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UNDERSTANDING THE CITY THOUGH THE NOTION FOR LIVEABLE
CITIES OF JANE JACOBS AND CHRISTOPHER ALEXANDER:
PUBLIC REALM CASE STUDIES IN ALMATY (KAZAKHSTAN)

AND CARDIFF (THE UNITED KINGDOM)

Abstract. This article extends our understanding of the city through the notion for liveable
cities of Jacobs (1961) ‘Death and Life of Great American Cities’, and Alexander (1964) ‘A city is
not a tree’. Two large cities such as Almaty and Cardiff are selected to be a case study and anal-
yses for supporting the arguments. Generally, both cities’ modern parts represent how the public
realm might be socially inactive due to its lack of urban design complexity. Meanwhile, more pedes-
trian-oriented and functionally mixed historical centres are liveable.
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Introduction

In the urban design theory, the mid-twentieth century is known for attempts to
develop rigorous urban design methods to achieve a comfortable living environment
in cities [2, pp. 1-2]. One of the popular theorists of that time, Jacobs [5] defines her
understanding of urban planning principles in the extract ‘The kind of problem a city
1s’, from Death and Life of Great American Cities. Whether Alexander’s seminal ar-
ticle ‘A City is not a Tree’ appeared in 1965, analyses the concept of a city from a hi-
erarchal aspect. Although these two theorists have common observations about city
planning approaches, there is still a controversial discussion regarding the outcomes
in the public realm of cities. Therefore, this essay aims to evaluate similarities and
differences between the works of Alexander and Jacobs and current urban design ap-
proaches in public realm case studies of Cardiff (The United Kingdom) and Almaty
(Kazakhstan). These two case studies illustrate how both urban design approaches
work in different public realm contexts. The first case is Almaty’s historical area and
modernistic urban developments with politically important buildings for local author-
ities. The second case is Cardiff city’s historical centre and Cardiff Bay regeneration
area developed for the last two decades. Therefore, this paper deepens our knowledge
about Jacobs’s analysis of the problems urban design thinking deals with and her pre-
scription for how urban designers should approach understanding the city, with Alex-
ander’s ideas about how cities work.
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Methodology and method

This part of the research presents the methodological procedures adopted in the
study. Research methodology unveils how urban design approaches work in different
public realm contexts of Almaty and Cardiff. Thus, the study is based on two case
studies of historical and modern parts of the cities. Predominantly, the focus is on the
social value of these spaces in order to evaluate the outcomes of urban transfor-
mations in relation to understanding though the notion for liveable cities of Jane Ja-
cobs and Christopher Alexander. Overall, a case study method is needed to identify to
what extend the urban design approaches might be successful to bring social value to
a public realm. The gathered information was discussed in relation to works of Jane
Jacobs and Christopher Alexander. The secondary data comes from internationally
published works of other researchers in journals, official webpages of local authori-
ties and specialised urban design webpages and up-to date platforms.

Results and discussion

Understanding a successful city

Generally, Jacobs and Alexander's notion for liveable and successful cities are
similar [8]. Jacobs [5, p. 454] claims that cities are ‘forms of processes’ as an essen-
tial component in understanding urban design theory, while Alexander [1, p. 155] in-
terprets it as ‘natural’ that has grown harmoniously for centuries. For example, Alex-
ander [1, p.162] refers to one of Jane Jacobs’ case studies, such as Brooklyn’s back-
yard industry growth, to be appropriate evidence of a natural city with overlapping
systems. Residential and industrial zones work together as a space for a dweller will-
ing to open their own business. Another confirmation of the natural urban evolution
is both Almaty and Cardiff cities. Almaty (Figure 1) and Cardiff (Figure 2) have been
intensively growing since the mid-nineteenth century, emerging from the city centre
as an embryo (Figures 3 and 4).
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2021

Figure 1 — The growth of the built-up area of Almaty since 1879
[Source: based on Keen 2022]
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rdiff Bay

Figure 2 — The growth of the built-up area of Cardiff since 1820
[Source: Hooper 2006, p. 6]
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Figure 4 — Cardiff’s City centre [Source: Punter 2006a, p.147]
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Jacobs’s illusion of a comfortable city is primarily based on several districts,
particularly Greenwich Village [2, p. 5], and Alexander (1965, p.154) mentions cities,
such as Manhattan, Kyoto and Liverpool. However, there is no scientific evidence for
being ‘semi-lattice’, an abstract structure for well-organized complex urban systems
[7]. Jacobs and Alexander refer to historical cities [8, p. 43] known for communities
developing gradually according to their urban built environment expansion [15]. It
can be witnessed in Cardiff city centre’s public realm (Figure 5) and in one of the his-
torical parts of Almaty that have been transformed to primarily pedestrian-oriented
(Figure 6). Moreover, Marshall [7] critically evaluates both authors as subjective and
theoretical, with no research-based support for proposed hypotheses and arguments
commonly made by thought experiments and personal observations. However, fig-
ures 5 and 6 illustrate that public realms in Almaty and Cardiff are socially active on
weekdays and weekends.

Figure 5 — Public realm of Cardiff’s historical city centre in weekly days
[Author’s material]

Figure 6 — Public realm of Almaty’s historical city centre in weekly days
[Author’s material]
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In contrast to analogous hypotheses on semi-lattice settlements of Alexander
(1965) and cities of organized complexities offered by Jacobs [5], the significant
difference is in the way of a research methodology [2, pp. 5-7]. Most of Jacobs’ re-
search methodology is based on on-site visiting and literature review [5, p. 453].
However, Alexander’s study focuses on analogies and mathematical thought exper-
iments. In identifying a natural city, the key factor is the logical comparison of
semi-lattice and tree-like structures, whether a city could belong to one of these
groups [7]. Nevertheless, Mehaffy [8, p. 43] states that “Today a new generation of
planners and architects seems to have forgotten — or never learned — Alexander’s
elegant mathematical analysis™.

The vision for a designed city

Alexander (1965, p. 154) defines deliberately created cities as ‘artificial’ urban
development that reflects critiques being offered by Jacobs [5, pp. 444-446] in the
theory of ‘disorganized complexity’. In Jacobs’ context, disorganized complexity is
urban processes primarily designed and divided into dispersed functional zones that
are transformable into simple problems, such as city cultural facilities, housing,
greenery, industry, and traffic [5, pp. 451-452]. Alexander (1965, p. 162) supports her
ideas in the hypothesis of zoning and separating to work and living in artificial cities.
Dovey and Pafka [2] suggest that a combination of different functional mixes creates
liveable cities. For example, areas with more overlapping functional mix make the
public realm more liveable and more socially active than the public realm of mono-
functional areas.

Alexander (1965), as well as Jacobs [5], widely criticizes architects and plan-
ners, including Le Corbusier’s functionalistic urban design philosophy for deploying
tree-like thinking [14]. Moreover, Jacobs [4, pp. 311-315] adds that Le Corbusier’s
city planning projects such as Chandigarh and Brasilia do not encourage its citizens
for a healthy public life. They are designed with wide streets for vehicle movement,
large building blocks and long distances between dominantly mono-functional zones.
That is similar to the new development of Cardiff Bay (Figure 7) as well as Almaty’s
new urban areas, such as the local authority’s area of municipal Akimat (a city coun-
cil). However, it might be argued that there is no demand to design cities in principle
if artificial urban planning is failing in generating the same qualities as natural cities
[7]. Even though, in the case of Cardiff Bay regeneration experience (Figure 9) that
has been expected to become a truly successful part of the city, it has created discon-
nected a mono-functional area mostly encouraging private transportation [11, p.170).
A similar modern urban planning principle has been applied to Almaty city’s political
centre in Akimat’s area (Figure 8). In both cases, the modernistic urban developments
are designed as mono-functional buildings. Therefore, it could be evidenced that pri-
marily these areas are car-oriented and less liveable (Figures 9, 10).
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Figure 8 — Almaty city political centre [Source: Official Information Source
of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Kazakhstan 2019]
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Figure 10 — Plaza in front of Akimat in weekly days [ Author’s material]

As the outcome of his work, Alexander [1, p. 166] strongly suggests, “It is the
semi-lattice we must look for, not the tree” and rejects artificial cities, such as Sun
City in Arizona, Levittown, and British New Towns. However, Jacobs [5, p. 461]
hesitates that “Being human is itself difficult, and therefore all kinds of settlements
(except dream cities) have problems”. Nevertheless, Schubert [13] convinces that Ja-
cobs’ ideas are now establishing and becoming more polemic, although over half a
century has passed since her controversial interpretation of modern cities.

Conclusion

Both authors conclude that more interaction possibilities are required between
functional zones, population, transportation, and built environment for effective ur-
ban development. While Jacobs’ [5] philosophical statements lead to assume that the
primary message about ideal cities and organized complexity are equal with ‘Dream
cities’, Alexander [1] believes that it is almost impossible to design a natural city with
the participation of modern urban planners and architects, because socially successful
cities usually have a historical background. Even though many authors doubt the ur-
ban theories from the 1960s of Jacobs and Alexander, they can still apply to modern
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cities. Case studies of Almaty and Cardiff suggest that the majority of modernistic
urban design approaches created a lack of liveability in the public realm. Site visit
observations illustrate that the Almaty Akimat area and Cardiff bay regeneration area
do not facilitate people to explore the public realm due to ‘artificial’ urban design ap-
proaches. However, historical areas with a more pedestrian-oriented urban design
created more opportunities for people to make the public realm more liveable than
mono-functional areas. The idea is that both Jacobs and Alexander are concerned that
urban design thinking will take a wrong turn if it is too impressed by the example of
physical part of cities as a model for rigour and rationality. Both think that the prob-
lems urban designers have to address are not of a kind that allows them to be solved
by approaches slavishly modelled only with concern of physical part of cities.
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JUKEWH JKEHKOBC NEH KPUCTO®EP AJTEKCAHP TEOPUSICHI BOUBIHIIIA
OJIEYMETTIK BEJICEH/I KAJIA TYCIHITT: AIMATBI (KASBAKCTAH)
’KOHE KAPJIA® (BIPIKKEH KOPOJIBJIIK) KAJTAJTAPBIHJIAFBI
KOFAMJIBIK KEHICTIK MbICAJIBIHJIA

Anaarna. Maxanaoa /[ocetikoocmuiy (1961) «Amepukanviy Yiuvl Kaiaiapviubly 61iMi MeH
oemipiy ocone Anexcanopoviy (1964) «Kana azaw emec» meopuscviHa HezizoeleeH aleyMemmiK
benceHoi Kananvly Mmeopuscsl Kapacmulpbliaovl. byn meopusniapovl sepmmey dcane manoay yulin
Anmamor ocone Kapoughgh ipi xana manoanovi. Kannel anzanoa, exi KalaHuly 3aMaHayu ay-
0anHoapvl Kanauvlk HOCNapaayoviy 601mMayblHa OAIAHbICMbl KORAMObIK KeHICMIKMIY 21eyMemmiK
mypevioan bejicenoi emec OONYbl MYMKIH eKeHiH Kepcemeoi, all JHCasty HCYpeiHwinep Yulin Konaiisl
JHcoHe PYHKYUOHANOb IPMYPILL MAPUXU OPMATLIKINGAD OMID CYpYee Hcapamobi.

Tyiiin ce3mep: xara ocobanayvi, aneymemmix 0OenceHOi K02aMOblK Kenicmik, Jloicetin
IDicetikooe, Kpucmoghep Anexcanop.
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MPEJACTABJIEHUE COIIMATIBHO AKTUBHOT'O TOPOJIA TIO TEOPUH JKEVH
JKENKOBC 1 KPUCTO®EPA AJIEKCAH/IPA: HA IPUMEPE OBIIIECTBEHHBIX
ITPOCTPAHCTB B I''AJIMATDI (KABAXCTAH) U
I'. KAPIU® (COEAUMHEHHOE KOPOJIEBCTBO)

AHHOTaIMSA. B cmamee paccmampueaemcsi NOHUMAHUE COYUAIbHO AKMUBHO2O 20p00d HA
ocrose meopuu [Jcetikooca (1961) «Cmepmob u dHCU3Hb BEIUKUX AMEPUKAHCKUX 20P0008» U Aek-
canopa (1964) «I'opoo — smo ne depesor. /[ea kpynuwix eopoda, makue kak Arimamol u Kapougp,
8bIOPAHBL 01 UCCIEO08AHUS U AHAU3A IMUX meopull. B yenom, cospemennvle paiionvl 060ux 20po-
008 npedcmasisam cobol mo, KaKk 00wecmeeHHoe NPOCMpPaHCmMeEo Modxcem Oblmb COYUATbHOU He
AKMUGHOU U3-3a OMCYMCMBUS 20pOOCKO20 NIAHUPOBAHUS, 8 MO 8peMs KaK 6ojee OpUeHmMUposanHbie
Ha newexo008 u YYHKYUOHAIbHO PA3HOOOPA3HbLE UCTNOPUYECKUe YeHMPbl KOMPOpMHbLE OISt HCUSHIL.

KiroueBble cji0Ba: 2copodckoe nianuposanue, COYUaiIbHO aKmueHoe oouecmseHHoe npo-
cmpancmeo, [icetin [icetikooc, Kpucmogep Anexcanop.
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