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This book is about urban communities in contemporary China. At issue is what they are like 

as physical settings particularly in large cities, how they evolved from earlier beginnings, 

and how well they support the lives of their residents, including what some of the prospects 

might be for further physical development and redevelopment. Moreover, while address-

ing these aspects of community circumstances in general, the book primarily draws upon 

observations of 25 neighborhoods, a significant number of which were developed or redevel-

oped during the past three decades and sometimes longer. Some had garnered the atten-

tion of government leaders and professionals and were accorded special status or seen to 

be models worthy of emulation. Indeed, 10 were notable in these regards. Others are fairly 

ordinary although typical of many around them. Some are also quite new, while others are 

older. And some house families who are relatively well off, whereas others are more afford-

able. In addition, some are located near the center of their host cities, whereas others lie 

outside on the peripheries, with still others in-between. All, however, are relatively large, with 

a couple of exceptions, running from around 4 hectares in area up to a massive 1,000 hect-

ares and more. All are also relatively dense overall developments, ranging again from as low 

as 20,000 people per square kilometer (200 per hectare) to upwards of 90,000 people per 

square kilometer (900 per hectare) at a city center, reflecting, if nothing else, variations in 

building type and arrangement. Spot density rose as high as approximately 2,800 people per 

hectare in one case, although it was also adjacent to a sizeable park.1 

On the whole, most communities are good places to live. Generally, households inhabit 

relatively compact dwellings, although considerably larger than in previous decades. A range 

of services and opportunities, needed to support everyday life, are usually available and 

are often quite near at hand. Neighborly goodwill within communities is also often evident, 

together with a relaxed sense of belonging, even as older work unit-based ties have clearly 

diminished. Well-vegetated and leafy environments within communities are often more the 

rule than the exception, and some newer developments push towards being ecologically con-

servative of resources like elsewhere in the world. However, some typical patterns of Chinese 

development, including many walled and fenced megaplot enclaves, make it difficult to have 

a fully integrated and traversable city. Common area maintenance within communities is 

often poor, particularly at lower price ranges, and a subject of resident contention. Isolation 

from employment opportunities, especially in newer and peripheral areas of cities, often 

leads to overly long commutes and considerable social costs. Poor air quality and noisy envi-

ronments are often prevalent, and some communities are prone to flooding and other natural 

hazards, again not unlike elsewhere.

 URBANIZATION, HOUSING,  
AND COMMUNITY
Having remained relatively stagnant after the early days of the People’s Republic of China 

dating from 1949, the nation’s urbanization has increased steadily, as have the construction 

of urban communities and urban housing. Over the same period, China’s population fluctu-

ated appreciably but rose 2.4 times, from around 552 million inhabitants in 1950 to 1.34 bil-

lion in 2010.2 Although this may seem substantial, for in absolute numbers it surely is, it is 

only slightly higher but roughly comparable to the rise in the USA of 2.2 times over much the 

same period of time. China’s population is also expected to rise before peaking around 2030 
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 BEIJING
Beijing is the capital and administrative center of the People’s Republic of China, although 

this was not always the case when it was called Beiping during the Republican Period of 

the Nationalist Government between 1928 and the end of the Civil War in 1949. Of today’s 

19.61 million resident population, 36 percent originate from elsewhere.18 The evolution of 

the city from imperial times to the present, and especially during the Ming and Qing dynas-

ties, has given rise to an urban fabric that has retained parts of the old hutong and siheyuan 

configurations of courtyard houses within what was once the walled city. As the walls came 

down, first during the Republican Period that followed the Qing Dynasty and then during the 

early days of the People’s Republic, the city moved out into its periphery, more or less in 

sequential layers. The first master plan in the Communist era was finally ratified in 1958, 

following considerable discussion and debate, maintaining the earlier city’s symmetrical 

coherence around a virtual north-south axis and providing for a succession of urban districts 

around its perimeter. Perhaps more important, Beijing at the time was designated as an 

industrial city in addition to its administrative functions. Chang’an Avenue, the prominent 

east-west axis, was also constructed in 1958, following the planning and building of Tianan-

men Square between 1950 and 1957. After a long hiatus during the Great Leap Forward and 

the Cultural Revolution through to China’s opening up to the outside world, the next master 

plan was ratified in 1982.19 It also retained much of the symmetrical and axial arrangement 

of the city, as well as continuing the peripheral dispersion of satellite community develop-

ments. The prominent ring-road system was also expanded out to the Fifth Ring Road at the 

time. However, there was no longer any mention of the “socialist industrial city” as Beijing 

reverted back to being the “political and cultural center” of China. The 1991–2010 master 

plan which followed in 1993 added functionality to the city, especially with regard to tertiary 

sector development.20 Historic preservation and conservation were also reinforced, and a 

particular focus was placed on the center moving out to the suburbs, resulting in the Finan-

cial Street and Center on the western side of the historic core and the Central Business Dis-

trict in the Chaoyang District on the eastern side of the core.21 Another round of planning took 

place from 2000 around Beijing’s successful bid for the 2008 Olympic Games, placing more 

attention on the north-south axis. Subsequently, additional employment centers have been 

developed, with the Fengtai Lize Business District in the southwest and the Da Wangjing 

Business District in the northeast, together with the vast Zhongguancun Science Park in the 

northwest stretching out to the Sixth Ring Road and including both the Tsinghua and Beijing 

University settings and research parks.

Within the variegated urban landscape of Beijing, six residential communities were 

selected, representing among them a variety of housing and community types and the 

circumstances in which they can be found. The six cases were: the Ju’er Hutong, a modern 

re-interpretation of community living located in the inner-city district of Dongcheng; the 

Huilongguan Cultural Residential District, a large-scale contemporary development focused 

on the provision of affordable housing within the broader Zhongguancun area; Tian-

tongyuan, another large-scale residential district from the 1990s located north of the Olym-

pic Forest Park; Wangjing, a high-rise suburban development built in what is now becoming 

Beijing’s second central business district at Da Wangjing; Yilin Jiayuan, an upscale new 

development close by the Olympic Forest Park; and Jian Wai SOHO, a recent redevelopment 

of an industrial work unit on the edge of the Chaoyang Central Business District and operat-

ing as a live-work environment.
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SHANGHAI 
Shanghai, located at the mouth of the Changjiang River, is China’s largest city by popula-

tion with slightly over 23 million resident inhabitants, of which 39 percent originate from 

somewhere else in China.22 Shanghai first came to prominence during the latter part of the 

nineteenth century, reaching over one million inhabitants in 1900 and then quickly on to two 

to three million by the 1920s. It first came to outside attention as a Treaty Port in 1842 on 

the heels of the First Opium War that opened China up to trade and resulted in concession 

settlements by the British, Americans, and French. Prior to that, Shanghai was something 

of a provincial outpost located on the Huangpu River, within a dense pattern of agricultural 

and market settlements known as Shanghai Xian, or Shanghai County, and with a popula-

tion on the order of half a million people. During that era what became Shanghai was also a 

circular walled town aimed at repelling pirates and other coastal marauders. Under the joint 

dominion of the British, Americans, French and, of course, their de jure host, the Chinese, 

Shanghai was subdivided in 1863 into the International Settlements, the French Concession, 

and the Chinese town. During the 1930s, an abortive attempt was made by the Nationalists 

to  establish their own community to the north of the city, with the Greater Shanghai Plan.23 

At this time the Japanese had well and truly moved into the city also on the north, and there 

was no such thing as a formal plan for the city. Then, after World War II when the Japanese 

had attacked and finally occupied all of the city, the Nationalists now back in power initi-

ated the 1946 Plan for Shanghai, adopting modern planning principles such as a ring-radial 

transportation system, a monocentric core of activities coterminous with the existing city 

center with satellite communities on the outskirts, and an extensive green belt framework in 

between.24 Plans for industry were also concentrated along the Huangpu River.

With the rise to power of the Communists, another master plan was prepared in 1953 under 

Soviet tutelage, which reinforced many aspects of the 1946 Plan, although with a sharper 

emphasis on form-giving devices like boulevards, round-point street intersections, and axial 

arrangements of buildings and roads.25 This was followed in 1959 by yet another plan that 

added areas for industrialization, as Shanghai was still the industrial center of China despite 

considerable interference and income extraction from the central government in Beijing. 

The plan also remained largely confined to the western Puxi side of the Huangpu River.26 

Then, again after a lengthy hiatus, stretching well into the Reform Period, the 1986 Plan was 

formulated with much wider functionality, a distribution of economic activities according to 

their comparative advantages, and with the aim of attracting foreign investment and making 

Shanghai an international showcase for China.27 The plan also resulted in the creation of 

the Pudong Administrative District, the establishment there of Lujiazui as the city’s financial 

center in 1993, and a round of significant infrastructure improvements including bridge and 

tunnel crossings from Puxi into Pudong, followed by construction of the Pudong International 

Airport in 1999. The 1999–2020 Plan came next in 2001, further expanding diversity of use 

types as well as the international focus for the city, alongside of the ‘1-9-6-6 framework’ for 

orderly decentralization with one core, nine satellites, 60 new self-contained urban areas and 

some 600 village revitalizations, in what was still part of the old agricultural hinterland.28

Much like the capital Beijing, Shanghai has also undergone considerable suburban and 

peripheral development, together with urban renewal and historic conservation. The cases 

documented here again relate to these varied conditions. They include: the Model Lilong and 

Siming Village, a project concerning the conservation of a historic lilong neighborhood that 

was once a model for dwelling during the Nationalist Government in the 1930s; Caoyang 

Xincun, a notable ‘new village’ built from the 1950s onwards on the western edge of the city, 

originally to house municipal and other model workers; Sanlinyuan, the exemplary mid-rise 
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