieved. However, building with too great a 
depth and width will definitely reduce the adaptability of housing and have a 
negative effect on the atmosphere of the living environment. In recent years, 
sloping roof and set-back roof on the north side of the building are employed 
in some locations. Such devices can play a certain role in the more economic 
use of land by reducing the space between rows of buildings required for 
adequate sun exposure (F-30). Another feasible method for land 
conservation is to reduce the average floor height to a reasonable extent.

t '

F 5-30 Set-back roof on the north side of the building can reduce the space between the 
buildings required for adequate sun exposure. By author.



8. Effective Use of Space

flat roof with banisters

bedrm.

Ting Zi Jien - —

courtyardliving rm.

F 5-31 Different spaces with different heights. Sheng, 
Hua, 1993.

The effective use of space 
means the effective use of 
funds, land and energy. In 
order to increase space 
utility, it is feasible to reduce 
the net height of some of the 
rooms in an apartment 
building. In Lane Housing 
building units, there are 
different spaces with different 
heights (F 5-31). However, 
this should be done without 
any ill effects, either 
physiological or
psychological and without 
reducing the quality of living 
conditions.

Generally speaking, bigger rooms and rooms for common use by the family 
should be higher, while storerooms, small rooms or rooms for use by 
individuals could be lower. But in an apartment, if the height varies from room 
to room, it will require a floor with different levels, and this will make the 
structure more complicated and may also cause inconveniences for the 
residents. W e also can use potential space, which consists of nooks and 
corner which are generally neglected, such as the space over and beneath 
the staircase or bed and the space in the attic with a sloping roof. W e can 
use these relatively small areas as places for sleeping, storage or other uses.

Conclusion
----- Improving the Environment

The environmental quality refers to the situation and circumstances that 
surround housing estates, including neighborhood communication, security, 
privacy, abatement of noise, enhancement of the courtyard and the general 
view. Comparing the Lane Housing neighborhoods with new residential 
neighborhoods, we can find something to learn from the Lane Housing
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neighborhoods and some things that need to be improved in new  and older 
neighborhoods. See the chart below.

Lane Housing 
neighborhoods

New
neighborhoods i

Location 
(see p. 64-65)

fully developed 
central city

undeveloped 
city’s periphery I

Scale (see p. 65-68) small & intimate large &
indifferentisted *

5
Space and circulation well organized with missing transitions |

Istructure different transitions between public/
and limits semi-public/ private 

spaces *

1Quality of public spaces high low-missing density
(see p.77-80) of social activities * i

!
Building layout unique with monotonous without

J

Shanghai feature Shanghai feature * I

Public service net the whole neighborhood only in central area ;

(see p. 80-83) is well covered of the neighborhood 1

Green area almost none many grass and trees
missing definition of 
spaces & transitions *

Building story 2 - 3 5 -6 ,1 2 -1 4 ,1 8 -2 4 ;

Suite size small larger
(3-4 sq.m, per person) (6-7 sq.m, per person)

Utilities not enough * good for each unit
1

a. Kitchen 43.8% share the kitchen * 
56.2% without kitchen *

all with their own 
kitchen
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b. Bathroom 70%  without toilet * all with their own 
bathroom

c. Gas 72.5% without gas * all with gas

Family structure extended nuclear

The relationship 
among the neighbors

know each other 
very well

do not know each 
other *

Community activity 
(see p.78)

very active not active *

Privacy very limited, 
a whole family 
uses one room *

separated units, 
a family has more 
rooms than before

* needs improvement

In combining the housing design with that of the overall environment, we can 
put forward new schemes and new ideas, such as:

Combining the neighborhood plan with the general plan and zoning plan 
of the city.

Giving it an overall consideration to solve the problems of living, working, 
studying, communication, recreation and shopping.

Dividing outdoor space into different areas with different levels of privacy 
and transitions between them which are well articulated and clear.

Creating a sense of limits of different level spaces (see p.69-76).

Improving the space quality and people’s activity quality (see p. 77-80).

Increasing the space utility and the land utility (see p. 84-86).

Separating vehicular traffic from pedestrian.
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Designing places for outdoor activities for different age groups and 
different sizes of groups.

Open spaces can be of varying shapes and sizes and may consist of a 
mixture of hard surface courts (asphalted or brick-paved) and landscaped 
areas. They can incorporate safe pedestrian routes to the market for 
children.

Combining all these and other entities into a dynamic integrated whole and 
adopting architectural styles with local features and cultural context while 
blending the beautiful silhouette with the luxuriant verdure of the courtyards 
will result in a very pleasent and livible environment and lifestyle. This way of 
combining the housing design with that of the overall environment should be 
encouraged. It will definitely help to improve the work of planning for the 
construction of housing estates as well as residential areas.

Without good designs, good housing would be impossible and good results 
unattainable even with the input of large amounts of human and material 
resources. However, judging by the housing already completed in recent 
years, a sizable gap still exists between the present level of design and what 
is actually required. Substantial differences also exist in the professional level 
with different designers. To improve the design becomes an urgent task of the 
present day. This should draw the attention not only of people in the field of 
architectural design, but also of the relevant administrative departments and 
of the whole society. Only with the concerted effort of all people who share a 
common concern of the rapid improvements in housing design will we be able 
to construct residential buildings with a quality better than before and thus 
fulfill the tasks entrusted to us by history.
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