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Co-created with China
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ABSTRACT Any ambitious person, company or
country today feels an urge to establish relations with
rising China. But they may be mistaken. Perhaps it
makes much more sense not to relate, but to co-create
with China. The future is not about exchange. It is
about collaboration on issues that are shared by us all

and that we all face in the global arena.

The last time | made an explicit written statement
about the current state of urban and architectural
affairs in China (Volume 6, 2006), | stated that “We
can no longer call the global advance of China a
matter of ‘expansion’, a stage of its diasporas, or
even a conquest”. | suggested to start talking "about
a cultural mutation, a dimension of globalization, a
world-historical fatality. With China, modernity has
begun a new phase that the west will not financially
substantiate (as it has done in the eighties and
nineties), but that, at best, it will only serve and
witness”. Now, four years, a Chinese Olympics and a
dramatic global economic crisis fater, this observation
could be dramatized by saying that the world is not
only witnessing, but also depending on the Chinese
capacity to resume growth, to redeem the global
economic system, and to bail out the troubled
international monetary system with its vast savings

and its ever growing productivity which, as Karl Marx
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already knew, is the only creator of value that can really
last.

| am writing this on the day the Shanghai World Expo
opens, and nothing could confront us more forcefully
with this fact. Here 179 countries are showing off their
best practices and products, by way of fancy pavilions,
glitzy presentations. Of course to each other, but
much more to their Chinese hosts, who know by now
how popular, how indispensable they are. Many of
the foreign countries are currently in deep trouble,
awakening from an economy that used to be massively
pacified by borrowing from imaginary wealth to be
earned in the future, by future generations. Dozens
of states are cutting down on their budget on an
unprecedented scale. Or are now pondering how to
do that. They all look desperately to new business
opportunities that may in the long term make up to
their enormous budget deficits. No wonder they want

to be seen by China.
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But perhaps they make a mistake. China is no longer
a country for which it is sufficient to deal with in any
bilateral way. China has become a condition of the
contemporary geo political balance of power, just as
its Confucian-Taoist nexus was for centuries already
a condition of the global balance of intellect. The
smartest countries are now the ones who deal with
that in an innovative way. Not by being highly visible
at fairs where all others are, but by being present
exactly at the moments and on the spots where very
specific capacities and assets are needed. And where
very often no competitors are around. Smartest are
now the companies who rely on their own strength
and do not crave for being seen in China, but engineer
to being wanted by China. Of course these moments
and spots might be in China as an Asian country. But
equally possible they are WITH China, in its established
ubiquity of global commerce and knowledge. Smartest
are now the individuals who capitalize on networks
for projects of the future, rather than showcasing and
marketing their branded products as achievements of
the past. The winners of that future are not the ones
who can be compared, but who are incomparable.

This is where architecture comes into the picture,
because architecture is the most agile medium of
mankind’s capacity to think the future. Anyone
who wants to envision a time to come, will rely on
architecture as its seif-evident vehicle. Well, of course
this kind of architecture as an international discipline
has been very much interested in what happened in
China during the last 30 years. For some, China as the
empire of change was a place to be fascinated by, a
cultural energy to study and learn from. Moreover, for
many architects with a strong will to build it has been
a paradise. Because nowhere was architecture more a
reality game as there. Finally here was a place where
you didn‘t have to defend your designs for years to see
them threatened by sheer obstinacy and procedural
obstructions or by your own waning faith in it. From
whatever background in style or discourse, China
provided ambitious architects with the drug of speedy
realizations. Which architect can resist that drug? So we
could read the countless reports on the crash projects,
in any particular style - iconic, modern, Tuscan,
classical, or any other fantasy mutation of what used to
be genuine ways of expressions and historical styles.
China brought together ideologies that previously
were hardly seen together. The harmony of giving

people a chance to succeed, also applied to global
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architecture. No bitter fights, just sweet building. The
ultimate dream of architecture, to make things, to
give birth to things, to see things happening, to make
desires come true, materialized. No wonder China
attracted the best minds of architecture.

However, as for all other trades and industries as
described above, this practice of finding clients and
jobs in China might no longer be the most intelligent
option for architecture to pursue. Of course the
country has still an enormous building portfolio in
the waiting, and if it's true that China is the most
aggressively recovering from the global economic
slump, it's probably also the place where there is still a
lot of work right away.

The point is that for architecture to thrive, it is not
enough to respond to available market. What counts is .
to get prepared for the market of tomorrow. According
to the argument of Chinese ubiquity, it is now most
important to get to know the Chinese investors and
developers who are active around the globe, to know
who you are and to know what you are good at. As
director of a National Architecture Institute in the
Netherlands, this is to know the unbeatable assets
of a Dutch practice that is rooted in its continuous
battle against natural elements as water and wind, its
strongest traditions in housing, urbanism of density
and a vital public domain. Here are the assets that
whatever competition, the Dutch can excel, wherever
we are active.

But there is more. More than trying to sell assets and
expertise, what now counts is the acknowledged
courage to engage with other worlds, just as China
does on the world scene. Dutch and Chinese
architecture facing global challenges together, not
bilaterally, but as part of a multilateral energy.

When the Netherland Architecture institute now
displays the best of Dutch design siding the Chinese
in its show “Taking a Stance”, presented in Shanghai,
Beijing and Guangzhou, it doesn't try to sell by
comparing and marketing. It presents both countries
and their design practices as being part of new global
contexts of culture and economy in all its shades.
It presents not the facts of production, but the

speculations of true creation.
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