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Based on a case study in Beijing, China, this paper exam-
ines the ways in which architecture reflects the charged 
relationship among power, economy and social relations 
within a society. Starting in April 2017, the Beijing munici-
pal government enacted a new, three-year urban renewal 
policy that aims to restore and improve the built environ-
ment of the 2,435 alleyways in the historic center of the 
city. The local implementation, however, has focused on 
sealing doors and windows that have led to homes and small 
businesses for decades. As a result, thousands of businesses 
that had been providing daily services to local residents 
closed down, forcing many people to move to other cities. 
Drawing on archival research and limited interviews, this 
paper examines the characteristics of the existing urban 
fabric of the historic center of Beijing and analyzes the social 
context and execution process of the urban renewal policy. 
This paper argues that the Beijing municipal government 
uses the architecture of the 99 percent as a tool not only 
to eliminate non-permanent residents by decimating their 
places to work and live, but also to control social activities 
and residents’ relations through reconstructing place at the 
local level. As a result, by taking over the ownership of the 
architecture of the 99 percent, the Beijing municipal govern-
ment aims to create a new image of the capital of China as 
defined by the new master plan, a plan which is not only 
ahistorical, but also promulgates the ideas of regularity, 
singularity and segregation. 

INTRODUCTION
On April 1, 2017, the government of Beijing enacted a new 
urban renewal policy, which intends to restore and improve 
the built environment of the 2,435 alleyways in the historic 
center of the city in three years.1  Although this policy targets 
a set of broad issues, the local implementation has focused 
primarily on one practice, as summarized in four Chinese 
characters: kai-qiang-da-dong (brake-walls-open-holes). 
Specifically, doors and windows that were not in the original 
design of the buildings, though in use for decades to con-
nect homes and small businesses, are sealed-up to restore 
the appearance of the historic city. This simple and crude 
approach to recreating a historic urban built environment 
has caused thousands of businesses that had been providing 
daily services to local residents to close down, forcing many 
people to move to other cities and homeowners to remodel 
their dwellings in order to access their homes through alter-
native means.

Taking the urban renewal policy as a case study, this paper 
probes the ways in which architecture reflects the charged 
relationship among power, economy and social relations 
within a society. In so doing, this paper first investigates the 
history and characteristics of the existing urban fabric in 
the historic center of Beijing, which largely consists of the 
everyday architecture of the 99 percent. It then analyzes the 
social context and execution process of the urban renewal 
policy. Lastly, through examining the embedded issues and 
underlying agenda of this policy, this paper argues that the 
Beijing municipal government uses the architecture of the 99 
percent as a tool to control not only population mobility on a 
larger scale, but also social activities and relations at the local 
level. As a result, while ignoring the fact that the architec-
ture of the 99 percent belongs to the most vulnerable social 
groups of the city−the non-permanent residents and the local 
civilians−the Beijing municipal government is recreating an 
image of the new capital of China, an image which promul-
gates the ideas of regularity, singularity and segregation.

EXISTING URBAN FABRIC IN THE HISTORIC CENTER 
OF BEIJING
The existing urban fabric in the historic center of Beijing is 
still largely based on the urban planning of the thirteenth 
century. Nine north-south and six east-west major streets 
divided the city into urban blocks, within which, east-west 
oriented hutongs (small alleyways) ran between two paral-
lel north-south major streets. Most of these hutongs were 
about 15 to 30 feet wide and 1,500 and 3,000 feet long. The 
land between the hutongs, about 230 feet deep on average, 
were filled with large courtyard houses with a standard size 
of 57,000 square feet.2  With the population increase during 
the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644), the courtyard house evolved 
into a new form that has been preserved till the present day, 
with a typical courtyard house at about 7,000 square feet.3  
Regardless of its size, the courtyard house was designed to 
house an extended family of multiple generations. Except 
for the main entrance connected to the hutong, the court-
yard house was usually enclosed by brick exterior walls. As a 
result, hutongs were long and narrow spaces framed by con-
tinuous solid walls on both sides that were dotted by gates of 
various styles (Figure 1).

After the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, 
even though the urban fabric of the historic city remained 
largely intact until recent decades, the ways in which resi-
dential spaces were used changed drastically. First, the 
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courtyard houses belonging to the imperial ruling class were 
confiscated and then remodeled to become homes for vari-
ous kinds of institutions and their associated living quarters. 
In the late 1950s, many privately-owned courtyard houses 
were also appropriated by the government and turned into 
public housing to support the growing population of the city. 
As a result, many of these once private dwellings became 
communal houses, within which each family had only one or 
two rooms.4  Meanwhile, windows and doors were added to 
exterior walls of courtyard houses to support the communal 
living arrangement.

After the economic reform started in 1978, individuals 
were encouraged to run small businesses. Meanwhile, 
many young people returned to the city after the end of the 
Cultural Revolution seeking jobs.5  The first privately-owned 
business, a family-run restaurant, opened its doors inside 
a hutong in 1980.6  Many other businesses soon followed, 
which inevitably resulted in more openings along the once 

solid exterior walls of courtyard houses. Meanwhile, the 
central government first allowed (1984), then encouraged 
(1992) rural residents to migrate to urban areas to work and 
live.7  As a result, 37.2 percent of the people living in Beijing 
were migrants as of 2016.8  Based on a study conducted in 
2014 focusing on the migrant population living in one of the 
historic districts of Beijing, 23.9 percent of these people were 
small business owners and 22.8 percent worked in service 
industries. Specifically, 49.2 percent of these migrants rented 
rooms inside courtyard houses and 20.9 percent lived and 
worked in the same space.9  In addition, many local residents 
started running small businesses at home in the 1990s, when 
the transformation from a planned economy to a market 
economy caused many urban residents who worked at state-
owned factories to lose their jobs.10 

Inevitably, the increase of rental properties and small busi-
nesses inside the historic city center, while it did not alter 
the overall urban fabric, fundamentally changed the lives 
and dynamics in hutongs. The once continuous solid walls 
were broken down; they were activated and animated by 
convenience stores, small restaurants, coffee shops, hair 
salons, dry cleaners, and even dental clinics (Figure 2). Some 
of these businesses were too small to welcome customers 
into their space, but only used windows on the wall to handle 
the transactions. These businesses not only made lives in 
hutongs more convenient and lively, but also helped form 
an almost self-sustainable neighborhood where residents 
could take care of their daily needs within a short walking 
distance from home (Figure 3). In addition, the interactions 
between business owners and local customers, as well as 
among customers, helped build stronger social relations 
among residents, which were essential in creating a healthy 
and safe community.11   

Figure 1: The view of a hutong. Photo by the author.

Figure 2: The once continuous solid wall inside Lvmicang Hutong has been broken down by continuous store fronts serving local residents. A collage of 
multiple photos taken by the author.
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THE NEW URBAN RENEWAL MOVEMENT
The new urban renewal plan emerged within a larger social 
context. On March 28, 2017, the Beijing municipal govern-
ment announced the final draft of the “Beijing Master Plan 
2016-2030” (hereafter the Master Plan). One of the key ideas 
is to relocate all the non-capital-related urban functions, such 
as state-owned companies, selected institutions, and certain 
service industries, in order to alleviate existing urban issues, 
such as population inflation, traffic, housing shortages, and 
pollution. In other words, the Master Plan is redefining the 
urbanscape, functionality and population of Beijing as a new 
capital of China. Meanwhile, the Master Plan calls for the 
preservation of the historic city.12  On April 1, 2017, the cen-
tral government declared Xiong’an in Hebei Province the New 
District to receive the non-capital-related urban functions.13  
On the same day, the Beijing municipal government released 
the urban renewal plan (hereafter the Plan), which aims to 
restore and improve the historic center of the capital city, as 
redefined in the Master Plan.14 

Targeting the 2,435 backstreets and hutongs, the Plan calls 
for eliminating ten urban issues that not only focus on the 
appearance and infrastructure of the city, but also aim to 
reinforce planning and architectural regulations, such as 
eliminating illegal businesses, constructions, parking and 
billboards, as well as improving road conditions, public sani-
tation, urban green spaces, and building façades. However, 
from the perspectives of both the general public and the 
media, sealing doors and windows seems to be the only focus 
when the Plan is implemented at the local level. This gen-
eral impression has resulted in a popular name for the Plan: 
brake-walls-open-holes. 

This generally impression derives from two reasons. First, 
the local implementation of the Plan usually focuses only on 

selective issues included in the Plan. For example, in the pub-
lic announcement posted by the Jianguomen Neighborhood 
Office in Lvmicang Hutong on April 20, the local government 
focused on four issues, which were eliminating illegal con-
structions, brake-walls-open-holes, billboards, and parking.15  
Nevertheless, as had happened elsewhere in the city, sealing 
doors and windows became the main focus when the local 
government executed the Plan at Lvmicang Hutong on April 
27.16  More importantly, eliminating illegal constructions, bill-
boards and parking are changes that are generally welcomed 
by the general public, with little negative effect on local resi-
dents’ lives. However, sealing doors and windows that lead 
to homes and small businesses can greatly affect the lives of 
home and business owners, as well as other local residents. 
In addition, with only a six-day advance notice, as was the 
case for residents of Lvmicang Hutong, it becomes next to 
impossible for home and business owners to find alternative 
places to continue their lives. Therefore, the impact of seal-
ing doors and windows on such a large scale and at such a 
rapid pace is profound. In other neighborhoods, some home 
and business owners still attempted to continue their former 
lives, albeit in an alternative way, such as entering the space 
using a ladder through a window (Figure 4). Meanwhile, such 
images sweeping through social media further reinforce the 
general impression that the Plan is not, in fact, about city 
improvement, but rather about sealing doors and windows. 

BEHIND THE SEALED-UP DOORS AND WINDOWS
One year before the release of the Plan, Prime Minister LI 
Keqiang expressed his concerns about similar master plans 
elsewhere in China. He said, “certain biases exist in some 
master plans and administrative approaches, which simply 
seek for ‘ordered environment’ at the cost of losing small 
businesses. These cities are essentially dead towns without 
vitality.”17  Since the release of the Plan, this quote has been 
repeatedly cited by various sources. However, it has not yet 
influenced the local governments’ approach to executing the 
Plan. 

Figure 3: A lively street scene inside Fangjia Hutong before the renova-
tion. Photo by Lvriguang (online ID), published on April 27, 2017 on http://
www.mafengwo.cn/i/6927923.html. Accessed on September 14, 2017.
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When examining such an urban renewal plan that not only 
has discrepancies between the written goals and the ways the 
plan is implemented, but also fails to receive support from 
either the prime minister or the general public, one must 
wonder: what are the real issues behind this urban renewal 
movement, and what are the underlying agendas behind the 
sealed-up doors and windows?

EMBEDDED ISSUES 
The issues embedded in both the Plan and its local implemen-
tation are rooted in the two words that summarize its goal: 
improve and restore. First, what is the definition of improve-
ment when examining the built environment? Although the 
Plan seem to focus on improving the physical appearance and 
infrastructure of the built environment, the implementation 
of the Plan has a more limited approach: to seal doors and 
windows. Comparing to store fronts carefully articulated by 
business owners in various styles, colors and materials, street 
elevations after the renovation are not only unrefined, but 
also often left unfinished (Figure 4, 5). Even after all the walls 
are painted in grey color months later, this paper, following 
Rowe and Koetter’s assertion, argues that a unified façade 
is not an improvement from a collaged street edge because 
the latter not only assimilates both historic memories and 
present realities, but also creates a balance between tradition 
and innovation.18  

Secondly, to restore hutongs to their historic appearance 
is to deny that the built environment is a living organism, 
which not only evolves in response to sociocultural changes, 
but also provides a dynamic framework to support social 
relations. In addition, by simply focusing on the physical 
appearance of the built environment, the Plan overlooks the 
importance of human factors in shaping the built environ-
ment. Ever since hutongs and courtyard houses were first 

laid out in the thirteenth century, local residents have altered 
them based on changing social context and personal needs. 
Meanwhile, new social relations among residents emerged 
from, as well as were shaped and supported by, this evolving 
built environment. In other words, evolving dwelling types, 
living styles, and social relations inside hutongs continuously 
endow new meanings to this built environment.19  Therefore, 
the local execution of the Plan not only results in changing 
the appearance of hutongs, but also erases the history and 
memories embedded in the urban space, breaks down the 
social relations among local residents, and alters the mean-
ing of the built environment. Using Premier Minister’s words 
to summarize such a change, these restored and improved 
hutongs become “dead [spaces] without vitality.”  

UNDERLYING AGENDA 
Although claiming to be an urban renewal movement, the 
Plan has two major underlying agendas, judging from its 
consequences. The first is to further eliminate non-perma-
nent residents in Beijing and to control population mobility. 
Between 1998 and 2015, the population of Beijing increased 
by 74 percent, while the population of non-permanent 
residents quintupled, making up 37.9 percent of the overall 
population in 2015.20  Considering this a serious issue, the 
Beijing municipal government announced five measures 
to control population in July 2014, three of which targeted 
non-permanent residents.21  As a result, the number of non-
permanent residents decreased almost 2 percent, or by 
151,000 people, between 2015 and 2016.22  However, this 
is not nearly enough. According to Beijing’s Thirteenth Five-
Year-Plan released in December 2015, 2,000,000 people must 
be dispersed from the six urban districts of Beijing, most 
of them non-permanent residents.23  Specifically, this plan 
proposes to use economic, legal and administrative mea-
sures to control population, such as to eliminate “low-end 

Figure 4: The owner of the bar at Fangjia Hutong No. 55 entering her store 
using a ladder through one of the two windows left on the exterior wall 
of the courtyard house. A few tables were set up outside the bar to serve 
customers. Photo by CHU Ge and LI Zi on July 17, 2017, published on https://
kknews.cc/travel/a8r9y3g.html. Accessed on September 16, 2017.

Figure 5: A neighborhood restaurant at Xiang’er Hutong No. 84 before 
renovation. Photo by MEI Shanshan, published on June 3, 2017 on http://
wx.imspender.com/articles/12zhang-hu-tong-zheng-zhi-qian. Accessed on 
September 16, 2017.     
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businesses” and control rental and housing markets.24  Thus, 
the local implementation of the Plan will provide an effec-
tive way to control non-permanent populations using both 
economic and legal methods. Without storefronts, these 
“low-end” small businesses will close down, forcing business 
owners who are non-permanent residents to leave; without 
doors or windows, rooms can no longer be rented to non-
permanent residents, forcing them to move out of the city. 
Although there are no official data yet on how many non-
permanent residents have left since the enactment of the 
Plan in April 2017, it is estimated that over 200,000 people 
will leave Beijing by the end of 2017 alone, due to the elimina-
tion of 16,000 small businesses through the sealing of doors 
and windows.25  

The second underlying agenda of the Plan is part of a larger 
scheme that has been the focus of the Chinese government 
for years: to control social activities and relations. As the 
government has successfully surveilled the general public 
by monitoring information exchanged over the internet, the 
execution of the Plan will similarly restrain interpersonal rela-
tions at the local level by reconstructing places. Place, as the 
context for such relations, is not only a physical production, 
but also a political and social construction that represents 
locality and power relations.26  Therefore, as a form of repre-
sentation, place is often manipulated and reconstructed by 
governments with specific agendas. In this case, the historic 
city center, a place identified by both the built environment 
and the social relations of the 99 percent, is being restruc-
tured to erase its local identity. At the same time, a new place 
is being produced to form the image of the modern and ahis-
torical capital of China as defined in the Master Plan: a place 
represented by the ideas of regularity, singularity and seg-
regation. To achieve this goal, social interactions among the 
remaining residents of Beijing are restrained and controlled 
and their ownership of the architecture of the 99 percent is 
deprived. 

CONCLUSION
Based on the original thirteenth century master plan, the 
urban fabric of the historic center of Beijing has continually 
evolved in the past 800 years. Although many hutongs retain 
their original settings and scales, the characteristics of urban 
lives within these hutongs have changed drastically as the 
result of increasing and diversified population that affect 
social activities and relations among residents. Meanwhile, 
the appearance of hutongs also changed from continuous 
solid walls occasionally interrupted by gates to collaged and 
dynamic street edges composed by store fronts of various 
styles. 

As one of the largest cities in the world, Beijing encounters 
many urban issues as the result of rapid population inflation. 
In an effort to fundamentally solve these urban issues through 
redefining the urbanscape, functionality and population of 

the capital of China, the “Beijing Master Plan 2016-2030” was 
released in March 2017. To support this master plan, an urban 
renewal plan was enacted on April 1, 2017, which sets up spe-
cific approaches to eliminate ten urban issues. However, the 
local implementation of this Plan has focused primarily on 
sealing doors and windows within hutongs, which had led to 
homes and small businesses for years or decades. As a result, 
not only have the lives of local residents been greatly influ-
enced, many non-permanent residents have been forced to 
relocate to other cities.

The embedded notion that supports the Plan and its local 
implementation is the negation of human factors that shape 
the built environment. Specifically, it denies local people’s 
role in redefining their residential spaces−the architecture 
of the 99 percent−and endowing meanings to neighboring 
places. Therefore, simply restoring hutongs to their his-
torical appearance not only erases histories and memories 
embedded in these vernacular buildings, but also discards 
the meanings of the built environment by breaking down 
the social activities and relations that are supported by the 
architecture of the 99 percent. More importantly, while using 
the improvement and restoration of the historic built envi-
ronment as a camouflage, the Beijing municipal government 
is, in fact, instilling two underlying agendas: 1) it eliminates 
non-permanent residents and controls populating mobility 
through economic and legal measures; 2) it imposes another 
form of mass surveillance on social activities and relations 
by reconstructing place at the local level. In both cases, 
the architecture of the 99 percent is heavily charged with 
political, economic and social meanings. It not only provides 
spaces for many non-permanent residents to live and work, 
but also forms the physical and social context for interper-
sonal relations at the local level. By taking over ownership of 
the architecture of the 99 percent, the Beijing municipal gov-
ernment aims to create a new image of the capital of China 
that is not only ahistorical, but also represented by the ideas 
of regularity, singularity and segregation.
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