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A  c o N v E R s A T I o N
W I T H  D I D I  P E I

The Architect
and the city

Few architects come with the pedigree of chien chung (Didi) 
Pei. son of the fabled I.M. Pei, patron of Pei Partnership Ar-
chitects LLP with his brother Li chung (sandy), Didi’s work 

takes him to shanghai, Brunei, Paris and the Middle East, all within 
the span of a few weeks. While his chinese-born father is renowned 
for having shaped the look of the Louvre with his glass pyramid, Didi 
and his brother are placing their stamp on many of china’s greatest 
cities—from Macau and Hong Kong to shanghai, shenzhen and Bei-
jing. Recently, he sat down with World Policy Journal editor David A. 
Andelman and managing editor Ryan Bradley to explain his vision of 
the city, and the role of the architect in shaping it.©
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World Policy Journal: We are in-
terested here in the global city, but I know 
you’re especially interested in china, 
where you have done some of your most 
extraordinary work. so let’s begin there.

didi Pei: china is where we work, so we 
are familiar with it. When I think of the 
notion of the city globally, there are certain 
parameters that are constant. Each culture 
reflects itself in its cities. But I think that 
the notion of why man made cities, why 
people congregated in these places—that 
is the real heart of the matter. Each part 
of the world is different, each is culturally 
different, and so you would expect that 
their cities would be different.

WPJ: But some grow organically and some 
grow by plan. Which cities were designed 
out of the fertile imagination of an urban 
planner, or an architect? What kinds of 
cities work and what don’t?

Pei: I’m not really sure that planning or 
not planning is an option. It’s just two 
ways that cities grow. some cities devel-
oped out of little villages and, as you say, 
they just grew. others, like Brasilia, were 
just plunked down in the middle of the 
rainforest. I don’t think you can say that a 
city should be planned from nothing, nor 
do I think you can say that the best cit-
ies are the ones which grew by accretion. 
They’re just different. At the same time, 
they incorporate cultural images. obvi-
ously, if a city develops over time, then 
it’s incorporating something which has a 
longer timeline, whereas if it’s done as a 
single act, then it’s representing its own 
particular time. 

WPJ: china is considered by many to be the 
model for the urban landscape for the future.

Pei: Why?

WPJ: Well, isn’t it? should it not be? 

Pei: I think people look to china to see 
what’s going on simply because it’s the only 
place where things are really happening. 
I don’t think that china has a particularly 
good model of urban design.

WPJ: Tell us what the flaws are.

Pei: In china, cities were, at best, 18th 
century in terms of their structure, their 
organization, their ability to deliver ser-
vices. All of a sudden it’s jumping two 
or three centuries. Plus, you have this 
incredible movement from the country-
side into the city, so the population that 
grows in cities is just incomprehensible 
to anybody, even the chinese. certainly 
they’re recognizing it and they’re trying 
to, in my opinion, overcompensate for 
this massive migration. 

WPJ: In what sense?

Pei: For example, one of the things that I 
personally find kind of anti-urban is their 
response to traffic. All the main boulevards 
are eight, 12 lanes, crashing through the 
cities. some of them are connected un-
derground, but that’s a very wide under-
ground passage. It’s not very friendly.

WPJ: so you’re saying that there are 
neighborhoods, which are themselves cit-
ies, separated by these 12-lane highways 
from other neighborhoods, and that they 
don’t integrate into a single city. 

Pei: The purpose of the city is to have in-
teractions between people, and when you 
create a kind of an infrastructure that di-
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vides the city up into little pieces—that’s 
what I mean when I say it’s anti-urban. 
Around the world, the cities that are re-
ally dynamic are the ones where things 
are happening, where the neighborhoods 
touch each other. They’re all divided into 
neighborhoods, for sure, but I think that 
the exciting things are what happens at 
the boundaries. And I think, in china to-
day, what I find is that you can’t have that 
exciting boundary. It’s a direct link to the 
traffic problem. I can remember going to 
china when I was younger, and everyone 
had to ride a bicycle. They were trying 
to anticipate the car, so they had bicycle 
lanes, which were mobbed with people, 
just absolutely black with people, and the 
cars travelled rather freely. Well today, 

they’re getting rid of the bicycle lanes 
because nobody rides a bicycle anymore. 
And, by the way, this is only in 20 years. 
This is not something that happened over 
the course of 100 years. I don’t know what 
the next iteration is going to be, but I 
think somebody really needs to go in and 
try to figure out how to deal with this 
traffic problem. Just the density of people 
makes it very difficult.

WPJ: What about the hutongs?

Pei: The hutongs were the old neighbor-
hoods, with little alleys that went through 
them. The chinese architectural model put 
everything behind a wall. Houses didn’t 
really open up to the street; you never had c
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WPJ: Do you consider yourself a chinese 
architect?

Pei: No, I’m American. still—and 
not because I’m chinese-American—
I think I have a heightened sensitivity 
because of my father. He tried to con-
vey this when we talked about what he 
was doing. It was very clear that he was 
concerned about the cultural context 
of every building that he did, and that 
you couldn’t just take a building that 
he would design in china and put it 
in Doha, for example, or Paris, for that 
matter. Each place should find its own 
cultural response architecturally. 

WPJ: Although, when he built the glass 
pyramid in the Louvre, there was a harsh 
reaction. critics said that it had nothing 
to do with French architecture or French 
sensibilities. And yet it turned out to be 
absolutely reflective, emblematic of every-
thing that is French.

Pei: I think it’s more French than people 
realize. You have to understand that in 
France everything is political. I was very 
quizzical when they criticized it because 
in America, architecture is not political 
at all. Architecture is architecture. 
And it is evaluated on its own merits as 
architecture. so the Louvre was a debate 
about politics, and when the project 
was a fait accompli, which took a long 
time, the political part just went away. 
 
WPJ: I want to get back to china. You 
have millions of these people pouring into 
the cities with certain aspirations. Is the 
city in china fulfilling these aspirations? 
And if not, does this not become a politi-
cal problem for the government? The price 
of failed expectations?

that. Privacy has a different importance 
in china, and so you had these alleyways 
with just walls and doors. You see a door, 
you didn’t know if this is a front door, a 
back door, you have no idea. some were 
fancier than others, but what happened be-
hind it, you didn’t really know. There was 
a kind of a mystery in the typical chinese 
model, at least in the north and in the cen-
tral part of china.

WPJ: so do you see any nods to the old 
way of living, as they bulldoze hutongs and 
put up new construction? 

Pei: As a model of modernization, I look 
at Japan. Now Japan, after the war, rapidly 
modernized and became one of the leading 
economies in a very, very short time. They 
adopted, simply brought in, western archi-
tectural models and plunked them down 
in Japan. That’s the way it is in china to-
day. They just plunk down these buildings. 
Now, what encourages me is that I think in 
Japan, what you see now is contemporary 
Japanese architects who are doing contem-
porary architecture that is Japanese. 

WPJ: How is it different from other kinds 
of architecture?

Pei: You look at that building and you say, 
‘This is Japanese.’ I don’t think it’s as sim-
ple as to plaster on some form—it has to be 
deeper than that. And I think that china, 
the chinese architects, will develop a vocab-
ulary that is chinese and that will come out 
in their work. Right now, there’s this huge 
pressure to build, build, build, and that helps 
me, sure, because we can come in and try to 
do some serious work, which hopefully will 
represent some kind of a model. I’ve always 
said that the day when chinese architects can 
do that, I’m out of there.
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enough unanimity among architects to re-
ally do something that would affect the 
way a city looks and feels as much as what 
the political powers can do.

WPJ: What do you think the future city 
will look like? 

Pei: I hope it looks different. one of the 
wonderful things about cities is that you 
go out and you walk around. I think that 
cities are becoming 
less and less pedes-
trian, and I would 
hope that the cities 
of the future would 
become more pe-
destrian. In some 
ways, certainly, you 
can achieve this—
if you can separate 
out vehicular traf-
fic vertically, so 
that the top level is 
more pedestrian. At 
the same time, you can very quickly get 
from area to area, but at a different level. 
services would move at a different level. 
To me, this is one image of a city that I 
think will happen because it’s more effi-
cient. When they built Disneyland, that 
was actually a very strong urban model. 
It’s also a completely pedestrian place, but 
there’s a huge circulation system that is all 
underneath that nobody sees unless you 
work there. If you’re Mickey Mouse, you 
go to your locker room then pop out some 
place as Mickey Mouse. You know, nobody 
sees somebody drive up in their car and go 
into that part of the complex. 

WPJ: There are a host of other questions—
about resources and the scarcity or avail-
ability of resources, energy, water—that 

Pei: china’s not the only place that has 
migration into the cities. All you need to 
do is look at the United states. Mexicans 
are coming into the United states to get 
work, that’s what they want, and they want 
to be able to send money back home to 
their families. For the chinese it’s the same 
thing—there’s not enough work in the 
countryside. There are just so many people. 
But look at Europe today, you have all 
those Eastern Europeans—never mind the 
North Africans—all piling into Europe, 
and this is causing political problems. 
Is it a question of failed aspirations? I’m 
not sure. I think that it’s just a question 
of the ability of these cities to absorb so 
many people, and I don’t think that people 
have aspirations as much for themselves as 
they do for something which is a little bit 
bigger, which is their family. In china, the 
transportation infrastructure is pretty good 
now. on the big holidays in china, it’s 
traditional that you go home. on october 
1, or May 1, there’s this massive movement 
from the cities to the countryside and 
back. You go into the train stations and 
you practically can’t move. Because the 
party runs everything in china, it is very 
concerned about the ability of the cities to 
absorb that many people. 

WPJ: Who determines the look and feel of 
a city? Is it the function of the architect or 
architecture? or is it a political decision? 
Who can do this most effectively?

Pei: Architects are the people who are 
trained to try to respond to this, but at the 
same time I think that the look and the 
feel of the city is a political issue. Particu-
larly in china, that’s where the power is. 
Architects can only act within very lim-
ited parameters. We can try and alter those 
parameters, but I don’t think you will find 

cities are 
becoming 
less and less 
pedestrian, and 
i would hope 
that the cities 
of the future 
would become 
more pedestrian
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would go into all those parking structures 
and take eight inches out of the width of 
every stall and repaint the lines just to get 
more cars into the same kind of structure 
because they just can’t keep up. 

WPJ: When you translate that problem 
to china, where they are building 12-lane 
roads, what is the role of the architect? 
can the architect even play a role? Is there 
some way of discouraging people by the 
way you build a building or a neighbor-
hood or a city to get them out of a car? 

Pei: china tends to be developing in 
these megablocks, and each has to be 
self sufficient so you’ll find a little bit of 
everything. There are restaurants, there’s 
shopping, there’s parking, there may or 
may not be residential depending on how 
that megablock was planned. Beijing as a 
city is really spread out. shanghai is more 
dense. shanghai is really a pretty modern 
city. It was created in the 19th century, 
more or less, but today you get into 
gridlock. The same is true of many other 
cities like that. You go to Jakarta—I 
would fly in in the morning for a meeting 
and it would take me half of the day to 
get to my meeting and half of my day to 
get back to the airport. 

WPJ: so at times these social patterns be-
come built into the way of life in those 
cities because of the way they’ve grown. 
It has something to do with the rhythm 
of life, the way people react and how they 
communicate.  

Pei: Well today, one of the things that 
should have an impact is this new informa-
tion age. People don’t need to be clustered 
together as much as they used to. I mean 
if you’re a writer you could stay at home. 

are going to affect the city in the future. 
It’s very rare that an architect comes in to 
design an entire city. You design buildings 
within cities. so, are you able to design a 
building that will reflect these issues and 
changes in resources in the next century? 
What is the interface between you and the 
resources of any particular city?

Pei: We architects call it leed [Leadership 
in Energy and Environmental Design], 
and it’s all very new. It’s an attempt to try 
to make our environment not just more 
efficient in terms of energy, but actually 
to make people more productive. It’s 
that second part—to make people more 
productive and happier—that tends to 
get overlooked. They did tests, and a 
sociologist can prove that if you work 
in a place that has natural light you are 
more productive and you get sick less 
and therefore you have fewer sick days. 
It’s very primitive today, the methods 
of measuring. We have a tendency to 
want to measure everything. We want 
to justify everything economically. 
But I guess you’ve got to start somewhere. 

I don’t want to say that’s wrong, but 
I think that with leed, there tends to be 
an overemphasis on the energy question. 
Yet the productivity issue is every bit as 
important, if not more so, than the energy 
one. so as an architect, I would like a little 
bit more emphasis placed on some of those 
things which are more difficult to measure. 

WPJ: I’m fascinated by how a city can have 
a vibrant street culture, yet also move for-
ward and not necessarily embrace cars.

Pei: We’ve done a lot of work at UcLA. 
They have all these parking structures 
around the periphery of their campus, and 
they told me that over the summer they 
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ther refinement, whereas there are other 
architects who, one day they do this and 
the next day they do that and the next day 
they do that, and you can’t believe these all 
came from the same architect.

  
WPJ: The great architects, Gropius, Frank 
Lloyd Wright, you’ll say immediately, 
oh that’s that individual’s work, right? 
They all have that evolutionary style.

Pei: I think so. And hopefully as they get 
more mature, those ideas are expressed in 
a better way. 

WPJ:  Do you find that architects in a place 
like china—indigenous architects—are 
looking to you and your brother and your 
father as models for how they want their 
architecture to be in the future? 

Pei:  Hopefully yes, but I think that in 
any society that is trying to leapfrog a 
few centuries at once, and even in this 
country, by the way, the people who have 
more influence on younger architects are 
the ones who get published. And they are 
not necessarily publishing buildings—
they’re publishing ideas. There’s always 
a bit of a conflict between the academic 
side and the practicing side, so that’s cer-
tainly an interesting debate for almost 
anything you can think about, whether 
it’s law or medicine. In architecture it’s 
no different. so the people that tend to 
have more influence have always been 
the people who have published, because 
that’s where people first learn. 

WPJ:  Your works are out there, they aren’t 
between covers. People can see them, they 
can go and take pictures of them and walk 
through them and walk around them and 
feel them and touch them.

You could do everything at home. You have 
your little laptop. It’s as if your office is in 
your kitchen or wherever you want to put 
it, and nobody will know. I don’t have a 
single project in the United states. All of 
our work is overseas. But I was up last night 
until 3 o’clock in the morning on a confer-
ence call to my client in Qingdao in china. 

WPJ: What are you building there?

Pei: I have several projects for the same 
client. By the way, that’s one of the most 
rewarding things as an architect, getting a 
client who comes back and asks you to do 
another project.

 
WPJ:  What’s the motivation? What brings 
that client back? Is it the design, is it that it 
fits into the community effectively?

Pei: It’s both. We can deliver something 
for him that he can’t get locally. He’ll get a 
product that he can rent or sell more easily. 
That’s the same reason people hire archi-
tects everywhere.

WPJ: so tell us a couple of your favorite 
projects that you think have been the most 
successful, in terms of either how they fit in 
or how they make the city better. I think 
your dad was very proud of the Museum of 
Islamic art in Qatar, right? He went around 
and looked at mosques around the Islamic 
world and he really thought a lot about it.

Pei: Both my brother and I worked in 
his office. I was there for 20 years and my 
brother almost as long, so I think that the 
design methodology that he had we also 
try to adopt. First of all, as a designer, his 
work was always evolutionary. You can 
see in one project the roots from earlier 
projects. There’s always further and fur-
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We’re always using somebody else’s money 
so we have to convince somebody else to 
spend money, to do this or do that when 
they could perhaps do it for less—or they 
think they could do it for less. so you have 
to convince your client. My father always 
told me that the greatest luxury an archi-
tect can have is to choose his clients, and 
the reason is that when you can choose 
your client, you’re already 90 percent of 
the way there. We spend an awful lot of 
time convincing our clients to do things 
that they don’t think they need to do. 
We’re not where [my father] was, so we 
still have to go through that process. 

WPJ: Any final thoughts on what you’d 
like to see as your legacy to the city or to 
architecture?

Pei: I don’t really think about legacy. 
I really don’t think architects think about 
legacy. I mean if you talked to my father 
today he would tell you he wants to make 
sure that what he’s done is properly recog-
nized, cataloged, saved. He’s got people 
working on that, gathering all the papers. 
Maybe there are others who have done that 
from the first day. I don’t know. It tends to 
be something you don’t think about. Now 
he’s retired completely so he is concerned 
with that. I would just hope that people 
think what we’ve done is good, worth 
looking at, maybe trying to understand. 
They say imitation is the greatest form of 
flattery. I don’t mind if people want to copy 
things, as long as they understand it.

Pei:  Now that we’re getting a bit more 
mature, we complete maybe two projects 
a year. I mean, we’re not scattering the 
globe with the detritus of Pei Partnership 
Architects’ buildings. Every project is a 
process. If you can do those, and each and 
every one of them is recognized as being 
great, then you are projected into a realm 
professionally that is completely different.

WPJ: At its core, has the profession changed 
much in recent years?

Pei:  I always used to say that architecture 
was the last of the Renaissance trades—
where you had to know a little about 
everything but not be good at anything. 
You have to have a very wide ranging 
technical knowledge on the one hand but 
you also have to be, at the same time, 
very sensitive to all of the cultural forces, 
because I think that great architecture 
comes out of understanding the place, as 
opposed to having the tallest building or 
the most advanced cladding on a building. 
Those tend to be technological things—
the tools that we use—but I think we are 
still trying to address, need to address, and 
appreciate more these cultural paradigms. 

WPJ: That means you have to be an artist 
and engineer, a sociologist and a cultural 
historian?

Pei: You also have to be a salesman, be-
cause very few architects can just build 
whatever they want to build, financially. l


