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5. Abstract (300 words): 

This paper will focus on a new and emergent early 21st century hybrid housing and 

community building model that is found not in a liberal first world western democracy 

but rather unofficially and “non-legally” in the cracks and crevices of cities in a socialist 

one-party state- China. The Urban Villages of Chinese cities currently provide the 

primary stock of housing for the multitude of arriving rural to urban migrants known as 

the “floating population”. In addition to fulfilling this important need, the Urban Villages 

in cities like the capital city of Beijing go even further and produce a new model for 

dense, diverse, economically sustainable and vibrant communities. Unlike most migrant 

urban communities in cities around the world, the Chinese Urban Villages are not slums 

and do not involve squatting, they retain rural and agricultural characteristics and there 

is a high degree of entrepreneurship attained by the residents. 



A close examination of the mechanisms of the formation of the Urban Villages reveals 

an inventive hybrid model of community building that is primarily built from the “bottom 

up”, that is, by the resident farmers who transform their land usage from single story 

houses into multi-storied boarding houses, along with “top down” unofficial 

contributions to the environments by the government.  An even richer mix of 

participants and ideas occur when, in some cases, enlightened small scale developers, 

world class artists, activists and designers enter into the equation. 

We have been living and working in the Urban Village of Caochangdi in Beijing since 

2006 and have witnessed, documented and researched its development and the roles 

played by the former farmers, the floaters (migrant workers), village leaders and artists 

including Ai Weiwei (also an architectural designer, activist and owner of a small 

construction company) and the forward thinking small scale developer that he 

collaborates with.  
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