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INTRODUCTION

The Paradox of Urban
Preservation

The city, however, does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of
a hand.
—ITALO CALVINO, Invisible Cities

In the summer of 2005, two large preservation projects were taking place
in Beijing. The first one was the restoration of Yongdingmen, the central
gate of the Outer City located at the southern end of the Central Axis.
Originally built in 1553, Yongdingmen was demolished in the 1950s, along
with the city walls and thirteen other city gates, in the construction of the
socialist capital. The restoration began in 2003 after Beijing was selected
as the Host City of the 2008 Olympics Games, and the project was part
of the city’s “Cultural Heritage Preservation Plan for an Olympiad of Hu-
manity.” Experts involved in the project did a thorough examination of
the archives to ensure that the new Yongdingmen looked exactly like the
old one. The project took two years to complete and cost more than 19
million RMB (3 million USD). The restored Yongdingmen was celebrated
by local officials and the news media. They believed it enhanced the cul-
tural significance of Beijing by completing the configuration of the Central
Axis, the longest in the world. And because the Olympic Park was located
at the northern extension of the Central Axis, the restored Yongdingmen
was considered especially meaningful for the status of Beijing as the host
city of the Olympics. A local newspaper wrote, “The restored city gate
provides a new starting point for Old Beijing to embrace the future.”
Further north on the Central Axis, not far from the restored city gate,
another preservation project was carried out in a historic district named
Qianmen, which was the downtown of imperial Beijing. Qianmen Street,
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the main thoroughfare of the area, occupies a prominent position in the
city, with a large number of established shops and restaurants catering to
the demands of a diverse group of customers. Although some of the shops
and restaurants were more than a century old and nationally known, the
district remained affordable for working-class customers. Using the old
photos of Qianmen Street in the early twentieth century as a blueprint,
the preservation project remodeled the facade of the buildings along the
street, integrating late Qing and early Republican style motifs into the fi-
nal design. Many old shops and restaurants left Qianmen Street after the
preservation project because of the rise in rent. But local officials were
not concerned by this loss of tenants, because their goal was to attract
outlets of world-renowned luxury brands and “turn Qianmen Street into
another Champs-Elysées,” to use the words of a local official. A dense resi-
dential area made up of centuries-old courtyard houses and surrounding
Qianmen Street was demolished in the preservation project. Developers
replaced the one-story historic courtyard houses with two- to six-story
buildings in antique style for high-end residential and commercial uses.
The original residents who lived in the area before were not allowed to
move back after the preservation project was completed.

These stories of Beijing provide us a complicated vision of urban pres-
ervation at the beginning of the new millennium. Facing the rebuilt city
gate, the remodeled shopping street, and the brand new housing stock
with historical appearance, all created through preservation projects, we
cannot help but wonder, What is preservation?

In any book on the history or theory of urban preservation, the very
word preservation carries a strict meaning. It is defined as the act or process
of applying measures to sustain the existing form, integrity, and material
of a building or a site (Murtagh 2006). The basic dictum of the profes-
sional preservationist is to keep as much of the original fabric as possible.
Furthermore, history shows that urban preservation is by nature a human-
istic endeavor. The earliest preservation efforts date back to the days of
the Roman Empire, when historic monuments were carefully maintained
for future generations, in order to provide them a tangible form of con-
nection to the past (Riegl 1982 [1903]). In the age of industrialization,
when the existence of historic cities was threatened by urban renewal, the
subject of preservation expanded from individual monuments to urban
residences and entire city blocks, the so-called urban fabric. This develop-
ment in preservation practice protects residents from dislocation and thus
mediates the devastating social impact of modernization.

It seems self-evident that urban preservation’s essence is to protect the
architectural integrity and social sustainability of cities. In reality, however,



INTRODUCTION XV

preservation has become an umbrella term encompassing a variety of ac-
tivities. Some of them are in conflict with the original meaning of preser-
vation and present challenges to the humanistic concerns historically as-
sociated with the term. Beijing is not alone in creating a picture of urban
preservation fraught with controversies. In cities from West to East, the
practice of urban preservation has become increasingly problematic. This
book seeks to explain the complexities and controversies in the practice
of urban preservation in modern cities, investigating the politics of urban
preservation by answering two specific sets of questions. First, why do
governments in different cities have different understandings of what ur-
ban preservation is and make distinct decisions about what to preserve
and how to preserve it? Second, how are the various preservation initia-
tives being implemented by the government, and why are some of them
more likely to be carried out than others?

In this book, the politics of urban preservation is explored through a
comparison of preservation practices in Beijing, Chicago, and Paris from
the 1980s to the present. As three great cities of the world, they have
prominent positions in the history of architecture and planning, yet their
urban landscapes are under constant challenges of creative destruction.
Although urban preservation is considered an important policy issue in
all three cities, their preservation practices vary significantly. To explain
the various preservation practices in the three cities, the book argues that
urban preservation has become a strategic device used by different politi-
cal and social actors to fulfill their distinct and occasionally contradictory
goals. Whereas the content of the preservation initiatives is defined by the
interests and preferences of different actors, implementation of the initia-
tives is constrained by the fragmented power structure in cities. Political
fragmentation serves as a filter, facilitating the implementation of preser-
vation initiatives within single jurisdictions while prohibiting the imple-
mentation across jurisdictional boundaries. For cross-boundary issues,
different types of political fragmentation are associated with predictable
patterns of policy processes and settlements, thus creating different pat-
terns of urban preservation.

The experiences of the three cities demonstrate how political institu-
tions are intertwined with interests and inclinations, fundamentally shap-
ing the policy process of urban preservation. In Beijing, urban preservation
is a tool for the local government to promote economic growth and create
a better image for the city. While many historic monuments were restored
as cultural icons in preparation for the Olympics, the functional fragmen-
tation between municipal bureaus prevented historic districts from being
effectively protected. With the demolition of old neighborhoods and the
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construction of historic-looking pastiche, urban preservation has become
increasingly symbolic. In Chicago, urban preservation serves the goals of
increasing property values and revitalizing neighborhoods, which are often
entangled with issues of racial inequality and gentrification. The territo-
rial fragmentation along ward boundaries has turned urban preservation
into a privilege of aldermen and blocked the initiatives to preserve neigh-
borhoods across multiple wards. With historic districts largely confined
within single wards, urban preservation shows a mosaic pattern. And in
Paris, urban preservation provides a channel for national and municipal
governments to compete for control over urban space. Whereas the former
symbolizes cultural heritage as a source of the French national identity
and has long monopolized the power of urban preservation, the latter is
empowered by decentralization and has begun to propose a new agenda
of balancing preservation and development. The intergovernmental frag-
mentation has generated a contested yet shared control between the cen-
tral and local authorities, thus generating a pattern of joint preservation.

Urban preservation is a critical policy issue for cities. The intrinsic
historic and artistic value of architectural heritage is a sufficient justifi-
cation for anyone to devote time and attention to this topic, but urban
preservation is a valuable window into much broader issues of economic
and social changes in cities, beyond the specific battles to save individual
buildings and places. Since the work of Lewis Mumford (1961) and Jane
Jacobs (1961), urban scholars have noted that urban preservation has a
significant impact on the character of urban development and the quality
of life of citizens. Today, when cities are undergoing unprecedented eco-
nomic restructuring and spatial reorganization in the context of globaliza-
tion, urban preservation has become increasingly important for shaping a
healthier urban environment and strengthening the cultural roots of our
society. It deserves greater attention if we have a sincere interest not only
in understanding the causes and consequences of changes in cities but also
in making our cities better places to live.

The policy process of urban preservation is extremely complex, with
various interests and values involved. However, it has received little atten-
tion from political scientists. Although a number of urban scholars and
preservation practitioners have recognized the significant role of politics
in successful or failed preservation efforts, they rarely offer any system-
atic analysis on how politics influences preservation.! By wedding political
science theory and method to the study of urban preservation, this book
is one of the first efforts to reveal the political underpinnings of urban
preservation. It contributes to our understanding of urban preservation in
three major ways. First, it challenges many existing conclusions on urban
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preservation by asking why there are multiple understandings of what ur-
ban preservation is, how these understandings are created, and how they
are manipulated as part of the political strategy. Answers to those ques-
tions reveal the political origins of government efforts. Second, the theory
of political fragmentation provides an institutional approach to explain
why some preservation initiatives are more likely to be implemented than
others. By showing how different types of political fragmentation have
affected the policy process of urban preservation in predictable ways, the
theory can be applied to other cities beyond the three cases, and it permits
comparisons across urban settings. Third, the study is based on extensive
fieldwork in three cities on three continents that are embedded in very
different cultural and political contexts. The comparative approach not
only is critical to test the theoretical framework presented but also depicts
a richer picture of the modes of spatial and social governance in cities.

This is a book about urban preservation, but it is also about the inter-
layered processes by which political actors attempt to transform urban
space and govern people’s lives through large-scale public policies. The
primary theoretical objective of the book is to build the linkages between
policy discourse, political institutions, and policy processes. It demon-
strates that in order to understand a policy process, we must examine both
the substantive aspect and the institutional aspect of the policy initiative.
Whereas the former articulates the content of the policy initiative and
explains why the policy initiative is proposed as it is, the latter answers
how the initiative is processed and why or why not it can be implemented
in reality. Any policy analysis is incomplete if either of the two aspects is
missing from the discussion. The institutional aspect of the policy initia-
tive of urban preservation is examined in chapter 1 through a detailed
analysis of the fragmented power structure in cities. The remainder of
this chapter discusses the substantive aspect of preservation initiative by
introducing the major motivations behind urban preservation across time
and space. It is followed by a brief overview of preservation practices in
Beijing, Chicago, and Paris. I also detail the design of the research and
provide an overview of the remainder of the book.

Urban Preservation: One Policy, Many Purposes

The essence of any kind of public policy is political reasoning, which of-
fers policymakers a language to form their argument and fulfill their goals
(Stone 2002; Rochefort and Cobb 1994; Fischer and Forester 1993). Urban
preservation is no exception. It provides a discourse with which political
and social actors deliberately and consciously frame their propositions,



XVviii INTRODUCTION

justify their choices, and promote their favored course of action. The
multiple motivations lead to different preservation practices, some of
which have challenged the original goals of urban preservation by un-
dermining the architectural integrity and social sustainability of cities.
The paradox of urban preservation demonstrates the controversial re-
lationship between history and its instrumental use in human societies.
The following section discusses four major purposes that have motivated
the practice of urban preservation, through which we can observe the in-
consistency between the preservation practice and the original goals of
urban preservation.

Preservation for Urban Planning

The relationships between urban preservation and urban development
have been the subject of great debates since the post~-World War 1I era.
Facing the devastating effects of urban renewal, policymakers began to
use urban preservation as a planning device to control development. In
1962, with the passage of the Malraux Act in France and the creation of a
master plan for Rome, entire city blocks and streetscapes could be secured
behind the fortified boundary lines of historic districts. These preserva-
tion ordinances, still in effect today, not only prevent historic structures
from being demolished but also regulate any alterations or additions in
historic districts. In an attempt to control new development, preservation
ordinances are usually associated with zoning policies. In some cities, pres-
ervation and zoning ordinances require that new buildings are not taller
than historic structures, so that they remove the incentive of the market
to demolish and rebuild (Tung 2001).

When used as a strategy to control urban development, urban preser-
vation saves historic cities from the wrecking ball and consequently pre-
vents residents from being displaced by urban renewal. However, it raises
the possibility that when little space is allowed for new development, cit-
ies might slowly evolve into museums. This type of regulation constrains
the space for architectural or economic innovation, thus diminishing the
diversity and vigor of urban life—something many European historic
centers have already experienced. Some cities have lost between 30 and
90 percent of their residential population, especially those in the lower-
income groups, to areas outside the city because living space in the city is
scarce and expensive (Choay 2001; Boyer 1994). Besides accommodat-
ing a small number of wealthy inhabitants, those cities have increasingly
become outdoor museums for tourists, leaving residents to feel that there
is no future in their cities.
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Preservation for Urban Development

In contrast to its usage as a planning device to control development, ur-
ban preservation can be used to attract investment and promote urban
revitalization. This goal is achieved by linking urban preservation with tax
benefits. In postwar America, the federal government got involved under
the nationwide pressure for urban preservation. However, instead of aban-
doning the agenda of urban renewal, the government tied preservation to
urban renewal and changed the latter’s bulldozer mentality to one of com-
munity rehabilitation through a series of tax ordinances (Boyer 1994). In
the Tax Reform Acts of 1976 and 1986, and the Economic Recovery Act
of 1981, tax credits are offered to private developers and property own-
ers who rehabilitate and renovate historic structures (Frank 2002; Fitch
1982; Reichl 1997; Newman 2001). These tax ordinances were intended
to promote preservation-based urban revitalization in American cities and
became a tool for private property owners to obtain tax benefits. It facili-
tates, rather than inhibits, the government’s agenda of urban development.

Although preservation-based redevelopment prevents historic structures
from being demolished and gives them a new life through rehabilitation,
it largely ignores the welfare of the local residents. As revitalization ac-
tivity accelerated, real estate values began to rise in inner-city neighbor-
hoods, taxes were reassessed, rents started to climb, and gentrification
took place, in which the working class, minorities, and renters were re-
placed by newcomers who tended to be middle class, white, and property
owners (Zukin 1987). Many newcomers were attracted to working-class
ethnic neighborhoods by the unique culture and lifestyle, which is ironic,
as Sharon Zukin (2010) notes, because it was the newcomers’ demands
for authenticity that drove out those who first lent the neighborhood its
authentic aura. It is evident from the experiences of many cities that when
used as a strategy of urban revitalization, urban preservation often caters
to the tastes of educated, economically better-off urbanites, reinforcing
the entrenched social and economic inequality in cities (Freeman 2006;
Smith 1996). Although the concept of social preservation was coined in
urban studies literature to emphasize the importance government should
assign to protecting the interests of the indigenous, officials have yet to
master the actual practice of doing so.

Preservation for International Recognition

The concept of urban preservation is largely an invention of the West, and
it was exported and progressively disseminated beyond Europe beginning



