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In 2015, in response to global warming and the diminishment of resources, China proposed 
a new design strategic guideline “Applicability, Economy, Green and Beauty,” based on an 
earlier model. In 1956, seven years after the establishment of the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) the Central People’s Government had formally established an architectural 
design strategic guideline, “Applicability, Economy and Attention to Beauty with Limitations” 
(AEB) which set out the goals and guided the direction of architecture design in response to 
its new national identity. The official newspaper, People’s Daily, established by the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) provided the main platform for the promotion of AEB, during an 
era when specialist architectural publications were largely non-existent. Significantly, until 
2015, AEB continued to function as the main strategic guideline; it was foundational to 
Chinese architecture design for over half a century. 

While several Chinese scholars have investigated the origins of AEB, a number of key 
questions relevant to its interpretation remain, however, to be fully explored. ‘What did the 
proposal of AEB mean to China in the 1950s?’; ‘what role did AEB play in the development 
of the Chinese architecture profession?’; ‘why did People’s Daily, as a mass media outlet 
pay attention to architectural issues in the 1950s?’ and ‘how did its coverage impact upon 
the Chinese architecture profession?’ These questions remain largely unanswered.

Based on records and reports on AEB, this paper proposes that the birth of AEB was the 
result of the combined effects of domestic economic and political conditions, and Soviet 
architectural design ideology. The formation of the AEB documented a shift in thinking and 
discourse, from “the importance of design” to “design thoughts”, and marked a turning 
point in the process of systematic theorization within the field of architecture in China, and 
continues to impact upon the profession today.

“APPLICABILITY, ECONOMY AND 
ATTENTION TO BEAUTY WITH 
LIMITATIONS”: THE ORIGIN AND 
VALUE OF A 1950s CHINESE 
ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN 
STRATEGIC GUIDELINE
Peta Carlin | Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University
Xiaohan Chen | Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University
Yiping Dong | Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University



65WHAT IF? WHAT NEXT?  SPECULATIONS ON HISTORY’S FUTURES

SSttrraatteeggiicc  DDeessiiggnn  GGuuiiddeelliinneess::  AAddddrreessssiinngg  ccoonntteemmppoorraarryy  nneeeeddss   

In the early 1950s, in the face of the wasteful use of resources, bribery, and corruption exposed 
in the beginning of infrastructure construction, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) launched the 
Three-Antis campaign in order to reduce all non-military expenses, and to stimulate the lagging 
national economy. At the time, the architecture and construction industries had not yet recovered 
from the trauma of war. Due to the lack of regulations and norms of construction work, many 
construction sites suffered from problems such as material waste and demolition. Thus, as a 
result, ‘Waste in Architecture’ became a central concern of the government. 
 
People’s Daily, the authoritative newspaper established by the CCP, had done an in-depth report 
on waste in construction at the time. From the end of 1950 to the middle of 1951, the fact that 
many firms’ constructions lacked design, or were built without a plan, was exposed. On June 16 
1951, People’s Daily published an editorial, “Mei You Gong Cheng She Ji Jiu Bu Ke Neng Shi Gong” 
(Translation: “Impossible to Construct without Design”). The text emphasized the importance of 
“design before construction”, and detailed what design is.1 In addition, a clear explanation of the 
relationship between “design” and “plan” was also provided followed by an interpretation of the 
architectural design process.2 As a result of the severity of the construction waste caused by the 
lack of design, through the mouthpiece of the People’s Daily, the government chose to popularize 
"design" related knowledge and promote the importance of “design” through official channels. 

 

 
FFiigguurree  11.. The front page of People’s Daily on June 16, 1951. The text in red square is the editorial “Impossible to 

Construct without Design”.3 Source taken by author in Suzhou library. 
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The editorial initiated a heated discussion on the topic of “design before construction”,4 which 
lasted for 15 months. From early 1951 to the middle of 1952, more than 70 related articles were 
published. 5  The hotly-contested discussion on “design before construction” indicates that 
"design" is an essential part of the infrastructure construction received greater attention in 
Chinese society, albeit with the understanding that the general understanding of architecture and 
construction being rather limited. At that time, the existing construction methods and working 
models were unable to meet the requirements of huge infrastructure construction tasks. The 
Chinese architectural field urgently required reform and innovation in management regulations 
and working strategies in order that the construction industry respond to contemporary needs. 

““BBeeaauuttyy””  aanndd  SSoovviieett  IInnfflluueennccee 

The architectural design guideline was first proposed and discussed in the First National 
Conference on Architecture and Construction (FNCAC) held by the Financial and Economic 
Commission of the Central People's Government Council from July 2 to 16 1952. In the discussion, 
problems on “Beauty” were raised. 
 
The architect Tao Zongzhen, who attended the FNCAC, recalled that there were two different 
opinions raised in the conference as to the content of the guideline. By considering the economic 
situation in the PRC in the early 1950s, most of the people supported “Applicability, Strength, 
Economy” as put forward by the vice-chairman of the Central Government of PRC, Zhu De, who 
thought that the issue of “Beauty” in architecture design could wait to be discussed until the 
economy had developed.6 However, some specialists (Tao being one) argued that “’Beauty’ in 
architecture design does not need to be expensive. Economy is the essential precondition (of 
design), but the design guideline should always be ‘Applicability, Strength and Beauty’. Beauty 
and economics are not contradictory.”7 It is apparent that both proposals came from Vitruvius's 
three attributes: firmitas (strength), utilitas (utility), and venustas (beauty). 8  The difference 
between the two opinions lies in people’s different understanding of “Beauty” in architecture 
design. The most striking observation from the discussion on the content of the guideline appears 
on the limitation of Chinese society's understanding of architecture as a discipline at that time.9 
This limitation is not only reflected in their single awareness on the expression of "Beauty" in 
architecture design, but also on neglecting “Beauty” as the necessary condition of architecture 
as an independent discipline to reflect its particularity in Chinese society at that time. 
 
“Beauty” in Chinese architectural design is a complex issue. In the late 1920s, the first group of 
architecture students who studied overseas gradually returned to China and started their design 
practice. In order to establish the uniqueness of the architecture as a profession and compete for 
the architectural marketing that was monopolised by civil engineering. 10  The term "artistic" 
architecture began to be used by architects to emphasise the distinction between architecture 
and "civil engineering.”11 Thus, if "Beauty" was not included in the guideline, it meant that the 
"artistic" quality of architecture set up by Chinese architects in the 1920s as distinct from civil 
engineering would be questioned, which would have been very unfavourable to the development 
of architecture as an independent discipline in China. 
 
Fortunately, with the suggestion of the Soviet expert in architecture and urban planning A.S. 
Mukhin, who came to China to help with the infrastructure construction, “Beauty” was finally kept 
in the guideline. According to Tao, when the two sides were locked in disagreement over proposals, 
Mukhin was invited to give advice. After hearing from both sides, Mukhin explained that:  

‘Applicability, Strength, Beauty’ does not conflict with the economy. However now [in 1952] 
in the Soviet Union, it is no longer referred to as ‘Applicability, Strength, Beauty’ but 
‘Applicability, Economy, Beauty’ because the building techniques are different from those in 
ancient times and therefore ‘Strength’ is no longer an issue.12  

 
Moreover, Mukhin pointed out that "Economy" was a necessary consideration in large-scale 
socialist construction. Considering China was going to start the first Five-year plan, he suggested 
that “economy” should also be included in the principle.13 
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Tao did not specify how Mukhin explained the importance of "Beauty" in architectural design and 
how it is not in conflict with “economy”. Nevertheless, from another important article by the 
famous Chinese architectural expert Liang Sicheng (Fig. 2), we can clearly find that Soviet experts 
represented by Mukhin's insistence on the thoughts of "architecture is art" had a huge impact on 
the Chinese architectural field at that time. In Liang’s text “Su Lian Zhuan Jia Bang Zhu Wo Men 
Duan Zhen Le Jian Zhu She Ji De Si Xiang” (Translation: “Soviet experts help us correct our design 
thoughts”) published in People’s Daily on December 22, 1952, he said that:  

One of the very important architecture thoughts that introduced from the Soviet Union to 
China was the affirmation that ‘architecture is art’… With the help of Soviet experts, we 
affirmed the artistry of architecture and urban construction. We used to use ‘Applicability, 
strength, economy’ as the three elements of architecture design. More than once, Mukhin 
tells us, this view is one-sided and narrow. Mukhin used to say ‘Socialist architecture must 
be not only be convenient, economical, but also beautiful… From the contacts with Soviet 
experts, we realized that the idea that ‘Beauty does not matter, once there is a house to live 
in’ is wrong.14  

 

 
FFiigguurree  22.. Soviet experts A.S. Mukhin and Chinese architecture experts (From left: Liang Sicheng, Wang Jiqi, 

A.S.Mukhin, Wang Wenke).15  

 
In the early years after the PRC was founded, due to the backward economic and technological 
situation, the Chinese government adopted the “One-sided” policy of learning from the Soviet 
Union in order to strengthen the construction of national infrastructure. From 1949 to 1960, more 
than 40 Soviet experts came to China to help with urban construction. At that time, Soviet experts 
had authoritative discourse power among the decision making in the construction activities. 
Among them, A.S. Mukhin was the most influential.16 Before coming to China, A.S. Mukhin had 
rich practical experience in architecture and urban planning in the Soviet Union. He worked as an 
assistant to the famous Soviet architect Alexey Viktorovich Shchusev, and collaborated with him 
on the urban planning of the southern Soviet city of Sochi. What Mukhin brought to China was 
indeed not only his architectural knowledge but the most representative architecture and urban 
planning thinking and design methods used in the Soviet Union at that time.  
 
In the early 1950s, “Learning from the Soviet Union”, was not only a policy but also a mandatory 
movement that was organized and planned by the government.17 Although the guideline was not 
be settled immediately after the FNCAC, both the Chinese government and the professional 
architectural field recognized and valued "Applicability", "Economy" and "Beauty". “Beauty” in 
architectural design was a main focus. In the report made in the founding assembly of the Chinese 
Architectural Society in October 1953, the vice-president of the Chinese academy of science, 
Zhang Jiafu claimed that “our architecture design must conform to the principle of “Applicability, 
Economy and Beauty’”.18 Also, Zhou Yang, the vice-minister of the Publicity Department of the 
CPC Central Committee, gave more emphasis on “architecture is art”. Zhou said that “Architecture 
is art, but it is different from other arts. It needs to meet people's needs ... both material and 
cultural.”19  
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““CCoorrrreecctt  DDeessiiggnn  TThhoouugghhttss”” 

Meanwhile, as Liang said “since architecture is a kind of art, the issue of design thoughts is worth 
our attention”.20 When architectural field concerned “Beauty”, the publicity of People’s Daily also 
made the topic of “design thoughts” valued by all of the Chinese society. From January 1953 to 
October 1953, the newspaper published four editorials on its front page emphasising the 
importance of “Design thoughts”. In the editorial titled “Bi Xu Zheng Que De Jing Xin She Ji Gong 
Zuo” (translation: “Must carry out design correctly”) published on January 17, 1953, it was argued 
that “In order to complete the current design task and improve the design quality, we must also 
solve the problem of design thinking. That is to say, (we) need to adopt the advanced technical 
standards of the Soviet Union, and set up the idea of “economy” in the design”.21 On January 25, 
1953, in the editorial named “Fan Dui She Ji Zhong De Bao Shou Luo Hou Si Xiang” (translation: 
“Against the conservation thoughts in design”) People’s Daily pointed out that “In facing the large-
scale infrastructure construction, we must pay attention to the current backward situation in 
design. We must regard it as an urgent task to improve the design thoughts and enhance design 
capacity.”22 
 
While People’s Daily called on the public to attach importance to “Design thoughts”, it also offered 
a definition on “Correct design thoughts”. In its editorial, “Wei Zheng Que De She Ji Si Xiang Er 
Dou Zheng” (translation: “Fight for correct design thoughts”) published on October 14, 1953, it 
was written that:  

There were two design thinking in the design, one is Capitalist design thinking23 which aims 
for the highest profit. Designers are employed by the capitalist to realize his/her wishes and 
at the same time to improve his (designers’) reputation and material benefits. Thus, 
Capitalist design thinking are isolated, short-sighted. They are without a national and 
collective concept, often being conservative and backward…Another is Socialist design 
thinking which is the correct design thoughts. It considers how to make the most rational use 
of national resources, how to build the most efficient enterprise with the least capital…we 
must learn from the socialist design thoughts, especially learn from the Soviet Union.24  

 
In People’s Daily at that time, it is clear to see that thinking coming from the Soviet Union was 
regarded as advanced and correct; on the contrary, thinking from Capitalist countries was 
regarded as outmoded and wrong. There are two possible explanations for this finding. On the 
one hand, it could be due to the influence of “Socialist Realism” theory, which brought the political 
class struggle terms into architectural discourse. On the other hand, the newspaper’s focus on 
architectural thoughts seems also to have had its political aims. Most of the Chinese intellectuals 
in the 1950s had studied in Europe and the USA. The Western value system which they have 
already accepted conflicted with the Marxist-Leninist ideology at various levels. In order to raise 
Marxism-Leninism to the level of national ideology, in early 1950s, CCP started intellectual 
ideological remoulding.25 This suggests that the initial criticism of “Capitalist design thinking” 
and promotion to “Soviet design thoughts” in People’s Daily was a reaction to Marxist-Leninist 
ideology and extended to the field of architecture. Furthermore, the main reasons why the 
newspaper continued to pay attention to the architectural field in the early days of the founding 
of the PRC appears related to the following two points: the needs of the realistic national 
conditions; and the lack of a professional architectural journal. 
 
In the early 1950s, under the theme of "infrastructure construction", architecture and 
construction were inevitably the concerned of the Party and the State. Thus, the focus of People’s 
Daily on architecture design could be interpreted as an attempt to stick to the theme of the 
domestic political climate. Moreover, the lack of any architectural specialist periodical was also a 
factor that could not be ignored. After the Sino-Japanese war (1937-1945), several excellent 
Chinese architectural professional publications ceased to exist due to economic instability and 
manuscript exhaustion. As a consequence, the Chinese architectural profession was without its 
own media outlets. It was not until 1954, with the support of the Ministry of Construction that the 
Architectural Journal was founded along with other publications.26 
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Under the promotion of People’s Daily, “Applicability, Economy and Beauty” which was proposed 
under the suggestion of Soviet experts had been well accepted by the society. However, the 
influence of Soviet architectural thinking on China was two-sided. While the concept of 
"architecture is art" influenced the architectural field, and elevated architectural design thinking, 
Soviet "Socialist Realism" design theory limited its development. 

““BBeeaauuttyy””,,  wwiitthh  PPoossssiibbllee  CCoonnddiittiioonnss 

According to architectural historian Ander Aman, from 1932 onwards, modern architecture was 
thrust aside (in the Soviet Union) in favour of the new traditionalism, dubbed Socialist Realism.27  
While “function” and “form” were the basic concepts of modernist architecture, “socialist content 
and national form” were the bases of Socialist Realism theory committed to presenting “the new” 
based on tradition, whilst ascribing to the tenets of architecture as art.28 At that time, Socialist 
Realism theory and “socialist content, national form” proposed that the main artistic task of 
architecture is to reflect the greatness and superiority of the socialist regime through external 
image.  
 
In the early 1950s, Soviet architecture displayed a retrograde tendency with monumental 
architecture adhering to Russian classicism and Baroque styles. 29  At the same time, the 
influence of Soviet experts on Chinese architectural design went to deep, the spread of Socialist 
Realism in China evolved into a blind pursuit of the nostalgic and decorative appearance of 
architectural design by major design institutions, which vastly increased construction costs and 
caused massive waste in the process of infrastructure construction (Figs 3 and 4).30 In order to 
counter these excesses, in early 1955, the government officially launched the "Anti-Waste 
movement" thus calling into question the meaning of ‘Beauty’ in terms of practical buildings. Key 
concerns of the architectural profession were: how could “socialist content and national form” be 
expressed?  

 

 
FFiigguurree  33.. “The imaginary building” drawn by Liang Sicheng in 1954.31 

 

 
FFiigguurree  44.. Perspective of the teaching building of Northwest Minzu University.32 
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The Anti-Waste Movement was founded upon the reconsideration of the dialectical relationship 
between “Applicability”,” Economy” and “Beauty”. From February 4 to 24, 1955, the Ministry of 
Construction held an Architectural and Construction conference, where the issue of the content 
of the guideline was discussed again. In the conference, the guideline ultimately defined as 
“Applicability, economy and attention to Beauty with limitations.” This was officially announced by 
the Central People’s Government in 1956.33 
 
Wan Li, the vice-minister of the Ministry of Construction, made a clear explanation of AEB in the 
conference report in 1955. Wan explained that: 

Any building must follow the principle of ‘Applicability, economy and attention to Beauty with 
limitations’…No matter whether architect, structural engineer or equipment engineer, their 
design must first satisfy the needs of users and make users feel comfortable and convenient. 
In the meantime, they need to set up the notion of economy and conscientiously and 
responsibly establish the economic and technical indicators to make every building 
applicable and economical. ‘Beauty’ also needs to be considered. But what we want is to pay 
attention to ‘Beauty’ based on ‘applicability’ and ‘economy’.34  

 
The likely intentions that could be interpreted from Wan’s report are the sequencing issues of the 
three critical terms considered by both the Chinese government and the Chinese architectural 
society. ‘With limitations’ appears to suggest that the three terms need to be considered in order 
in the design process. As such “Applicability” and “Economy” are not only the essential condition 
of architectural design, but also prerequisite of “Beauty”. It is clear that “with limitations” emerges 
as a means to redress the mistake caused by “Socialist Realism”. As to the state of the Chinese 
architectural industry in the 1950s, the qualifier of “Beauty” also appeared as a necessity. 
Despite in the early 1950s, China already had a group of excellent architects and architectural 
experts who were well educated in both China and Western countries, the vast majority of 
architects and architectural relevant workers in China still had a superficial understanding of 
architectural design. For the questions of how to express “Beauty” in architecture, quite a few 
designers might not have a clear idea. Like Chinese architecture expert Liu Shiying said that 
“different from ‘Applicability’ and ‘Economy’, ‘Beauty’ is hard to define with numbers and 
specifications. Therefore, ‘limitation’ is used to control the deviation in architecture aesthetic.”35  

CCoonncclluussiioonn  

In general, the problem of “waste in architecture” which was exposed in "Three-Antis" campaign 
brought the importance of “design” to the attention of Chinese society, putting the discussion of 
design strategic guideline front and centre. At that time, when productivity was low and the 
economy faced numerous difficulties, "Applicability" and "Economy" became the two most 
important keywords in architecture design recognized by the government and the architectural 
profession. In the meantime, under the policy of learning from the Soviet Union, the emphasis on 
"architecture is art" addressed the controversy surrounding the concept of "Beauty". With 
“Applicability, economy and attention to Beauty with limitations” put forward as the definitive 
guideline. 
 
The establishment of the AEB guideline sought to address issues pertaining to Chinese 
architecture and its national conditions. Among them, the process from controversy to the 
affirmation of the word "Beauty" not only reflects a deeper understanding of "architecture is an 
art" in the Chinese architecture field, but also plays a crucial role in maintaining the architectural 
discipline’s uniqueness. The dissemination and associated discussions of "Beauty" by the 
People’s Daily enabled the issue of ‘design thoughts’ to become a both professional and social 
issue, the newspaper providing a platform for all spheres of society to discuss architecture and 
construction-related topics. And while the relationship of the newspaper with the CCP on occasion 
resulted in overtly political statements, it nonetheless, documented the shift of Chinese 
architecture from the recognition of the importance of "design" to the "design thought", thus 
playing a vital role in the development of modern Chinese architecture. 
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Liang claimed that “With the improvement of social productivity as well as the changes of daily 
lifestyle, the criteria of “Applicability” and “Economy” is always changing, and "possible conditions" 
for “Beauty” are always subject to variation. We must obtain the unity of “Applicability, Economy 
and Beauty” according to the different circumstances.”36 Since the 1950s, great changes have 
taken place in China. In order to adapt to current and future needs, the Central People’s 
Government revised the guideline to “Applicability, Economy, Green, Beauty” at the end of 2015. 
“Green” is the forward position in the architecture field in the present world. It is also the feature 
of global architectural discourse and practice.37 Thus, on the one hand, “Green” in the guideline 
represents a concept of sustainable development in architecture, on the other hand, it also refers 
to the green building technology. However, some experts believe that in the era with economic 
and cultural diversity, “Beauty” should no longer be preceded by qualifiers.38 Although compared 
with the 1950s, the economic conditions have greatly improved and the pursuit of “Beauty” in 
architecture design is no longer limited to the exterior decoration of buildings, phenomena such 
as “Figurative architecture” (Figs 5 and 6) and “Plagiarism”(Figs 7 and 8) are still of serious 
concern. Therefore, from our point of view, it is still necessary to define “Beauty” to some extent. 
But different from the “possible conditions” of the 1950s, it should emphasize the understanding 
and inheritance of social history, aesthetic culture and national identity. The issue of inheritance 
and innovation in the current architectural design strategic is still worthy of further discussion. 

 

  
FFiigguurree  55.. (L) The design concept of Guangzhou Evergrande Football Stadium designed by Gensler, USA. April, 2020.39  

FFiigguurree  66.. (R) The design concept of Guangzhou Evergrande Football stadium designed by Gensler, USA, July, 2020. 
 

  
FFiigguurree  77.. (L) Office building in Zhengzhou40 

FFiigguurree  88.. (R) CCTV Headquarters 
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