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Casting Village within City
Yushi Uehara

I saw a dense structure abruptly interrupting the cityscapes of Chinese urbanity, irritatingly
injecting disorder into the generic sprawl of skyscrapers, officially envisioned to produce a
contemporary 'garden city'. This anomalous fabric consisted of tiny towers, all seven floors
high, in an extremely compressed layout, as if it were zipped up electronically.
Paradoxically, the impression was one of human scale, a feeling of place and space missing
in the surrounding make-believe city. I was told that this anomalously compressed
settlement had previously been a farming village.
– Yushi Uehara, Guangzhou, 2004
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Kick-Off
'Village within the City' (ViC) was born in the Pearl River Delta area when Deng Xiaoping
initiated the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone in the southern part of China. In order to
review and understand the ViC, some information about its social geographic context is
crucial. Shenzhen is a very new city that has only existed since 1978, within the formidable
conditions set by China for the first inroads of the global economy. The Shenzhen Special
Economic Zone is part of the apparatus used by Deng Xiaoping to divert the course of
China's 'development', this being one of the factors that weakened and ultimately
dismantled the Soviet Union. Deng's plan was to inject the capitalistic economic system into
the communist political system. He called this the 'Open Door' policy.
With its 'One Country, Two Systems' framework which stipulated that the mainland of
the People's Republic of China will maintain the socialist system, while Hong Kong and
Taiwan continue under the capitalist system, China is now flourishing. Currently, the nation
is experiencing a new phase of urbanisation triggered by the burgeoning economy (a
doubling of the GDP within the past 10 years), and the drastic migration of the Chinese
population from rural to urban areas (it is estimated that by 2020, 60% of the total
population will be living in urban areas). This trajectory, combined with the momentum of a
high birth rate (20,000 births per day), ensures that Chinese cities are undergoing
exponential growth.
The area where Shenzhen was located was considered full of 'gifts' for the new
urbanity: the zone's proximity to Hong Kong, just a 30-minute train ride away, could enable
it to 'learn' how to become a global city, from the former colonial protectorate. Shenzhen
stretches in an east-west direction along the China-Hong Kong border. Earlier, the area was
almost an empty terrain as there was little industry other than fishing. Today, Shenzhen has
become the major city of 'hasty' China: the current population of Shenzhen is about 8
million, with an average age of 26; this figure is 10 times higher than the initial demographic
forecasts made in 1977.1 The current real estate industry in Shenzhen boasts of having
realised 6 million square metres of buildings in one single year, 2003. This is the context
of the birth of the first 'Village within the City'.
The kick-start of ViC is anecdotal, marked by the fate of a fishing village called
Caiwuwei. One day in 1977, its inhabitants found themselves mapped right onto the
planned route of the new Hong Kong-Shenzhen railway line, intended to be plugged into the
railway network of mainland China. Obviously, Caiwuwei had to make way for the railway
line. The village was relocated in discussion with the government, and given a new position
slightly more to the west of the original location. The exceedingly expanding Shenzhen
quickly swallowed this tiny village; this is how the first 'Village within the City' came about.
As Shenzhen swelled like an urban balloon, the assimilated village became a compact
footprint of urban 'development'.
Today, 27 years after being founded, the Shenzhen SEZ (Special Economic Zone)
occupies almost all the available space of that region, and is now trying to redevelop its
own territory. Its great location makes the ViC extremely attractive to developers. In fact,
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many developers even wish to erase the ViC and replace it with their own version of
urbanity, termed 'urban renovation'. This vision is backed up by the local authorities' wish
to develop the city to the point where it qualifies as China's 'global' city.
The local Shenzhen authority has almost an aversion to the ViC, claiming that its small
streets are fire hazards, and that the terrain is not productively used, and lies idle. However,
the ViC has undoubtedly catalysed a vital social transformation in the area. In addition, the
huge migrant population that provides the manpower for this economic zone loves to live
in the ViC, as the villagers offer this workforce reasonable daily infrastructure and living
conditions. These conflicting perspectives of the local authority and local inhabitants are
constantly being negotiated, even as the central government acknowledges that what
seemed a small issue has expanded to become a systemic problem within the gigantic
parameters of the national 'development' paradigm.
Unfolding
The fate of Caiwuwei is not unique. Lightning urbanisation has produced a great many
'villages within the city'. Due to the Chinese land exploitation system, these villages, once
encapsulated, successfully resist being bought out by the city government; they start a
nested autocratic cohabitation system, forming an intriguing autonomy of village authority
within the state authority. The history of the land exploitation system is a crucial factor in
this. During the agrarian revolution between 1949 and 1951, far-reaching land reforms
were carried out. Land was confiscated from the large landowners and handed over to two
new owners: the agricultural land went to farmers' collectives, and urbanised land reverted
to the state. Ever since, the 'farmer' or 'citizen' status has been directly linked to the right
to posses land – farmers do, citizens don't. This new arrangement caused serious
underproduction, which compelled Deng Xiaoping to implement drastic political reforms in
the late 1970s; first in the rural regions, later in the urbanised areas. Presently there is a
rapid shift within the Chinese population, from being primarily agrarian to becoming
primarily urban.
Before the birth of the ViC, the Chinese farmer was perfectly 'folded' into the structures
imposed by the communists. Now, triggered by rapid urban development, an 'unfolding' has
begun to evolve, so drastically that all the agents in the scenario seem to have lost control.
This case – of 'folded' communism and the process of 'unfolding' – also exemplifies the split
between the current Chinese mode of urbanisation and the mode being implemented
elsewhere in the world.
Frenzied, grandiloquent, urbanisation rolls on. China is currently implementing the '400
Cities before 2020' programme, through which the government intends to populate each
city with up to 1 million inhabitants. The ViC phenomenon is the first major offshoot of this
national plan; it is now concentrated chiefly in the Pearl River Delta provinces, but in the
future will no doubt be found throughout China.
These mysterious urban structures, which is what I consider the ViCs to be, with their
fascinating physical forms, complex transformation processes and unsuspected social
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dimensions, are extremely intriguing. The current Chinese mode of urbanisation gives the
impression that its secret is rooted in its power to achieve the erasure of any existing built
forms that stand in the way of the new 'development'; ie., the will to impose a material
tabula rasa. The ViC model is structured within this terrain of erasure, since the status of
'farmer' is defined by China’s constitution, thereby not an easy right to remove. The
'farmers', who have now gained more experience by running their new businesses, have
gradually armed themselves with versatile alternative economic strategies in order to
negotiate further in their own interests. The ViC has thus become a site of conflict between
the authorities and the oppositional narratives of the villagers.
Mechanisms and Processes
There are four phases of development in the transformation of each ViC.
Phase One: Stand-Alone
Each ViC was once a 'stand-alone' farming village, a spontaneous agglomeration of
individual low-rise dwellings. In response to pressure to urbanise, exerted by Deng's 'open
door' policy (1978-1992), the authorities devised brand-new Special Economic Zone cities
as the central government's top priority urbanisation project. This is the first phase in the
transformation: the planning of a Soviet-styled infrastructural grid heralding the new city.
The authorities avoid contact with the villagers or with potential developers. Once the plan
is approved, the authorities purchase the necessary farmland for a fraction of the price –
1/60th is not unusual – that a 40- to 70-year lease contract (for commercial/housing
building and operating) would yield.
Phase Two: Tangent
As the construction of the large Soviet-style urban grid progresses, urbanisation
touches the village, in time affecting the status and rights of 'village' and 'villager'. People
find their status transforming from 'farmer of farming village' to 'villager in the Village within
the City'; current regulation says that if you no longer live on or from your farmland, you
lose your 'farmer' status. The authorities negotiate with the villagers and purchase their
farmland. The village and its farmland shrink to between 8 and 15 % percent – classified as
LCD (Land for Collective Development) and HBL (Housing-Based Land) – and the villagers
put the remaining land to commercial use to generate alternative income for the farmers.
The villagers often lease their LCD to a developer, who builds on it, exploits it for 20 years,
and leaves when the contract expires. This duration may appear too short a term to make
such land exploitation agreements really profitable. Yet it is reasonable, as the current
speed of 'innovation' in building technology is such that after 20 years, the building is simply
obsolete, worth almost nothing. Although the government rarely has sufficient funds to
develop new areas, the local authorities often restrict participation; Shenzhen did permit it
and had a painful experience, but with 139 ViCs listed currently, Guangzhou opted not to,
and preferred to let things take their course. This caution was exercised following a
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developer's failure with regard to a renovation project in Shenzhen, which forced local
authorities to intervene, with huge economic consequences to the surrounding villages
forced to compensate for the loss.
Phase Three: Swallowing, Extrusion and Amputation
The rapidly expanding city soon surrounds the village with skyscrapers like a counterform, and thus the village arrives at the next phase: the dense weave of low-rise block
development is swallowed up by the stark silhouette of skyscrapers. After all, that is the
most efficient form for generating profit. It is the outcome of a win-win situation, in which a
vast amount of cheap living space is created: the villagers extrude their to-let
accommodation.
In this phase, HBL defines the extent of the villagers' operation: spontaneous forms of
agglomeration for each farmer's 120-metre dwelling site. As the dwelling is extruded as
high as seven levels, the walking path is chiselled into deep and narrow trenches. Even
more extreme is the fact that the villagers add cantilevered floors onto their tiny towers in
order to maximise the floor area, making the houses resemble Chillidaesque sculptures.
This creates what is known as the 'handshake' street profile, a tiny distance of about 50 cm
between two facing balconies. Consequently, the 'street' is embedded under such buildings.
By introducing a density code – the FAR (Floor Area Ratio)2 – the condition becomes
comparable to that of other cities. The FAR of these ViC areas is between 3.5 and 5.0, i.e.,
the reproduction of built surface area is equivalent to 3.5 to 5 times more than its original
site area. This is astonishing, considering that the FAR of good European housing is
approximately 1.5; that of a high-rise is 5.5 (FAR in Manhattan can touch 15, but that is
completely another extreme, based on a different urban principle).
Phase Four: (As Yet Unseen) Erasure of the ViC
This is the phase scheduled for the near future. In this phase, many developers refrain
from participating in the development of a ViC. A high FAR necessitates an even higher FAR
(in order to be profitable), but the FAR of these villages is already too high. Chinese urbanity
guides developers to achieve FAR of 3.5 in most of the newly urbanised area. Achieving
more than 4, ViCs have already exceeded this density. In order for the complete intervention
to succeed, the FAR of a ViC renovation must be as high as 9 (at the minimum) in order to
pay costs: land-use right transaction; clearance; new building; profit making. There are
projects that subscribed to these parameters, yet failed due to the intense and conflicting
demands of all parties involved in the negotiation process. Therefore it is becoming
generally acknowledged that the villagers are the only group capable of redeveloping a
Phase Three village, because they are the only ones who need not pay for the land (or its
use). The situation is complicated by the fact that the government refuses to pay for the
necessary relocation of the ViC, preferring to allow a higher FAR. Admittedly, in time that
generates more profit for the villagers from which relocation can be paid, but it aggravates
the problem of the existing ViC.
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Humanity Transformation
Significantly, this phenomenon is accompanied by a new human life profile in China. This is
a non-architectural process, but it does influence the transformation mechanisms of the
ViC. The government recently pronounced all ViC villagers to be 'citizens', meaning that the
state wants farmers to lose their constitutionally guaranteed land rights in order that the
current contradictions and tensions of urban development can be dissolved. Such a decree
implies no farmland, no job and no possibility of operating a business, nothing for farmers
to hand down to their sons. They could be termed the victims of urbanisation, and so of
modernisation; at best, condemned to wealth.
It looks as though the government is seeking in this way to bring the transformation of
the ViC under control. It is a matter of great importance for all parties, because it defines
the limits of the land operation. In the past, villagers switched status in order to improve
themselves – by marrying a citizen, attending university, and so on – which could have
positively influenced the future of China. But the reality today is that the villagers are subject
to the political identity being thrust upon them in order to deprive them of their rights.
The Wealthy Landlord Was Penniless
When the villagers sell their collective land, they embark on a one-track career. Actually, it
means slightly more than this; it is about their professional transformation, the appearance
of a professional profile unfolding in the context of the Chinese model of urbanisation.
Earlier, 'profession' was assigned by the government, and represented the role rather than
the social contract. But now, the prevalent logic is that by extruding their houses, villagers
become builders; by letting their houses to the 'floating population'3 they immediately
become landlords; and with the money thus earned they become investors. The system
proves to be successful and is, therefore, the most common model for the villages. With
no farms to run, the villagers' life is one of an endless round of mah-jong and dim sum.
Those who have made money invest elsewhere in the extrusion of another Phase One
village, and raise that village's commercial value accordingly.
Their financial position makes the villagers successful in business. But what do the nowwealthy businessmen-villagers do to maintain their profitable position? They send their
children to Western universities, on the American east coast, for example, in the hope they
will develop skills to become politically influential.
The villagers' customers, the floating population, provide the manpower for the economy
of Chinese urbanisation. The 250-hectare village of Shipai in Guangzhou is, for instance, doing
well by providing housing for some 40,000 of that floating population, while the 11,000
original inhabitants of the village live elsewhere in skyscrapers they themselves financed. The
official population of Shenzhen is estimated at around 7 million, with an average age of 25,
while the unregistered floating population is estimated at between 3-5 million.
However, the floating population is not only made up of poor people; it also includes
students. According to the business consultant Shi-Bin in Shenzhen, immigration from the
rural areas in China to the urbanised areas still passes through the ViC. It is the gateway to
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the city. Those who successfully pass the 'entrance examination' to the new Chinese urban
economy by using the ViC as their affordable base earn enough to buy an apartment in a
skyscraper, and may even progress to a detached house in the suburbs.
It sounds like a fairy tale, with former farmers helping their 'colleagues' to upgrade into
'rich citizens'. But in actuality, the villagers refuse to act as a 'voluntary social welfare
system'. In fact, they try to exploit new, richer markets in order to get rich 'more gloriously'.
Grab the Market
Villagers only have a limited time to get their act together. They lose all their rights as soon
as the first generation (the collective owners of the land) dies. People do die, after all… In
70 years the villagers' profitable position will have disappeared. And the government is just
sitting it out.
However, there is one more threat: the Chinese economy might slow down first. But that
is something about which we should not speculate.
At present, wealthy villagers are targeting housing for the 'new rich' of the ICT sector.
For instance, Shipai Village in the centre of Guangzhou has recently started negotiating for
a project estimated at €€389 million, comprising 35-storey skyscrapers (42 in all), with
another 86,000 square metres of commercial space. The plan will be financed partially out
of rental from the village housing, the exploitation of the LCD and the 12-year rental
contracts for commercial space.
A key figure in negotiations with the government and developers is the Village Organiser.
The villagers choose him because of his background. For the Village Organiser, the thrust
of the negotiations with local authorities is the demand that they – the authorities – foot the
bill for alternative new-build for the villagers. In Shipai, the Organiser is a former officer of
the Chinese army. In a skyscraper complex that was built at an earlier stage (of local
development), his spacious office has black leather couches, polished stone floors, a
gigantic wooden table and only two books in the glass-fronted bookcase: The History of
Chinese Communism and The History of the Failures of Village Organisers. His fame in
Guangzhou generates a coming-and-going of other Village Organisers with requests for
advice. His response consists of two words: "Market decides!" Chinese farmers cultivate
crops for the market, so this logic appeals to them.
Dreamy Winner
In the wild-west ground of the ViC, 'where' and 'when' are defining words. Along with Shipai,
there are other villages in the CBD (Central Business District) area where comparable
projects are under way. The first on the market grabs the biggest profit. But not all 139
ViCs in Guangzhou are as favourably placed. Location is crucial, even for the floating
population, since their income is not such that they can afford public transport every day.
In this situation, some villages devise alternative sources of income. Those in Tangxi
lease their land to trade and industry; villages in New University Island (described later in
this essay) provide space for sites of cheap entertainment; in Nansya (a new city founded
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by a tycoon from Hong Kong) the villagers supply grass for the city's brand-new golf course.
Xiasha in Shenzhen is well known for nightlife provided for labourers and truck drivers from
Hong Kong, and is nicknamed 'the second wife village'. Caiwuwei is popular among young
rock musicians. Tianmian was relocated to a park and sold to a developer, who built luxury
houses there.
Roles Produce Powers
It is our impression that there is little room for professionals, such as urbanists, in the
negotiation process. There are in fact three players in the process of transformation for the
ViC: the governor, the developer and the user. The balance of power between them
determines the course of change.
In order to survive, the villagers attempt to initiate a market process. The developers
wait and see, because it is all too complex. They cannot negotiate with the villagers directly
because the government exercises control, and can issue permits based on the urban plan.
Moreover, the government can manipulate the transfer of land use rights, because it can
define policy. In these circumstances, the villagers necessarily concentrate on netting the
maximum FAR.
The fact that the villagers have land exploitation rights would suggest they are in a strong
negotiating position. However, in view of the material conditions of the ViC which are
contradictory to the economic ideas of the current Chinese government, politicians are not
inclined to accept the ViC phenomenon, and press for its abolition. What might the government
do to ensure that the ViC manifestation does not proliferate beyond a certain stage?
The following idea has emerged: wealthy ViCs will disappear when the villagers' financial
security is threatened. And that can be brought about with the provision of alternative cheap
housing by the state. The villagers would lose their floating-population market as a result,
and have to look for different sources of income. And if they cannot find these, the ViC will
itself have to enter into the discussions. Admittedly, this approach might have adverse
consequences for the ViC, but cheap housing would remain.
Riding the Powers
Sometimes, villagers are thwarted in a different way. The drawings that establish land
ownership and building scope for Caiwuwei village indicate that the negotiations must have
been grim. The land is divided into state property and collective property (7:4), and consists of
fragmented triangles that have minimal contact with surrounding roads; building is not possible.
The failed government master plan for redevelopment states that after implementation,
the villagers will still own 36% of the land, 56% of the built floor area and 9% of the housing.
The FAR2 has been raised from 2.9 to 8.9, but that has only resulted in a reduction of the
villagers' operational possibilities. Most architects in Shenzhen claim that redevelopment of
this village is impossible. There is nothing left to develop, and any attempt would get
bogged down in the requirements laid down by the government: 1/3 green space, 1/3 built
area, 1/3 infrastructure.
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Sometimes the picture is more positive. In 2002, construction of the multiple
universities campus at New University Island (18 hectares) on the outskirts of Guangzhou
was initiated. Scheduled for completion in 2008, it will house 350,000 people. Earlier, there
were six villages in this area, four of which are currently in Phase Two, and by 2008 will
perhaps have reached Phase Three. The government has relocated the other two villages
to a neighbouring area (25 hectares), which is destined to eventually accommodate more
university facilities. The government plans to combine these and other relocated villages
from neighbouring development areas to form a new community there.
Victims of Urbanisation
According to Hong Kong-based Chinese market researchers, the vitality of the ViC
phenomenon is based on historically defined rights and transaction principles concerning
land, conceived to keep the Chinese agrarian system under control. Mao gave farming
villages autonomy of operation, with each farmer obtaining an equal share of the harvest.
However, one consequence of this egalitarian policy was a substantial drop in productivity.
In 1963, the Private Reserved Land scheme (PRL) was introduced to prevent the complete
loss of food production; it stipulated that a small part could be privately harvested with a
view to boosting productivity.
In 1965, Deng Xiaoping found a way to reactivate dormant production potential: he
introduced a lease system in farming, the Household Responsibility System (HRS), enabling
individual farmers to lease collective land without payment. The farmers themselves were
in favour of that system, and it was an immediate success. They started producing what
consumers wanted; this, combined with the autonomy of the farming villages, led to the
flourishing 'economic miracle'.
Accordingly, the resulting consumer-oriented approach forms the basis of the ViC
operation. Urbanisation leached the rejuvenated potential from the agrarian context;
farmers were its first victims.
The second set of victims was created when Deng freed domestic migration. Mobility
in China is now creating a new demographic paradigm. Currently, a Chinese national can
travel freely through the country simply by purchasing a cheap ticket. Shenzhen and
Guangzhou are each home to between 3 and 4 million migrants, a massive floating
population that comprises half of the registered citizens. Unregistered migrants, whose
presence and numbers are not verifiable facts or statistics, constitute a group large enough
to create a potent invisible dynamic. An unquantified and hence unknown factor, these
migrants are an integral part of the ferment of Chinese urbanity.
Urbanism of Victims
When I visited the Chinese city, I experienced an unreal reality. As such, Chinese urbanity
appears as one big simulacrum of pure possibilities. In this context I could refer to an
authentic Chinese expression: ‘Reading does not compare to seeing’. The transformation of
the Chinese city into the simulacrum of the 21st century cannot be calibrated via temporal
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indices, or empirical modes such as statistics. These do not depict this reality swiftly or
adequately enough. But through being a witness, one can experience this spectacle of
overwhelming growth that has made impossible events possible, and has implemented
transformation. In China, success can be measured by its effect upon millions; yet
decisions to further enact successful policies are based on the logic of local imperatives.
Such an ethos cultivates a particular kind of collective confidence: it creates a 'less-risk'
bottom line for ventures. In this moral universe, where everything appears to be possible,
"to do" is the standard injunction.
Under the strict policies exercised by the central government, everything would seem
to be orchestrated: in China, few projects fail, and most authorities are relieved of the
obligation to solve any crisis. Urbanity is absolved of responsibilities, morphed with the
playful arithmetic of FAR. This is one face of urban China.
Looking elsewhere, beyond the ViC, it appears to me that most Chinese urbanisation
projects take the causality of the socio-geographic context less seriously than similar
projects in Western cities. We found little evidence of demands to create an explicit public
domain that would define the borderlines of private projects. Ironically, current urbanisation
policies, with their vision of the garden-city-of-towers, intend to meld the urban border into
the surrounding environs of uninterrupted greenery. All terrain newly urbanised is
seamlessly sealed with the uniform, urbanised green grass that is a dominant component
of one's experience of the city. Is this because in China, everyone neglects to acknowledge
that the urban development model is based on demands by groups with opposing interests?
Is it because citizens have accepted the political framework of the 'One Country, Two
Systems' concept? Is it because (despite differences in rhetoric and ideology) the ground
realities, negotiations and compromises, as worked out in practical terms, ensure that in
the end everybody wins?
If so, then the choices relate to enhancement, not integration.
But whatever happened to urbanism? The government seems to speak little of the
socio-geographic context of the urbanity being produced in the current mode of
urbanisation. Where are the codes of social geography that unknot the causality of urban
development, where is the arena of a social welfare system in the mechanism of
urbanisation? Taking ViC as an example of urbanism in the 'Age of China', would this kind of
Chinese metropolis stand for taking the risk of losing urbanism altogether? Does this
urbanisation bring urbanity for all people?
Urbanism, as we known it for more than a century, is based on the notion of an urban
pattern, a social contract and an inclination to form. Whatever one's perspective, the
emergence of public space must be backed up by a degree of abstraction that lets people
think that they intervene into reality. The Chinese case demonstrates how reality can
intervene in people, almost like an act of unconscious reverse engineering.
Yet I suspect we did find the systematic exception. To start with, we discovered the ViC,
the actual Village within the City. At the feet of the green city of towers, the ViC formation
thrives, surmounts this politically failed urban form on cost-free land, and offers cheap
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lodging for the vast floating population. ViC mirrors the demands that the villagers can see
with their own eyes. Villagers cultivate grass next to the golf course, run production lines
that reassemble computers next to the computer market, organise the wholesale market
and control delivery services at the city's edges. The ViC and its inhabitants have reinvented
a city and re-created the primitive form of a social welfare system that is also a sustainable
environment and a critical hub of mobility. In that context, the ViC is a 'saviour of the poor';
it has achieved a method of land use that interweaves humanity and urbanity. This random
urban operation by farmers accidentally elides success and failure. Research has revealed
the new direction of the ViC, where farmers aim to step ahead: after achieving success, the
farmer then plans to turn his pragmatic, community-oriented impulse into a profitable
investment, the expensive housing market. This fact confirms that farmers exercise
urbanisation privileges based on market observation, not on principles of altruism.
Gazing upon the urban China that expands towards the limit of one's eyesight, one
recognises the increasing gaps between these two urbanisations. If you were to witness this
phenomenal discontinuity that proliferates on all levels, it would shatter your daydreams of
unified, globalised success.
As I stood at the border of the ViC and noticed how the Soviet grid subdivides this city into
fragments, I observed an urbanity in the act of shedding all political '-isms', the '-isms' that stake
claims for diverse groups: singles, families, rich and poor, workers and settlers, young and
old… It is odd to observe that in China, only the Village Organiser seems to operate his projects
with genuine trust in the osmostic effect of causality on patterns of urbanity. How strange that
only the farmers make an effort to reassemble the dispersions of urbanity.
By recording an economic growth rate that compares to none, and by being able to
repeat the success of similar calibration to Shenzhen multiple times, China has achieved
unparalleled success with unmatched processes. Yet where is the attempt to realise
urbanity in which all groups live together, hinging on the principle of the public domain?
Where is the attempt of the urbanised to create such urbanism? China has not as yet
instigated the development of her own unique footprint of urbanity, but merely resorts to a
fusion of the Russian and American models. The ViC is not about the spatial display of
power: it is the chance to realise such a footprint. It provides the greatest opportunity to
evolve the networks of a new Chinese urban ecology.
Currently, we are witnessing the partial success of such potential. Yet this contains
immense contradictions. The dispossessed who become proprietors: that's the appropriate
rhetoric. One thing is sure: the 'Village within the City' has moulded a unique social amalgam
and practice that may perhaps be termed the 'Urbanism of Victims'.’
NOTES
1.

Compare the situation in the Netherlands: in 2004, building permits were issued for a total of 27 million
square metres. Shenzhen built 30 times more floor area in one year than the entire long-term ambition of
the Amsterdam-Zuid Axis project. In terms of capacity, the Chinese central government initially targeted to
attract 700,000 inhabitants to the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone.
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2.

Floor Area Ratio, the ratio between the 'buildable' part of the building plot and the number of square
metres that has, or may, indeed be realised.

3.

Workers migrating from the rural areas seeking temporary work in the city, with no permit to actually settle
there as 'citizens' (with all the concomitant privileges).
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