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Abstract: 

China’s workers’ villages are living quarters constructed preliminarily during the 1950s 
~1960s under Soviet Union guidance for addressing the shortage of living areas for 

industrial workers. This article uses the case of “Village of Powers” in Harbin, the most 

northern capital city in Northeast China, to study its contemporary collective spaces 
and the spatial appropriation in such a soviet-style block. It explores the morphological 

and functional components of collective spaces, and through the analysis of these 

spaces, it expects to understand how such residential industrial heritage is used by 
present inhabitants, given the fact that the inherited spaces were guided by the currently 

outdated communism ideology and former collectivism lifestyle. We state that it is 

important to understand the past and actual collective use of that industrial heritage to 
lay a foundation for future social-spatial interventions. It is important to go beyond a 

purely material approach to heritage, and to include the appropriation of current 

residents in how this heritage is used and incorporated into their daily lives and routines. 

 

1 Introduction 

According to the definition of industrial heritage, it consists not only of workshops, 
mills, or factories with their urban spatial composition oriented towards the efficiency 

of production processes and accessibility, but also “…places used for social activities 

related to industry such as housing, religious worships or education” (The Nizhny Tagil 
Charter, 2003). Indeed, buildings constructed for industrial workers’ life have a distinct 

value and are worth a special concern. Chinese modern industrial heritage is a very 

precious attestation for a specific period in history, and bears the collective memory of 
a tremendous group of people on the first decades of the start of Modern China (Ji, 2017; 

Liu, 2017). Workers’ villages are housing districts linked to a factory or factories. They 

were built, during the first and second Five-Year Plan from 1953 to 1962, for state-
owned-enterprise employees, under the assistance from the Soviet Union (Dong & Wu, 



 

2004). Due to the soviet imported construction standards, they show a distinct Soviet 

influence. It was a crucial mainstay for the novel community life in synchronization 
with the ideology of the new State (Yang, 2009; 2012; 2017; 2019). Collectiveness 

played a fundamental part in that ideology. The very small dwelling units (or rooms) 

were consciously compensated by a well-defined collective infrastructure and 
collective spaces to empower the new communal life.  

In the last decades Northeast China (NEC), like other rustbelt areas, underwent a 
setback since about the 1990s. This process resulted in deterioration and poverty in 

NEC’s industrial zones, especially in the workers’ villages. Also, the ambitions towards 

ideological communal life from the State have partly changed. Those changes are 
putting pressure on the collective spaces and facilities, and by this on the communal 

life within a cultural heritage identity. Those historical blocks and buildings are part of 

China’s modern industrial heritage built with and for a community, adding qualities to 
urban neighbourhood life and place identity. It is important to understand those qualities 

in function for future strategies. Collective spaces (CSs) could be the most perfect angle 

to understand present living conditions, and they can play a critical role in the 
construction of harmonious community life (De Solà-Morales, 2008; Scheerlinck, 

2013&2018; Gantois & Schoonjans, 2015; Schoonjans & Zhang, 2020). 

1.1 Case description 

This paper seeks to investigate in-depth -- through in situ observations and semi-
structured interviews -- one workers’ village, named Village of Powers (VoP) situated 

in Harbin, one of the three capital cities in Northeast China. The VoP is composed of 

three soviet-style living quarters, affiliated to three interconnected power-driven 
factories (Harbin Electric Machinery Company [HEMC]; Harbin Boiler Company 

[HBC], and the Harbin Turbine Company [HTC]). Because of the urban development 

and renewal projects, the original Soviet-China residences in the VoP were partially 
removed, and the remaining buildings are pressed between modern high-rise flats. In 

addition, because it is not listed as a Protection Site at any level, a strategic plan for the 

site is lacking. 

1.2 The concept of Collective Space 

The concept of Collective Space was coined by Manuel De Solà-Morales in the early 

1990s. He defines the collective space as “a place where a certain collective life could 

occur, independent if the space is public or private.” More specifically, “Collective 
spaces are not strictly public or private, but both simultaneously. These are public 

spaces that are used for private activities, or private spaces that allow for collective use, 

and they include the whole spectrum in between” (De Solà-Morales, 1992, 2008; 
Scheerlinck, 2013; Schoonjans & Zhang, 2020). Collective Spaces (CSs), as a platform 

of local peoples’ daily life and the construction of their identities, are important 

elements in the creation of sustainable neighbourhoods and cities. 



 

Workers’ villages, as industrial heritage, include collective spaces holding their 

inhabitants’ daily life. Locality and place-making are important in the sustainability of 
a community or society. The identity of a community is formed by its heritage. When 

facing heritage, we should see it with its meaning and appropriation during everyday 

life, rather than as a sole object or artifact (Gantois & Schoonjans, 2015; Gantois, 2020). 
Heritage can develop the place attachment of both the individual and the community, 

which is very important “for people to spend more time outdoors in those places, to 

meet and talk to one’s neighbours, to share their concerns about local problems and 
ideas for solutions, and rather than flee…” (Mihalov & Perkins, 2013) CSs have a great 

contribution to the construction of local identities, heritage establishment, and memory 

development.  

 

2 Where are the collective spaces? 

In the VoP several soviet-style residential blocks (HEMC community, HBC community, 
and HTC community) still remain, representing three kinds of dwellings. With the 

soviet-style, there are two kinds: single apartments and family apartments, which were 

both constructed in the 1950s, following the Soviet standards of that time. The third 
one is called Danyuan (multiunit) dwellings, which were built in the following period 

providing a fast answer to the rising number of workers. They were a continuation 

(duplication) in floor plans of family apartments, but built on a low budget and showing 
poor qualities, being rarely regarded as heritage (Hong & Chen, 2009; Liu, 2017; Wei, 

2019), and thus will not specifically be analyzed in this paper.  

Although parts of the old buildings have been demolished or replaced by new modern 

apartments, the remaining ones can still show previous and present spatial 

characteristics, like the open spaces in the typical enclosed square courtyards, the 
interior shared spaces and the facilities for collective use. 

2.1 Open spaces in blocks 

Here the most typical one, HBC community (figure 1), is selected as an example to 

demonstrate the open CSs. From the on-site observations and interviews, there is a 
central cluster of official collective facilities and spaces around and within #5 and #6 

housings (figure 1 & 2) that has a high level of appropriation. First of all, the 

Administrative Office of HBC Retired Workers is located at the end of #5, opposite of 
where is the HBC Retired Workers Activity Station (golden signboard), consisting of 

several rooms on the ground floor of #6. Besides the indoor spaces, on the empty land 

outside the buildings, there is a dispersed basketball pitch, a veranda-pavilion 
combination, three wooden benches, a set of exercise facilities. Except for this center 

area, only two pavilions are set in other places, and they are both not usually used.  



 

However, from the actual observed collective use of open spaces, the real spatial 

appropriation doesn’t follow the officially designed (figure 2 & 3). In total, 10 CSs 
were selected for demonstration. Four of them are linked to grocery stores, which were 

all transformed from a ground-floor room by using the original window or by enlarging 

the window to a door. Such CSs in front of a store are always created by residents, 
either the shop-owner or the neighbours (figure 3, picture 1, 6, 8, 10). In addition, every 

night there is a group of square-dancing on the biggest open space (parking lot in the 

daytime). Local inhabitants can also occupy the roadside greenbelt to grow vegetables 
and interact with each other (figure 3, picture 7). On some good weather days, residents 

from one building can have an impromptu gathering in front of their building (figure 3, 

picture 9). Bringing short tables and chairs from their own home, they have table games, 
snacks and chat. Likewise in the other two communities, there is also a hidden (illegal) 

small casino as a popular CS. 

 

FIGURE 1 Three kinds of dwellings in the HBC community                      

(Source: Baidu map; HBC Chronicle; Redrawn by the author) 

 

FIGURE 2 Designed CSs (Source: The author) 



 

 

FIGURE 3 CSs at play (Source: The author) 

 

2.2 Internal CSs within soviet-style housings 

1) Single apartment 

Single-room apartments were constructed originally for young single workers as 

dormitories (figure 4). The ambition was that they would almost permanently 
participate in the organized collective life of Modern China. With continuous shortage 

of living areas during the following years after construction and the fact that this first 

generation married, there was a huge demand for living space for families. The 
dormitories had to be transformed to be used by families. This situation changed in the 

present new societal context, especially after 2000, when many original families moved 

out due to the decayed dwellings’ quality and infrastructure. The contemporary 
inhabitants of the single-room apartments are mostly rural immigrants who seek jobs 

in this city, because the rent is quite low. There are several kinds of single and collective 

appropriations in the internal public space of the building. (a) The staircase and corridor 
were designed bigger than normal sizes. Due to the lack of private space (usually only 

one 14~18 ㎡ room for one household), people tend to occupy the front-door space in 
the corridor for storage, cooking ... Residents living near the staircase or end of the 
corridor often built a structure to privatize a part of the staircase and corridor. Thus, the 

circulation space turns into a multipurpose space. The big corridor plays an important 

role for the local residents, especially for the physically inconvenienced elderly. It 
provides spaces to conduct their scarce social life. (b) Kitchen and toilet: On each floor, 

historically there were/are several shared toilets and kitchens. The apartments were 



 

designed for young workers to conduct a collective life, and for creating more CSs, all 

auxiliary facilities are shared by adjacent rooms. But due to the current low occupancy 
rate, the popular food delivery and new societal context, the kitchens are less intensely 

used. 

FIGURE 4 Single apartment (Source: The author) 

 

2) Family apartment 

Family apartments were constructed as a necessary supplement for staff who were 

already married. CSs are also existing in the staircase which is relatively smaller than 
in the single apartments. The staircase acts normally as a circulation space, with usually 

very short neighbourhood interactions. In addition, the continuous lack of living space 

caused, in some dwellings or floors, the supposed one-family-suite has to be shared by 
several families. They use their room(s) individually but share the toilets and kitchens 

(figure 5). Although this co-living situation to some extent eased by the spontaneous 

room-combination action (more specifically one family buys other neighbours’ rooms, 
and the neighbours move out), there is still a considerable portion of co-housing in such 

family apartments. 



 

 

3 Spatial appropriation 

This section aims to understand people’s activities in the CSs, or in other words, what 

roles the CSs do play in the soviet blocks within contemporary daily life?  

1) Leisure place  

Given that the majority of CS users are aged people, their social life is quite limited 
when considering the spatial distance. From the interviews, it is clear that daily talking 

with old friends or acquaintances in the CSs is the only way for some people to be in 

contact with the other. Some of them stated that the biggest reason why they do not 
want to move out to live with their children is the present familiar environment that 

provides them with the opportunity to meet their neighbours (often former colleagues) 

on a daily base. The big corridors provide a space for collective negotiation, especially 
for the ones who are not able to easily leave their buildings. As an approach to negotiate 

with friends, people sometimes tend to bring their chess or pokers, and chairs to empty 

FIGURE 5 Family apartment (Source: The author) 



 

places. After several persons starting to play, passers-by gradually hang around. 

Together, they create a temporary CS. This usually happens in front of shops or in 
pavilions. 

Besides chatting and table games, Chinese old people generally pay attention to 

Yangsheng (养生，nourishing life), and moderate physical exercise (PE) is regarded as 
an important part of the Yangsheng theory. The aged, especially those who are not 

willing to participate in square dancing and don’t have fitness equipment around, used 
to walk in their communities along the roads, often with neighbours. They believe in a 

proverb – 100 steps after a meal, 99 years you can live (饭后百步走，能活九十九). 
Thus, except for the PE field and square dancing area, the community road acts also as 
a PE space. Similar to physical exercise, sunbath is another requirement in the 

Yangsheng theory, and is also popular within the aged group. People used to gather 

under the sunshine, and enjoy it together. 

People used to have dinner or midnight snacks together in summers, and usually in 

pavilions. It is said to be a tradition since the first residents moved in, but regrettably, 
due to the increased proportion of new immigrants (tenants) and the social position gap 

between them and old householders, such collective activities turned out to be not as 

popular and enthusiastic as they used to be, when the residents were almost all 
colleagues or their families. 

2) Basic life needs  

The interior CSs, no matter in which kinds of housings, are most frequently 

appropriated for meeting basic life needs. The stairs and corridors undertake the 
transportation task. The toilets are used for sanitary purposes. Cooking takes place both 

in shared kitchens and corridors, and corridors are also places for the storage of daily 

necessities. Besides the indoor spaces, people can also use the open spaces to do some 
housework, like washing clothing or processing foods. When such things happening, 

passers-by usually come up to talk to him/her. From this simple housework, they could 

extend to around topics, and others can join them naturally. 

3) Workplace  

Some residents illegally occupy the supposed public space for their private activities. 

There are mainly three types: (a) People living on the ground floor could use their 

window, or the door transformed from windows, to sell daily necessities. In most 
conditions, the shop-operator also sets several chairs and tables in front of their window. 

“These old residents who run a small shop have an as main purpose the creation of 

occasions of conversation between neighbours. Their aim is not making money. We 
appreciate them!” (Interview with a grandma sitting out of one shop). (b) Some people 

run their own business in the open courtyard, such as car cleaning, machine assembling, 

or garbage collection. Unlike the shop owners, they are mostly newcomers. In the old 
residents’ view, they take advantage of this community and are destroyers of the 



 

environment. (c) Local residents, mostly those who live on the ground floor, farm a 

piece of green land, either to grow vegetables or feed poultries. These three types of 
activities are all theoretically forbidden by the community committee, but practically 

tolerated. It is precisely such activities that create a more vibrant collective space. 

From time to time, because of the high accessibility of these blocks, external vendors 

can easily enter and set a temporary stall in the public areas in the blocks. Normally, 

they are suburban farmers and bring by truck or tricycle their self-grown vegetables or 
fruits, which are fresher and cheaper than in the official markets. They are generally 

quite welcome for the residents. 

4) Emergent events  

Every time there is an emergent event happening, people could promptly gather and 
thus create a temporary collective space for a short duration. Three events, tree branch 

cutting, murder investigation, and people waiting in a row for vaccine injection, were 

encountered during the fieldwork. 

It can be imagined that the above functions can be overlapping at the same locations. 

Two, three or more roles can be taken up by one CS at the same time or at different 
moments. For instance, when people go to the physical exercise area for some stretch, 

they could also expect to have random conversations with neighbours, and next to them, 

there could be someone drying sheets or shelling peanuts. Moreover, some of the listed 
appropriations are random and temporary, while others are more frequent and regular 

(figure 6).  

 

FIGURE 6 Spatial appropriations in the VoP (Source: The author) 



 

 

Although such collective activities not only take place in Workers’ Villages, it is quite 

typical for them, or more precisely, for old danwei (workunit) residential districts1. 

There are several reasons. Firstly, due to the high accessibility and lack of management, 
the public spaces in the villages are easily privatized by individuals or collectivized by 

groups, or even by some outsiders. Secondly, the heritage inherited spatial pattern 

provides varied CSs both indoor and outdoor, people who live in small rooms have to 
share the collective spaces and facilities. Lastly, regarding the average age of such 

community members is high and they know each other for decades living in those old 

Soviet influenced workers villages, it is not surprising that they intensely need a place 
near their housing for daily exchange as a rare social activity. On the contrary, Chinese 

common commodity-housing estates are gated residences, with high-rise apartments 

and exclusive public leisure facilities, and landscapes (Manley & Silk, 2019). Under 
the market mechanism, the buyers (residents) lack homogeneity in identity and social 

contact. Together with the abundance of their private space, and the neglection of 

organized collective activities, people are not motivated to spend time with their 
neighbours and thus even there are some designed collective spaces, they are not very 

popular. Comparing with the run-down Worker Villages, these fancy modern ones are 

less like a community, in terms of social interaction and common ties. 

 

4 Conclusion 

When examining the literal words of Workers’ Village, we found that it seems self-

contradictory. On the one hand, Worker is the identity created by modern industrialized 
society. On the other hand, Village is referring to the spatial carrier of agricultural 

society (Yang, 2011). Although workers’ housings were standardized products under 

the Soviet guidance in many socialist countries (Gunsoo & Jung, 2016; May, 2003), 
tracing the theoretical origin of the Village in the term of Workers’ Village (or Workers’ 

New Village) in China, it could be linked to the thoughts of utopian socialism and its 

Japanese experiment Atarashiki Mura (New Village) from the 1920s (Hou, 2010; Yang, 
2011; Li, 2017). In Mushanokoji’s (the founder of Atarashiki Mura) “egalitarian 

village”, “inhabitants would live as brothers and sisters, combining farm labour with 

spiritual and artistic creativity, sharing wealth in common and determining their future 
through mutual agreement.” (Tessa Morris-Suzuki, 2018). The contradictory unity 

reflects the “ideal of socialism initial stage to eliminate the differences between town 

and country” (Yang, 2011). Coincidentally, the concept of Community was also 
originally emphasized in the rural area, because the social interactions there are 

                                                 
1 Danwei residential districts are living quarters built for employees working for public institutions or state-owned 
enterprises under the former planned economy. Danwei was the source of employment, wages, and other material 
benefits, including housing. Through danwei, urban residents are economically, politically, spatially and socially 
organized and regulated (Bray, 2005; Hou, 2010; Lv, 2017). 



 

“permanent, strong and durable, while in urban settings they are casual, superficial and 

short-lived.” (Sorokin & Zimmerman, 1929; Diaz, 2000). As a physical and conceptual 
means to combine town and country, the workers' village produces a large number of 

CSs for supporting its spatial realization. CSs act as an intermediary between the 

individual and the public (their danwei and furthermore the State), and plays as the 
spatial carrier of communal life in everyday practice. They are the most unique socialist 

spatial heritage showing former collective lifestyle and attesting to the period of 

Chinese urban transition in social, cultural, political, and economic perspectives. For 
long-term inhabitants, especially the original retired old workers, are used to live in this 

collective environment, and hold an intimate face-to-face relationship and strong place 

attachment. They see the CSs as the stage for their social life and cherish them. 
However, facing the newcomers’ (short tenants or external vendors) embezzlement, 

they choose silence for some reasons. With the absence of official day-to-day 

administration, the Workers’ Villages are getting declining in many aspects and are 
gradually seen as an urban abnormality. In view of the fast urban renewal, industry 

relocation, and rural immigrants under the post-industrial background, it is urgent to 

fully understand the historical and contemporary social, cultural, economic, political, 
and architectural values of the Workers’ villages. They hold the collective memory of 

the “Age of Red” and former collective lifestyle, which are rooted in the local 

community, and worth them to safeguard their traditions and history.  

By examining collective spaces and activities, which are relatively scarce and 

commendable qualities in normal urban communities in China, in the Village of Powers 
we could not only understand its past and highlight the contained historical value, but 

also could detect current community’s issues and stakeholders’ concerns from a social-

spatial perspective, and thus, to provide more appropriate strategies to address problems 
of these New China’s industrial heritage for future interventions towards a sustainable 

community. Regarding the conservation of industrial heritage, especially for residential 

industrial heritage, we can never ignore the voice from the contemporary local 
inhabitants and their real needs during everyday life living in this industrial heritage. 
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