The 4™ International Conference of the International Forum on Urbanism (IFoU)
2009 Amsterdam/Delft
The New Urban Question — Urbanism beyond Neo-Liberalism

INFORMAL URBANISM FROM INSIDE-OUT
— INTERNALIZING TAIPEI EXPERIENCES OF INFORMALITY

KANG, Min Jay
Graduate Institute of Building and Planning, Natibfaiwan University, Taipei, email:kminjay@gmaidlro

ABSTRACT: Informal urbanism is usually a visual perceptitmouat the uncontrollable high-density living
in the rapidly urbanized world which adjusts quyjcid the collective need and wants without payiegard

to dominant law and order. But the collective enslenof the informal city consists of a multitude of
individuals who continue to snatch extra floor ardeom the public domain to expand their restricted
environment through time-dependent modificationsisTpaper looks into the process of informalization
from inside singular households’ living spaces muards the transitional areas where private artdigpu
mix in Taipei’s iconic South Airport Apartment. Tliase study indicates that the informal city ioeaia
reality and a contested space engendered by phabeigeryday-life tactics.
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1. AN OVERVIEW OF TAIPEI'S INFORMALITY

Taiwan’s urban milieu has been associated withgtioevth and the raw vitality of the informal sector
partly due to its third-world and dependant-deveiept experiences of the past, and partly due to the
constantly shifting social ground of its immigrawainstitution in demographic pattern which has ugdee a
few times of abrupt population upwelling. Informabanism has become Taiwan’s urban reality anctitgen
and to certain degree, reflects the dynamics amgslyche of its immigrant sociétEven in the Capital city
of Taipei, the informal construction and activit&tdl overwhelm the general urban architecture adays
and overrule the modern urban landscapes in magces The self-help and self-built building adutit on
the built units or the sprawling built forms of sdier villages express the need-based construltigo as
well as the loose legal execution of the publidaeand the futile control of architectural prinieg.

Class dichotomy and the uneven geographic developmiich accentuates the polar differences
between the center and the periphery are diredribators to informal urbanism, particularly whemet
process of urbanization vis-a-vis globalizatiomisught to light, the internal contradictions of high-density
cities often incurs implosion of the informal citpformal city usually refers to the impoverishee|f-built
communities or shanty towns within the cities, aedording to Wright (2005), “they are at once epbh
and extensive, irrelevant yet critical, glaringligible yet seldom observed.” Yet it can go so fadepict

! The term ‘informal’ is often acknowledged as ttmvdside of ‘formal’ which recognizes and strengthen
the western idea of the legal, rational, capitaliinancial), public, and institutional. The us&‘informal’

is therefore controversial that it is subordinatewthat is considered ‘formal’ and indicates phenome
inappropriate for modern urban planning and manageraven though they may have been existing long
before capitalism and state power dictate the world

2 The concomitant Taoist religion of the Han-immigsain Taiwan celebrates worldly affairs and preatti
gains, and the ever-flowing, boundary-fuzzy adtgtand events (most significantly, make-shift vasdand
stalls that sometimes sprawl into night marketdyamt of the Taoist temples are inseparable froedaily
living of most Taiwanese towns and cities. Suclyfsigity religion spices up the colorful hodgepoad¢he
urban environment and builds up its social subdonsc

% Rural condition of the industrial and post-indistages impels migration into the city, and the
acceleration of urbanization propelled by globdiaahas tripled the urban population worldwiddtie last
three decades. (Harvey, 2000)
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urban scenes associated with the outreach of ifloattivities — in another word, class does nottket
boundary of informality. The political-economy ayeds of informal urbanism reveal the structural
operations behind the wide-spread phenomena in deasloping countries and post-colonial cities, tout
further understand the dynamics of informalizatiencloser investigation of the everyday-life of the
‘in-between’ is inevitable. ‘Informal’ is not necewily peripheral or illegal, and en route to folizetion,
the transitional, the subterranean, or the bordguiees an identity of its own. And even in thehac areas
of Taipei, traces of informality can hardly escapgperiential attentions. One may speculate: whapéas to
zoning control and state intervention in such g7ls informality the lingering ghost of its thiwderld-city
past, a foreseeable consequence of a downrightusgxeity, ‘real places’ (Clay, 1994) or bewildering
landscapes of the ‘generic city’ (Koolhaas, 1994)an honest mirror of what the city really is?

On one hand, the appearances of informal urbanisncradely condemned as a shameful blemish of
modernization and defiant invasion of public spageson the other hand, celebrated as an amaritage
of complex urbanism which expresses the true naticétly and denounces the rational self-righte@ssrof
planning. Informal urbanism unveils a probable naitm of autonomous city building from bottom ugt y
it also embodies the daily struggles of commorzeits who attempt to filch a short span of livingspor
subsistent ground. The poetics and politics of mrblaaos thus engendered are more than a thin ¢dyer
street spectacle or modern banality - they arbeasame time an outcome and a critique of strudimrzes.
Such landscapes of collective unconscious are )wéadiable by institutional rules and regulationst, thue
to the retreat of individual agents in the colleetinode of mimicry, the conscious act of resistaisce
inevitably missing. In this unpretentious and intlbtandscape, time is the true planner. And sihaes
not intend to become certain paradigm, informalanidm seems to have avoided dominant manipulations
and mainstream aesthetic models. The sociologgfofral urbanism evolves into its own aesthetidsictv
divulges unsettled reality of urban living throughfragile, unrestrained, contradictory, and tithmsal state
of being.

Unsurprisingly, the aesthetics of informality arid concomitant scenes of urban everyday life and

living in-between infiltrate into contemporary dgsithinking and artistic conceptualization. “...from
design point of view, informality is a condition obmplex, non-linear systems in which patterns lager
intersect, and mutate in unexpected ways.” Brillearg, Feireiss, and Klumpner (2005) argue. Balmond
(2002) perceives ‘informal’ as “an internalizatittrat moves forward to produce a coherence thairim,f
which can be further characterized in three dinmmrssi local, hybrid, and juxtaposition. Morales (R0
when describing about ‘in-between’ as a “space paantly on the run; a place in itself, a limit mdidege,
a border made country,” believes that such pragject “attract everything towards itself that it aase to
make its own space.” Jacobs (2002) reminds usthay art theoreticians “have shown that the pretiia
for the everyday and the immanent already constittite core of modernist art, which swept awaysatas
aesthetic notions of elevation.”

Informal urbanism subverts the classical perspectif/ art and design by bringing up forefront the
mundane and the real. It challenges architecturetiatdrship, authorship, and control by expressing
idiosyncratic individualities in a collective mod#. responds to the earlier call of Dadaism and Guy
Debord’s situationist concept dietournemen{Careri, 2002), and invites non-exclusive albgitanscious
participations of collage ensemble of urlbaadymadedy city inhabitants. It is also attractive in thense of
organic and piecemeal evolution instead of impleat@ns of imposed plans. It is weathered and |l
here the marks of time inscribe not only the spaitia also the social fabric of the city. The vikeation of
informal urbanism is not to be achieved by a siagwuthor; therefore, it is collaborative, symhipti
unpredictable, and open-end in spirit.

The informal city is to more or less degree ougofernmental leash, and as a consequence it
turns to the grassroots network and plebeian pawesustain its operation. It has become a more
autonomous and flexible city of mutual dependehem tits counterpart. The Stealth Group (2001) eysplo
the ‘wild city’ to envision new possibilities of digin in two conceptual territories: “the metaphakjievhich
describes an urban paradigm of wildness; and tlagegic, which proposes dynamic design procedwes f
contemporary environments, shaped by dominant rhéokees and the decline of institutions.” Evidentl
learning from the informal city is an academic neend to explore alternatives of non-eradicativieanr
renewal, urban design (for instance, Columbia Usitye Urban Design Program, 2005), and urban studie
Sassen (2005) sees the spaces of intersectior iimfttrmal city as ‘analytical borderlands’ sin¢ey are
spaces “constituted in terms of discontinuities aisdally conceived of as mutually exclusive” sottha
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“discontinuities are given a terrain of operatioather than being reduced to a dividing line.” Whsaed to
be reprimanded as visually ruptured and socialighéd is given fresh perspectives as spaces full o
subtleties and possibilities.

Yet, how ‘wild’ can a city become, and what is tireit of chaos? How does conscious design
intervene in the domain of collective unconsciolib@se questions do not implore for standard answets
even more fundamentally, are there any differenicesveen informal cities of different geographic
constraints and social/cultural contexts, and whal those differences imply? If the autonomy of the
informal city is congregated by collective ensendflendividual participations, then what is the triiloution
of the basic unit to the urban spectrum of infoity@l The following case study of the South Airport
Apartment embodies Taipei’s version of informalanism and signifies the role of individual houselsol
living patterns in shaping the informal city.

2. SOUTH AIRPORT APARTMENT

Erected in 1962 as one of the first housing prejeftTaiwan, the extant South Airport Apartment is
symbolic yet aged. It accommodates all walks & &hd a wide variety of immigrant backgrounds waithi
small individual units of 26.4fmExcept for the toilet and kitchen, all the otFamily functions are crammed
into the same compartment. All together 2972 uinits1l rows of 5-story reinforced-brick blocks (pad}
and two courtyard compounds (phase Il & Ill) makethie socially colorful community (including vetesa
families, rural immigrants families, single-pardamilies, single senile-citizen households, lodatires,
markets, a huge night market, and so on) at thé¢hemst corner of the city. Connected by spiral and
‘scissors’ stairways between two adjacent buildinlge appearance of the phase | South Airport Avpemt
still looks unique today (Fig. 1). Local resideniskname the public stairway ‘the flying corkscreag an
identifiable landmark whose void column also seinggeniously as a garbage collector.

SOUTH AIRPORT
APARTMENT

SOUTH AIRPORT -
‘ APARTMENT
B 11065 11 1967
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Figure 1 Images of the three—ph‘ase developments of thehQargort Apa

&1

rtment

Back in the 1960s and 1970s, an average houseffteid grew into a family of 5-6 members in the
South Airport Apartment. But the original layouttbfe apartment unit, according to modern-day stahds
best to accommodate one person as a studio smggidably, as the size of the household expands, th
interior space can no longer meet the need andatdrof a family. Mr. Chen and his family is a tygli case
in the South Airport Apartment which gradually tsémrms one basic living unit for one into a flexabfet
awkward condition for five, then, with appropriatiand extension, into a semi-duplex for five (Y. The
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process of transformation is incremental and subtie the accumulation of the floor area is notagtsvon
solid ground. Via the tacit consent of his neiglsband local police body, Mr. Chen achieves his gansion
of informalization.

When he first bought one basic unit on the thimbiflof the South Airport Apartment, he was single,
young, and poor; and the space was compact andraalg adjustable. Four years later he got mamaied!
subdivided the unit to make room for more privagry soon his three children came along, so hisdmed
was modified again to accommodate five by addingenvertical levels. Then he decided to take thie lris
‘stealing’ floor area from the half air and the derused’ public area. He was in the business ofl svale
construction and metal material supplier; logicdily started his experiment from his own turf. Witfnt
steel and metal sheet, he ‘hanged’ an extra bedmaside the P-phase bedroom and ‘installed’ another
room at the public verandah. His neighbor consitlehe verandah as Mr. Chen’s property (similarhi® t
concept of arcade space of the shop-house buitgpey— private land for public use) and did not éue or
report his construction. There was an understateénstanding that his neighbor might do the santleeif
illegal expansion was not interfered by the autlypaind Mr. Chen would be the ideal hand to hire.
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Figure 2 Evolution of Mr. Chen’s family space on th@8 floor of the South Airport Apartment

It was the time (1970s) when the informal condtamcspread like wildfire in the Capital city due
to inadequacy of housing policy and provision i ttace of rapid urbanization and large-scale rural
emigration. Citizens with few resources were imgzblio solve the housing problems with their ownitac
and the government had to turn a blind eye to s$iqgatand illegal constructions concerning the
consequences and social cost of enforced demdliticster when the scale of informal constructioad h
grown out of proportion, the city government cooluly confront the issue by inventing an embarragsin
categorization of ‘the old old illegal construct®to legalize their status and differentiate thfeom ‘the old
new,’ ‘the new old,” and ‘the new new illegal cansttions’ which was regarded as the only illegade¢hat
needed to be dealt withZhang, 1993). Mr. Chen even made a good fortupeptipfessing informal

* The non-illegal construction is also non-taxabitess its floor area is registered under the sasneéhold
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construction, and in a few years he was able tolase his next-door unit for the next-stage exjpansi

Mr. Chen'’s transformation tactics is practical @mdnomic. He compartmentalizes interior rooms
with light panel walls and relinquishes the usevafl closet for more interchangeability. Instead,dpplies
hooks and poles to hang items on the walls andrureléng, which may help to explain why his apaetth
still looks transitional after decades of livinggF3).

Figure 3 Looking in from the fagcade of Mr. Chen’s apartment

The extended room on the street side was suspdrydstiel cables on metal sheet surface; and when
the exterior wall was internalized, the defunct daw sill was immediately adapted as a bookshelfew
years later when he made enough money to buy flaeead apartment for further expansion, he torerdow
the party wall to make a more spacious living rdonthe family. And for the first time, he was alitework
in an independent space or sit on a balcony frgritie street. When his children grew up, he cofftatdito
buy the apartment directly underneath the origimé and another apartment on tHef®or where he could
build an access to the rooftop and, like so maianites of Taipei who strive to reconnect with eeen
fragment of nature by potting a couple of plant®toupy a piece of public land as a personal gneehe,
create an urban oasis of his dw(fig. 4).

address which is taxable legal property.

®> Small contractors and material suppliers such a<Men are indispensible chains to Taiwan’s ssedle
industry boom. They are dexterous, versatile, nesgul, and community-based. Their network responds
quickly to the domestic need yet distinguishedfifsem the market dominated by corporate buildand
developers.

® Altogether Mr. Chen has bought eight units in$eaith Airport Apartment.
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The 5t STAGE ADAPTATION
— A VERTICAL INTEGRATION

1 LIGHT STEEL STRUCTURE ks
2 LIGHTPOLE AS STRUCTURE [
3 SELF-BUILT STAIRWAY

THE FUZZY BOUNDARY OF INSIDE AND OUTSIDE —
Mr. CHEN’S SUSPENDING BALCONY AND WORK SPACE

The rooftop of the walk-up flat is supposed to hared by all residents downstairs, but the toprfloo
unit can easily monopolize the space by blocking shairway or building an extra shelter to prevent
sub-tropical heat and claim private domain all ateo In the real estate trade of Taipei, the topsfl
apartment can become more marketable when theopfdftor area is counted as ‘usable’ space (fdamse,
the agency will specify ‘registered floor area’ dodable floor area’ for such sale items). The fmeenon
fades out quickly in the elevator high-rises, laygdue to a different system of subdivision layand the
stationing of a management unit in most high-ridé¢®e continuous skyline of colorful rooftop metabb
additions above the 4- or 5-story apartments igranistakable image of Taipei, but Mr. Chen dematetr
an alternative of privatizing and greening rooftliformalization can be innovative.

The structure which supports Mr. Chen’s extendeathr@n the courtyard side is also inventive - the
firm light-pole is treated as the first column tmdb later-erected steel poles into a clusteredktwhich
branches out boughs to scaffold the hanging metsisboxes (Fig. 5). Once the first steel bougkicted
into the private room, the rest of the neighborhtalbwed. Very soon the light shaft of the counyavas
overshadowed by the obtrusive boxes above headhé\sourtyard got darker, the less likely it woblel
appreciated as a public space; expectedly, it wanteally appropriated as an outdoor kitchen. Such
privatization of public domain is most common ire imformal city; however, the invasion into the b
should not be understood only as a provocationnagaitate authority. From certain perspective, ightn
manifest a mechanism of ‘private-public mix’ rargyaluated by general planning discourse and adfpe
silent negotiation between different individualsotingh the practice of everyday life (de Certea®4)9
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Mr. Chen’s extended bedroom mounted
on the light-pole at the courtyard

. . Terrltorlahzmq the public sace
Figure 5 Metal- sheet rooms mountlng on the pole trunk atcénter of the designated public domain.

In many pre-modern villages before the interventiérplanning, the ‘public’ path evolves out of the
setback of building blocks rather than pre-deteasithe layout of the physical space. The westencegt
of the public sometimes claims a legitimacy whicbmarcates spatial hierarchy and order under the
manipulations of dictating powers while the timgseirdent process of collective living induces a tiatgd
order out of chaos through the dynamics of telidtmation, de-territorialization, and re-territalization.
What is marked as a public building or space isallgwperated under strict guidelines and regutetjyet
the threshold of the public domain is not well tpd by the informal city (in this respect, isublc space
with an administrative threshold truly public?).coligh the layouts of phase Il and phase Il of thet®
Airport Apartment are drastically different frometfirst phase plan, the public-private contentibspace is
similar. The ‘transitional’ space from private talgic or vice versa is therefore most expressivahef
collective fear and desire of the informal city.

There is no clear consensus regarding the ruldgeafollective sphere outside individuals’ privatgts,
but the transitional spaces expose the internalcoste of acceptance. Porch-corridors facing thdraken
court at various levels are the most significamttisp feature of the phase Il Apartment, and adogrtb fire
code and the apartment management act, they ooghe tclean and open to all passersby. Yet these
porch-corridors are perfect settings for laundrg anying clothes in the compact living condition tofe
apartment; and better yet, they fulfill the neighttmnd’s collective desire for an extended livingmo (Fig.
6). By scattering used benches and chairs alongah@lors, the residents solve the problems oftalye of
storage space as well as gain a few usable squetsgsrior small chats or subcontracted homeworkihg.
dry and bleak atmosphere of the original modenaistiscape would suddenly be tinged with an aura of
‘human flavor’ and colors of individualities wherathe informal activities emerge.
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Figure 6 Transiti(;hélkspaces b re anﬁtpdﬂnéi

Al

etween private sphe 1in t‘h? pase Il and phase Il of the

South Airport Apartment.

Around the edge of the central court at the lovexel of the phase Il Apartment, small Taoist atar
mingle with market stalls and grocery stores anetlexa low-key plaza ambiance. These ‘apartmentesiri
are unregistered and excluded by land-use zoniagiever, they play crucial roles in the community’s
worldly as well as spiritual life along their daiife routes. Without the prestige of a holy templethe
metaphysical wisdom of Buddhist belief, these altaflect the mundane values of an immigrant spciet
Superstition aside, their constant rituals are ndggh as nuisance in contemporary urban environmtt.
senile and retired residents always enjoy hanguigvith neighbors at the openings around the altdting
on the extra chairs donated by various families @rioking many rounds of tea. These transitionabar
where private tugs with public are comparable toaartidal zone that consists of many unchartedtétbi
for different species. In contrast, the centralrt@lioften devoid of human activities.

The tidal zone is a space sensitive to the rhytlirtinee, and in various types of marketplace in the
South Airport Apartment the tide and ebb of madatvities manifest the vicissitude of the trammsitl zone.
The morning market occurs in the designated amanarthe central court of the phase Il Apartmént,its
internal orientation does not pick up too much lititafrom the outsiders and it eventually becomes a
laid-back community hangout. Street vendors neauptiase | Apartment beckon to the passershy atang t
street in various time frames, and some of thene lygpone beyond the cat-and-mouth street game wéth th
policemen by stationing at particular sites and pawthly ‘penalty’ instead of getting irregularkeats. The
transitional zone along the linear apartment bloftksiting the open streets draws in more commercial
energy than that in the enclosed courtyard, andgesymore actively in constant dialogue with thg ci
beyond.

The famous South Airport night market meanderimgugh the I phase of the Apartment is especially
appreciated by residents and outsiders alike. Afesmdes of evolution, the first street squattathefnight
market has become the biggest ‘market-lord’ whdectd monthly rent from a sequence of stalls and
vendors, and some of whose owners even establisgh&market ‘autonomy’ body to administrate daily
affairs and negotiate predictable disputes withApartment community, market vendors, and the aittho
Every night, the neighborhood streets of the Sa&uthort Apartment are taken back to the pedestrams
the residents regardless of class or race or geratet the informal city achieves a kind of spatial
transformation for general citizens’ benefit withalrafting an institutional plan. The informal ciiy not
always an impoverished urban island in Taipei'siaion, it might have infiltrated into the formaityc
through a grassroots version of spatial reformdijective mobilization.

The mechanism of infiltration also works at a monelerstated level: the operation of the informgl ci
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infiltrates and actually helps the functioning bétformal city within the capitalist mode of protioa and
reproduction. It diverts surplus human resourcethefformal employment market to a more self-sngtgi
face-to-face trade of petite commaodities in thdescé local street-life, therefore represses thmadaost of
unemployment which may otherwise jeopardize thaaity of the state. It also minimizes the socides
of insufficiency of collective consumption, such tamusing and necessary public facilities, by umdfly
allowing the plebeian society to self-build and-selapt. From an individual household to a porctridor

to an apartment shrine to a street market, thesmadative spaces of different scales somehow leroéue
spatial ‘in-between’ to a social borderland andchean equilibrium with the formal city. Beyond the
informal facade - either as a spectacle or chaase$ of everyday life continue to weave a riclessy of
urban narratives.

The South Airport Apartment exhibits informal patte which can also be identified in Taipei's
Hua-Jiang renewal project or the once-landmarkdingls such as Lion Plaza and the Cosmopolitan. The
former is located near the South Airport Apartmenthdown neighborhood, while the latter high-rise
buildings still stand at the most prosperous ditgrof the city but age not so gracefully into #exttures of
implosive tension. They are highly mix-used withrerely complicated ownership, thus it’s ratheficlifit
for them to be renewed in any sense. They aredsthin time and the temporal ‘in-between’ adds lagot
dimension to foster the process of informalizatiStarting at a random point with an individual'seintion,
by repetition out of collective unconscious, théoimal city covers up the signatures of architemtsl
planners and moves towards an ‘emergent’ senseglef.o
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