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Modern Urban Design in China: An Imported 

Discourse
Dingliang Yang

This paper examines the emergence of urban design as a modern dis-
cipline in China since the economic reform and opening-up policy 
in 1978, particularly after 1985 when the Ministry of Construction of 
China and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology signed an agree-
ment to establish the “MIT-China Urban Design Training Project 
Plan,” which allowed China to send selected visiting scholars to MIT 
to study urban design. It argues that modern urban design in China is 
an imported discourse mainly from the United States, although there 
exists its own genealogy of city planning and design in terms of phi-
losophy and action in China. The paper documents the whole process 
of collaboration between Chinese institutions and US universities in 
training Chinese urban designers, starting from the Harbin Universi-
ty of Civil Engineering and Architecture – MIT program, to the later 
participation of Harvard University, University of Pennsylvania, Tsin-
ghua University, Tianjin University, Southeast University, and others. 
It also investigates the influence and legacy of the visiting scholars who 
returned to China, including figures like Jin Guangjun and Zhang Li. 
The paper concludes that the efforts of these scholars, as important 
professors and practitioners of urban design, contributed to the con-
struction of the framework of urban design education in China as well 
as its disciplinary progress and evolution, which largely led to the regu-
lating of the widely conducted urban design practice that supports the 
extensive urbanization of the country. The author intends to provide a 
different angle to interpret the formulation of urban design as a disci-
pline in China.Dingliang Yang is an assistant pro-

fessor of architecture and urbanism 
at the University of Minnesota Twin 
Cities. He is the author of multiple 
books, including the award-win-
ning book Urban Grids: Handbook 
for City Design (ORO, 2019, with 
Joan Busquets and Michael Keller) 
and Shanghai Regeneration: Five 
Paradigms (AR+D, 2016). His most 
essays are featured in CITY, EL Cro-
quis, Mechanics in Engineering, 
Time+ Architecture, Architecture 
Journal, and others. He is the cura-
tor of the first Chongqing Interna-
tional Creative Week in 2018 and 
has curated exhibitions about his 
design and research works at vari-

ous museums and institutes.
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Burcu Köken is an architect and a 
Ph.D. candidate at TU Delft in the 
program “Architecture and Democ-
racy,” which runs jointly with Het 
Nieuwe Instituut in Rotterdam. Her 
research concerns a historical and 
critical analysis of the intricate re-
lations between architecture, plan-
ning, and politics in the Cold War 
period in Turkey through the archi-
tectural journal Mimarlık.

Mimarlık, 1963-1972: Expertise, Exchange, 
and Planning in Turkish Architecture
Burcu Köken

In 1965, the Chamber of Architects of Turkey contacted the Union In-
ternationale des Architectes (UIA), asking for technical assistance for 
the country’s ongoing housing problem. Upon that request, a group of 
experts from UIA’s French Section visited Turkey and discussed the 
situation of squatter housing called gecekondu. During the visit, they 
made an excursion to gecekondu settlements and met with academics, 
professionals, and state officials. The Chamber’s in-house publication, 
Mimarlık, followed these events closely and compiled summaries of 
conference talks in an article. According to the article, gecekondu was 
unstoppable under this rapid urbanization, and in fact, these settle-
ments should be considered evidence of goodwill and material invest-
ment. Instead of prevention, the necessary infrastructure, such as sew-
age lines, water, electricity, roads, and construction materials, should 
be provided for future inhabitants. However, the proposition was con-
troversial because it promoted gecekondu as a self-solving problem. 
Also, it diminished the mediating role of the architects and planners, 
overlooking any expertise from universities and institutions.

This paper examines the interactions between UIA, the Chamber of 
Architects, and Mimarlık in providing an urban program for devel-
oping Turkey during Turkey’s first and second Five-Year Develop-
ment Plans (1961-1966; 1967-1972). Locating the Chamber’s in-house 
publication Mimarlık at its center, the paper traces the knowledge ex-
change between UIA and the Chamber and how it was represented in 
Mimarlık by underlining developmental policies, professional knowl-
edge, and technical development. The critical investigation of these en-
tangled histories will attempt to understand how urban planning ideas 
were negotiated as a democratic precondition within the larger map of 
Cold War politics.
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