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Tokyo Roji

The Japanese urban alleyway, which was once part of people’s personal spatial sphere and everyday life, has been transformed by diverse and competing interests. Marginalised through the emergence of new forms of housing and public spaces, re-appropriated by different fields and reinvented by the contemporary urban design discourse, the social meaning attached to the roji is being re-interpreted by individuals, subcultures and new social movements. The book will introduce and discuss examples of urban practices that take place within the dynamic urban landscape of contemporary Tokyo to portray the life cycle of an urban form being rediscovered, commodified and lost as physical space.

Heide Imai is Visiting Associate Professor in the Department of Global Interdisciplinary Studies (GIS) at Hosei University and Research Associate at Keio University, Tokyo, Japan. Licensed as an architect, her research, teaching and practice focus is urban resistance, resilience and the future of vernacular landscapes in global cities.
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“Heide Imai evokes the subtle complexity of Tokyo’s traditional back streets in a way that resonates with all cities struggling to be simultaneously local, global, and modern. This book is tremendously useful for shaping a deeper understanding of, and better tools for, historic preservation and community planning in Asia and throughout the world.”

Sharon Zukin, author, Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places




“By emphasizing on the importance of the sense of place and the ordinariness, this book takes the readers to the roji of contemporary Tokyo. Using multiple insightful urban narratives, Heide Imai skilfully unfolds the various facets of neighbourhoods of these hidden urban spaces.”

Davisi Boontharm, International Program of Architecture and Urban Design, Meiji University, Japan
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Foreword

It’s not simple to understand the structure of Tokyo. The more you get into it, the more things you need to learn. Urban modernization has been conducted on the base of Westernization in non-Western countries. Since the Meiji era (from 1868), learning architectural planning and design from the Western culture, absorbing their methodology of the urban structure – their concept and technologies – we Japanese have been archiving the era of modernization. However, Japanese urban space became very different and particular from those of the West; it is attracting foreign architects, urban researchers and tourists. There are narrow streets running behind economic and efficient high-rise buildings, drinking spaces that are one of many relaxing spaces for city workers. There are exclusive neighbourhoods in the hill-shaped yamanote area, whereas you can see tiny houses and people’s daily living places on both sides of narrow streets down in the valley, on the other side of the city.

Tokyo holds these kinds of relaxing spaces at the scale matching the human body size – no vehicles, no distinction from the public to the private, an open environment and naturally occurring people communication. Recently built commercial facilities sometimes tend to have similar ‘friendly’ spaces. It seems that it is a genetic fact that living in the city of Tokyo produces this particular characteristic of space.

Narrow lanes, which people have been living in and using every day, thus they are very familiar with, are called rojis (路地). Until the 1970s, the roji was considered in a negative way, as an out of date space and as leftover from feudal times. This is because in the Edo era most people lived in tiny houses called nagaya that only consisted of one room, situated along narrow alleyways in which no sunshine was expected. This historical memory affected the negative impression of the roji.

Decades later, Edo’s city structure was re-discovered and gained new attention. The city became known for its unique sustainable recycling system and community relationships. The value of the roji was also re-considered in a positive way. The young generation who grew up in suburban new towns found the human scale of the roji and its open space especially attracting and comfortable. In this way, the roji also conveys a nostalgic image for different generations.

Unfortunately, with the fast urban development that promotes the city efficiency, rojis keep disappearing, which at the same time increases the popularity of the roji. The negative impression of the roji still exists among authorities and official stakeholders, who think it is important to enlarge streets to prevent disasters, to change the city into a resilient city that is prepared and strong enough to overcome earthquakes, fires and other disasters.

The book author, Heide Imai, who was born in Germany and completed her doctorates in the UK, is a scholar of architecture and the city. During her numerous stays in Tokyo to conduct fieldwork, she became a ‘roji lover’ and decided that the roji is the theme for her Master and Doctorate degree. She has been studying different characters and attractions of the roji from various perspectives, using her own insights and sensibility as a foreigner that we Japanese sometimes forget and should re-discover. Her Western logical methodology contributed to the typological categorization of the roji’s dynamic genealogy, categorized as an everyday living structure existing since Edo, and the examination of the reasons why the roji is attracting us today again. She also provides critical viewpoints about the current situation and disappearance of the roji and its meaning of existence, as the city is developing continuously.

Her insights gained wide respect and increased the affection of the roji culture as Tokyo citizens have been developing and applying various meanings to the roji, from a historical place known since Edo to a cultural diverse space used in different ways nowadays. Supported by different data sets, which are the results of solid fieldwork and observations, she vividly describes the roji as ‘living space’ for people.

I myself have published a book called The Spatial Anthropology of Tokyo (Chikumashobō) 40 years ago. My chosen approach was similar to her ideas and methodology. To measure the architecture and city space, we cannot not only study the structure of the city, but also need to have a closer look at intangible elements such as people’s actions, lifestyles, relationships with each other and way to uses to understand the meaning of the place, reaching from the profane to the scared, from the consistent to the desired. This is the proof that this examination was a great challenge, as it asked to study the importance of the close relationship between the identity of the Japanese urban society and the city’s space.

All in all, you can meet various types of rojis in Tokyo, ranging from Edo to present day. No guidebook can offer you this depth and specific insight into Tokyo. It must be an exciting experience for everybody to visit the different neighbourhoods and alleyways of Tokyo by using this book as guide to discover the city anew and afresh.

Jinnai Hidenobu, Professor,
Hosei University, Tokyo.
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General remarks

Japanese names appear in the order: family name, first name. Macrons have been omitted from commonplace names and Japanese words that appear in English. This book is based on research and fieldwork conducted between 2007 and 2015 in Tokyo and Japan, most of which first appeared as part of the PhD dissertation, entitled Tokyo’s Contested Alleyways: The Role of the Roji in Understanding Globalisation, Attachment and the Social Construction of Place, submitted in 2009 to the Manchester Metropolitan University, UK. Unless otherwise stated, all maps have been adapted from data made available under the Open Database License: http://opendatacommons.org/licenses/odbl/1.0/copyright credited to Open Street Map contributors. All other images are the copyright of Zdenka Havlova and Heide Imai.




Interviews

As I was aiming to present different perspectives, views and voices of local residents reflecting on the potential and possible recovery of the alleyway roji, a mixed research methodology was adopted. Next to participant observation and the collection of secondary data (e.g. prefectural and communal urban development plans and notes from different local preservation groups), 75 in-depth interviews were conducted between 2007 and 2015. These were the result of a snowball technique that was applied to get access to the community and a variety of age groups, genders and residents. The procedure followed a semi-structured approach based on questions of a general nature before approaching the participant with specific themes. Yet, the interviewees decided themselves on which topic they were putting emphasis on or to what extent answers relating to the discussed topics were given. During the documentation of specific urban transformation processes going on in Tsukudajima, some of the residents were visited again in 2014 to inquire about their current living situation and personal stories reflecting recent changes and struggles, allowing the researcher to collect time-based narratives. After the interviews were conducted, they were translated and transcribed, featuring the names of participants in this book as pseudonyms, whereby all participants agreed to be part of the research and resulting publication.
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Figure I.1 Overview map of Tokyo






Introduction

If the streets of Tokyo could talk, we would hear of crowds and emptiness; tradition and modernity; old and new; mess and order; and unexpected and familiar encounters that change with every street corner one turns onto. Walking in the streets of Tokyo, I encountered many scenes that are deeply rooted in the traditions of the city, yet also show the juxtaposition of how the past and present merge: Shintō priests practising their daily prayers while a crowd of shoppers passes by. There are cars and buses, the ringing of a temple bell and shouting street traders selling their food. Turning right onto a narrow roji, an alleyway, I want to get lost in that maze, courting unexpected encounters with local residents, listening to their personal stories and experiencing their alleys with my own senses.

This book is about the role and meaning of the roji in Tokyo and seeks to go behind the façade of the contemporary urban landscape to re-contextualise these forgotten yet necessary, uncertain yet tempting, marginal yet present places of everyday life. If on the one hand groups of official stakeholders argue that the roji is a primitive, backwards and dangerous place in need of modernization and repair, then different groups and actors on the other hand emphasize the need to campaign for the revitalisation and preservation of this vernacular urban form.

But what about the ordinary people? What about the individuals who use the alleyway day to day: the residents, visitors, strollers, children and the elderly? Marginalized by rapid urban redevelopment projects, re-appropriated in different ways and re-invented to fit current urban trends, yet still a powerful presence in the collective mind, I take the position of the beholder and ask: What is the potential and future of the roji?


Urban alleyways in Tokyo

With the guiding question above in mind, an alleyway is understood as ordinary landscape providing the setting for everyday urban life and place-based identities being shaped by varied everyday practices, collective experiences and forces. The alleyway marks, furthermore, the intersection between public and private forms of use and habitation, which can allow us to understand the socio-spatial, personal and cultural dimension of urban realities. Considering alleyways as liminal spaces, which are spaces where boundaries dissolve, and which are situated between transformation processes of separation and reintegration, ambiguity and hybridity, marginal or transitional mode (McIntosh 2005), I argue that alleyways offer the potential to become the vehicle of different intellectual, artistic, cultural, economical and political discourses. On the other hand, they provide multiple narratives of change that make it possible to understand how vernacular places are transformed and to re-negotiate the function of different public spaces in inner city areas.

In short, the alleyway – an ambiguous urban form that has been an integral part of everyday urban life – is marginalized and disappearing from the urban landscape of different cities worldwide, leaving traces of the past and having a shared and social presence in the urban mind. However, can we use the provided insights about the social construction and qualities of those places for new concepts of common, shared places? How can we support the existence of alternative landscapes of resistance and remembrance, which fulfil different roles and functions for the individual living in the contemporary city?




The book

Understanding the vernacular places of Tokyo as cultural and common spaces, I present an in-depth sociological portrait of contemporary Tokyo and its urban alleyways, which reverberate past and current tensions that emerge between old and new; low and high (rise); tradition and modernity; original and replica; decay and recovering; erosion and revitalisation; and personal and collective forms of inhabitation and occupation. Offering a microscopic, critical investigation of how different people, groups and stakeholder shape and have been shaped by the urban alleyway, I provide a multi-dimensional, multi-vocal and inclusive interpretation of a liminal space, which is in the theoretical, spatial and social sense, a place situated ‘in-between’ different processes, trends and broader discourses focussing on culture and politics; local and global economy; and social attachment and alienation.

Given that I am concerned with the transformation of an ordinary place like the alleyway in a non-Western context, it is not the aim to provide a detailed discussion on the spatial and cultural evolution of the alleyway, including the marginalisation and revival of the alleyway in the American or European context. Rather, the study will provide a fresh view on contemporary Tokyo, enriching our image of the city and the cultural history of its vernacular alleyways.

As such, I provide the scope to see the alleyways as a cultural, social space and even space of economic transactions (in providing narratives of hyper-traditional vendor sand shopkeepers as traditional craftspeople, residents and new artisans, and entrepreneurs as hyper modern designers, shoemakers and bakers to just to name a few), as well as a space with the potential to increase the economic value of property around them. In identifying alleyways not just as backwards and negative features that add to the diversity of public places with their informal and casual character, alleyways can provoke alternative uses and innovative viewpoints and thus could allow us to reclaim the city from the inside (Huo and Lee 2006; Imai 2017).

I take the view that the past, present and future emerge at the street level, which is the locality of a diversity of voices and stories, which we only can understand when listening, ingesting and digesting them. In asking questions about the what?, where?, when? and why?, I explore three contemporary alleyways, first sketching the context and image of the neighbourhood within which they are located and in which their stories prevail until today. The motifs of everyday life in Tokyo – including globalization and modernization; upgrading and gentrification; decay and recovery; personal failure and success; and forced or voluntary relocation – are incorporated and interwoven with the portrayals of the alleyways presented. In doing so, I aim to illustrate the ever-changing landscape of contemporary Tokyo, framing it against its past and future. Thus, in the backdrop of the Great Kanto Earthquake in 2011 and the Tokyo Olympics in 2020, I offer deeper insights into the social making of Tokyo and its urban territories in the 21st century.




Scope, content and structure of the book

I have chosen an interdisciplinary approach, focussing on urban narratives in presenting personal trajectories and drawing on ethnographic data to look beyond the meaning of physical space and its creation to avoid some of the vagueness of conventional spatial practices. Starting with a discourse on urban tradition, modernity and authenticity, which provides the theoretical framework, I will present a discussion of Tokyo’s urban vernacular spaces in the form of personal narratives interwoven with background data to understand changing identities, senses of belonging and possibilities of the alleyway. Attempting to explore the potential and activities of these urban niches of change, I will introduce and discuss specific examples of urban practices that take place within the dynamic urban landscape of contemporary Tokyo to portray the life cycle of an urban form being re-discovered, commodified and lost as physical space.

Thus, in telling the stories of three different neighbourhoods, I aim to study the transformation of the urban alleyway in inner-city Tokyo, which form the realm of everyday urban life for a diverse group of everyday users such as natives, newcomers, old and young, singles and families; and as a place of destination and attraction for temporary users such as visitors, focussing on the last two decades and recent phase of the re-discovery, consumption and re-invention of the roji. In closing, I will examine the capacity and potential of the roji to facilitate diverse modes of contemporary lifestyles and urban encounters, from a place of human interaction, spontaneous practices and the desire for a zone of urban resilience, memory and disappearance.




Choice of neighbourhoods and alleyways

I will present different alleyways that are contrasting in their spatial evolution, historical development and current social meaning and role in the city. I will contribute a narrative on different everyday life cycles, social classes and economic sectors to the bigger story of Tokyo. Each alleyway helps to paint a bigger picture of Japan and its modernity. All alleyways are chosen based on their spatial and social history, reflecting both a specific urban archetype and era of Tokyo’s modernisation. Thus, the alleyways form the lens through which I inquire what the human perception of vernacular places is like and how it has changed over time. As such, the book is the result of a compromise, as it enfolds and draws on three neighbourhoods located in the low city, high city and reclaimed areas, each district being characterized by different social, cultural and economical patterns standing for specific elements of the social history, current struggles and future challenges of Tokyo. In this sense, each neighbourhood mirrors essential features, found in: (1) the shitamachi, or low city areas and their aging fold lines; (2) the yamanote, or high city spheres and their sophisticated culture; and (3) newer, reclaimed urban areas that emerge next to and on top of Tokyo’s organic outline (Figure I.2).

Even if the historical and ritual divisions of Tokyo are not visible anymore, they are very much still present in the everyday culture, social patterns and lifestyles of the Tokyoites, influencing the spatial and social formation of the underlying vernacular structures (Yukikuni 2007). In this sense, I do not aim to provide findings that apply to all related urban forms, yet the chosen neighbourhoods reflect a desired variety of processes, changes and alterations that are typical for other neighbourhoods in Tokyo, other cities in Japan and (even) worldwide.




Context

Reframing place, identity and memory in times of global change
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Figure I.2 Map of cases



Despite the conventional understanding that urban places should foster interaction, social ties and everyday practices, in the 21st century they are under tremendous pressure caused by global changes. I conceptualize globalization as increasing processes of global flows, interconnectedness and online presence without being in the real world (Steger 2009). In turn, the ways in which we communicate, relate and interact with each other are radically altering. If place is the location of identity, in which our everyday life is rooted and bounded, what are the consequences of globalisation or the sense of place and everyday urban life?

Ordinary places that are places that allow us to share a ‘common sense’, ‘common knowledge’, ‘standard’, ‘routine’, ‘settled’, ‘regular’, ‘informal’, ‘everyday’ and ‘mundane’ experiences are especially effected by the ‘time-space compression’, a term Harvey (1990) labelled to describe the on-going transformation of such spaces in times of globalisation (Harvey 1990, 418/419). As such, ordinary places have experienced a faster rate of change and are increasingly being replaced by new forms of public places (Kayden 2000). Next to new public places such as airports, bus, and train stations, which serve the purpose of ‘mass-transportation and communication’ (Auge 1995), places such as shopping malls, in-door restaurant plazas and open-air cafes are designed for the purpose of entertainment and to function as new central landmarks to attract higher numbers of consumers and new businesses supporting inner-city re-developments (Greenstein and Sungu-Eryilmaz 2004). The erosion of ordinary places in turn stimulated peoples’ desire to search for ‘authentic’ places and local urban traditions, yet in their place, they increasingly encounter bordered and gentrified neighbourhoods, which are more like ‘open-air’ museums, increasing, as a consequence, the nostalgia and desire to search for niches of mundane urban life (Smith 1995).



The rising interest and importance of ordinary places

The smallest social unit of the city, the neighbourhood, and its ordinary public places, are especially being altered at a rapid pace, as global mega projects suppress, fragment and devastate existing urban tissues and small-scale, local focal points. Cities around the world fall into the trap of believing that large-scale investment projects help them to succeed in the global competition, thus becoming ‘fast’, ‘instant’ and ‘unfair’ cities characterized by new singular enclaves and spectacular places for the urban elites, so-called white elephants or neo ruins that result from failures, overspending and expensive delays (ArchDaily 2016). In this way, they are pushing local, vernacular and ordinary groups of people, practices and places to the edge, splintering organically grown neighbourhoods and tearing apart local networks (Altshuler and Luberoff 2003; Grabher and Thiel 2016).

Especially cities in the global South and pacific realm, which have been characterized by low-rise, historical urban clusters and neighbourhoods, rise into the sky, turn into vertical replicas of New York or Dubai and create new global icons, bypassing vernacular forms of urbanisms and rupturing existing social patterns, forms of place attachment and personal identities, which are rooted in ordinary units of everyday life, the local neighbourhood, its streets and networks (Roy and Ong 2011; Simone 2014; Datta and Shaban 2016).

A rising number of scholars oppose these trends, as they advocate for slow, just and local versions of urbanism (Amster 2004; Knox 2005; Edensor et al. 2009; Davoudi and Bell 2016), reminding us that vernacular urban landscapes and their dynamics are the source and locality of social activities and creative movements that are needed to unleash innovation and revive cities from inside (Ingold 2007). I seek to understand the diversity, versatility and rich culture of this small, human scale and local places, in which the city is socially constructed, evolving daily and shaping our view of the world. How can we take in an everyday perspective and broaden the discussion focussing on the individual, their diverse experiences and attempts to reclaim the streets and cities (Huo and Lee 2006; Hou 2010; Wolch et al. 2010)? Can we come closer to an understanding and appreciation of the smallest social unit of the city in asking how neighbourhoods, especially in Asia, are produced on a daily basis, what are the narratives of the inhabitants and how do these people survive, struggle and resist on-going changes, especially experienced due to the decay of their everyday habitat?



Approaching ordinary places and alleyways

When talking about ordinary places situated between tradition, modernity and authenticity, we have to clarify that the term tradition can have several meanings such as, for example, to transmit, to hand over or to give for safekeeping. According to Anthony Giddens (Giddens 1990), the modern meaning of tradition can be seen as a counter concept/discourse to modernity, yet others critiqued his notion of ‘tradition’ as too static and reflexive; arguing that traditions survive and strive in times of modernisation and that tradition and reflexivity – as discussed by Giddens – are too absolute concepts (Walliss 2008). In contrast, for example, Hobsbawm (1983) talks about the invention of tradition when they refer to situations in which a new practice or object is emerging, which does not necessarily have a connection to the past, a specific place or custom/habit. Thus, a tradition in their understanding is (1) deliberately created or announced for a personal, commercial or political interests, or (2) rapidly implemented in the current mainstream without having spread and developed in space and time (Hobsbawm 1983).

Invented traditions are nowadays central elements of modern cultures, especially when a similarity of experiences promotes a unified national identity. Others argued, in comparison, that the idea of tradition is timeless, yet the term is in modern times re-invented and used as cornerstones of culture, art and morality. This shows that the term changed and gained meaning over time, being re-interpreted, re-appropriated and re-invented to serve individual ideas and selective perceptions of truth, customs and wisdom that should help us to make sense of the past (Prickett 2013).

In the context of Japan, we can observe a similar discussion (Bestor 1992; Creighton 1997; Vlastos 1998; Klien and Neveling 2010; Morse 2012; Morris-Suzuki 2015), yet it was Marilyn Ivy (1995) who argued that in Japan, tradition is as such not invented but more preserved in a longing for the pre-modernity and in nostalgic images of the past. This happens when modernity is taking halt, yet society is not ready to let go of the past. Here, nostalgia comes into play, as Ivy argues: “despite its labours to recover the past and deny the losses of ‘tradition’, modernist nostalgia must preserve, in many senses, the sense of absence that motivates its desires” (Ivy 1995, 10). This means that people constantly search for authentic reminders of the past, yet what is authentic in times of modernity?

In our modern search to find authentic Japanese elements that are disappearing, yet are still present, we actually create new, unfamiliar and even exotic versions of the past, as we view authentic and traditional Japan in a selective way, just focussing on the elements we like to integrate in our life. This also means that a diversity of lifestyles emerges, which do not always exist in harmony next to each other. Much more, this illustrates that Japan is a heterogeneous culture and society in which change, complexity and conflict are common features. Thus, our desire to rediscover something marginal, unknown and unique of the past is mingling with our longing for a more authentic, simple and slow lifestyle, which we believe people lived in the past. Ivy defines in this way a double meaning of tradition, which also affects how we forget, remember and re-interpret ordinary places like the roji (Markusen 2004).






Ordinary places

Aiming to understand the process of transformation of such ordinary places, the different approaches discussed should allow us to (1) understand how place is made and (2) to contextualize the ‘realities and possibilities of place’, as Fainstein (2005) would call it, when she asked “Cities and Diversity–Should We Want It? Can We Plan For It?” (Fainstein 2005, 3). It might all start with the attempt to understand all places as ordinary places; as Robinson argued (Robinson 2006), to establish a new framework for urban studies that overcome the longstanding division between Western and non-Western places and the related hierarchies and conceptualisation of places as either ‘central’ or ‘marginal’, ‘in’ and ‘out’, ‘forgotten’ or remembered’, which is still part of the arguments of different scholars (Lee and Yeoh 2004; Sassen 2007).

The field of urban theory is closely linked to urban practice, which can incorporate these changing visions, but also has to take the social responsibility to respond to the concerns of different users. Thus, as Richard Sennett argued,



to be socially responsible is to believe, whether people like it or not, in a social vision, that brings people together. It means talking not about issues of representation and popularity, but about what a social space ought to look like.

(Sennett 1992, 85)



The alleyway as an ordinary place

The urban alleyway was chosen because this urban form is experiencing a recent revival in different cultural contexts around the world, including America and Japan, where the urban alleyway is considered (1) a suitable concept for the re-creation of small-scale public spaces into new, suburban neighbourhoods, as favoured by new urbanism and (2) a ‘path for urban revitalisation’ of inner-city areas. Yet, it is questionable if these forms of revival lead to the re-integration of the alleyway and their original qualities into the current urban discourse or if they steadily result in the creation of mono-functional, sanitized public spaces, which are not increasing the quality of social life and mix of diverse users (Barker 2005).



Urban alleyways worldwide

Back alleys, alleyways or simply alleys are often nameless places, strips of dirt, not covered with asphalt and lined with old, ramshackle or makeshift housing. These labyrinths are like inwards spaces with their casual language, improvisation and marginal uses making alleyways different to the more foreseeable main streets and boulevards, which are designed according to criteria of modern planning, emphasizing order, control and tidiness. Although they lack an apparent order, alleyways follow an underlying, hidden logic that makes these awry spaces difficult to capture (Barker 2005).

The term alley relates back to the French word allee, which basically means ‘a way to go’ and refers traditionally to a straight route lined with trees, used as walkways in French landscape gardens. It sometimes indicates the “coming to” or “arrival” at a premise (Free Dictionary 2017). These walkways were later extended around private gardens and parks to also provide shadow and protection for walks in the surrounding countryside. Narrow passages were later named after this term, as one could only walk through them. Similarly, the Oxford Dictionary (2006) defines an alleyway as “a narrow lane or path for pedestrians” (Concise Oxford English Dictionary 2006).

An alleyway is often found in urbanized areas behind or branching off main or side streets or located behind or in between built structures, forming a shortcut, side-track or dead-end. There are two basic types: an element of an original street network or a result of subdividing larger land into smaller properties. Alleys are not always paved, and it is in some cases difficult to distinguish whether they belong to a public or private property. Their narrow width and appearance gives them a semi-public, semi-private character, allowing informal or even illegal uses.

Some alleyways, which are often remains of delivery routes or similar, are labelled as dark, dangerous spaces that provoke negative associations of garbage, animals and other shady elements (Clay 1978). Other alleyways, which were once part of the daily route of the urban dweller, have fallen into decay but are re-discovered by children as play areas and by residents as connected and common ground that allows them to have an impact and control over the neighbourhood.

These contrasting images ask for clarification to develop a distinct recognition of these overlooked, derelict spaces. In short, alleyways are neglected yet omnipresent. The truth is, however, that they have existed in many forms for more than 2000 years and examples can be found in every urban culture. A street map of an American city shows them as a central part of the urban grid, functioning like a rhizome in an efficient way to organize the city block. They have the perfect scale and make-up to function as a stage for strolling, playing and socializing. In historical cities and towns in the European context, alleys are often regarded as a leftover of a medieval street pattern, where they were used for the delivery of goods or servants’ access (Jacobs 1993).

Although alleys share similar peculiarities, they are not all lookalikes. They are versatile and particular places that vary in typology and extent of usability, comfort, quality, size, scale and form. The American architect Michael Martin (1996), whose work focussed mainly on the alleyway, stated:



Alleys are expressive, revealing, messy. They inevitably reveal much about the lives of current and past inhabitants. But they also have a social dimension […] Alleys are an alternative network, like a connective tissue in the neighbourhood. They are safe, shared landscapes that allow social connections to occur.

(Martin, Quoted in Barron 2004)



In particular, he argued that the qualities of an alley – the ‘utility’, ‘hiddenness’ and ‘revealiness’ of the alleyway – draw people to make use of the alley, and contemporary urban planning should develop a hybrid approach to incorporate the physical, social and cultural values of the alleyway. In particular, qualities such as human scale, distinctive character, everyday usability and cultural value are considered to be important aspects (Martin 1996). In making them more visible to all users, their relevance could be greatly improved, meaning that rising public perception will help to overcome existing concerns to re-integrate alleys as integral and fine-grained elements of the neighbourhood and city (Boudreault-Fournier and Wees 2017).

Awareness without re-integrating alleyways into urban development areas, however, will not help and in turn speed up urban fragmentation. Urban stakeholders and community members should be provided access to successful projects that can convince people to create and invest into vital places, the local culture and the community (Ben-Horin and Drayse 2008, Berg 2009; Seymour et al. 2010; Wolch et al. 2010; Newell et al. 2013).



Contemporary approaches to alleyways

Depending on the specific cultural context, the alleyway, which was once a place of everyday urban life, was regarded more and more as a backwards, dangerous and primitive place in the 1980s (Martin 2001; Corbett 2002; Hashizume 2005). Nonetheless, the alleyway was recently re-discovered worldwide, in the American context, for example, as a central element of the ‘new urbanism’ movements promoting new forms of residential and walkable suburban neighbourhoods, yet the outcomes are often criticised (Fulton 1996). In contrast, cities like San Francisco, Toronto, Seattle, Chicago (Bain 2006; Sardar 2006; Kahn 2007; Seattle Government 2007) and recently Baltimore and Melbourne (Tiger 2008) talk about the ‘alleys as path of urban revitalization’ of traditional residential and commercial activities or allowing the establishment of new campaigns to improve the urban environment of the city (Saulny 2007). For example, the Seattle Department of Planning and Development developed detailed Design Guidelines for multi- family and commercial buildings in offering a Design Tool Box of how to treat alleys to secure safety and security (Seattle Government 2007). In comparison, Chicago promoted the Green Alley Pavement Program (Saulny 2007) to make use of existing alleys. Nevertheless, critics argued that it is one of the many Green Initiatives that in turn should help to create new jobs and convince the voters and tax payers to support local urban policy makers (Kahn 2007).

Different scholars have criticised ‘new-urbanist’ residential neighbourhoods for mainly mirroring urban trends and the social status of an American suburban upper-class society, producing ‘private’ enclaves, ‘exclusive’ communities and cleaned-up replica versions of traditional alleyways, thus turning them into ‘hyper-urban alleys’ (Barker 2005). Yet, some good examples of revitalized alleys in the American context, including cities like Seattle, show “how alleys can serve as public-private gathering places hospitable to both residents and shoppers” (Barker 2005). Thus, applying a mixed-use concept can allow the revitalisation of the alley as an appealing place for commerce and residence, a concept that could be of great interest to other contexts, including Japan.

In the European context, many inner city alleyways, such as those found in Paris or Rome, were re-discovered in the 1990s and used for commercial activities – for example, cosy restaurants or small art galleries (Barker 2005). Although some local residents have left the inner city to move to the suburbs, the alleyway, with its traditional layout, has remained present and visible for the urban stroller and tourist. Nevertheless, alleyways attractive as tourist spots or not yet occupied by commercial activities have recently been affected by increasing gentrification processes as a new clientele (new residents) and a number of new businesses aim to acquire apartments and offices in inner-city areas, which, depending on the urban planning approach, can harm or help the local community to revitalise the area (Atkinson 2002). In reality, these trends are often supported by urban policymakers who provide developers with (large-scale) plots next to or inside historical neighbourhoods to be re-developed or revitalised, resulting in on-going social polarisation and gentrification processes (Ashworth and Larkham 1994; Fainstein 2001; Atkinson and Bridge 2005).

In this sense, and to verify the increasing interest in the traditional alleyway as a concept for new community spaces, I again would like to refer to Martin (Martin 1996; Martin 2000; Martin 2001) who focusses on the alley “as cultural landscape and as a vital, block-scale neighbourhood social realm” (Martin 2001, 76) and Grady Clay who discussed already in the late 1970s ‘alleys as hidden resource’ (Clay 1978).

These works show that alleyways, once considered backwards, dated and largely erased from the urban landscape, are now considered central elements to city centres’ revival around the world, yet when exploited, we also realize how fragile and vulnerable alleyways are. Alleyways are places where people can interact with each other without having to overcome spatial boundaries or hierarchies. The intimate scale, realm and atmosphere of the alleyway allows all owners to take part in the creation, shaping and maintenance of a common space as people relate to familiar objects and details such as pot plants, cobblestone payments or crafted fences – the personal details that help us to identify with the city. As such, alleyways are great spaces of escape from the busyness of the city. They are incubators for new ideas in supporting a variety of uses and small-scale enterprises such as galleries, cafes and different workshops, which blend together with different forms of dwellings. This diversity and versatility of the alleyway should be reconsidered, as it can help to create and maintain ordinary living places, which are desired alternatives to disintegrating global city terrains and their mega projects.



A short overview of alleyways in Asia

Similar to the re-discovery of the alleyway in the American and European context, we can observe in the Asian context in recent years an increasing number of publications that present and discuss the case of vanishing alleyways, housing and traditional neighbourhood networks as in the case of the hutong in Beijing (Yantai 1997; Wu 1999; Li et al. 2005) and lilong in Shanghai, China (Guan 1996; Zhao 2004), golmok in Korea (Han 2003), trok in Thailand (Tunsuttiwong 2008), kampung in Malaysia/Indonesia (Sullivan 1980) or similar alleyway networks in Singapore, Vietnam or Taiwan (Chong and Nyuk Eun 1992; Kiang 2001; Gibert 2016).

In Beijing, the old alleyways, known as hutong, offer at the same time a glimpse into the rich culture and history of the city and the dramatic changes that are affecting the places and practices of everyday life. Hutongs are formed by a row of siheyuan (complex of houses built around a common courtyard) and originates from the word hottog for well. Historical records show that a normal street was 36 m, a small street was 18 m and a narrow street was a 9 m-wide lane or alley called hutong, yet in reality, hutongs can range from a few centimetres to some metres wide. They take all kind of forms and shapes and often result in maze-like neighbourhoods that fulfil all kinds of social functions: as a hide-away, a safe everyday environment for the elderly and kids and a place of micro-economical activities. There are still 1000s of hutongs to be found in Beijing, but similar to the lilong in Shanghai and the golmok in Korea, they are under threat, and local communities have become aware of the need to protect some of them, even if it is in many cases already too late, and hutongs have turned from everyday life spaces into commercialized and commodified spaces (Yantai 1997).

In Shanghai, the lilongs became, since the 1840s, the home of many migrants who moved to the city. The lilongs were constructed within a city block, and are a combination of the Western row-house type and the traditional Chinese courtyard houses. With the rising number of migrants, many 1000s of lilongs were built, which offered both communal life and possibilities to socialize in front of domestic and more private space.
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