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Abstract  
 
Urban redevelopment is increasingly used as a policy tool for economic growth by local 
governments in Chinese cities, which is taking place amid rapid urbanization and in an 
expanding globalized economy. Along with the spatial transformation, urban redevelopment 
often entails socioeconomic change in the form of processes of gentrification, which is 
propelled by the dominance of neoliberal market-oriented policy and practice in the country. 
This thesis analyzes the spatial political economy of urban redevelopment in China through a 
case study on Baishizhou urban village in Shenzhen in south-eastern China. Setting out from 
the broad concern over urban inequality, socio-spatial segregation, ‘the right to the city’, and 
sustainability in contemporary critical urban theory, the thesis constructs a theoretical 
framework involving the concepts of neoliberal urbanism, gentrification, sustainable urban 
development, as well as ‘bottom-up urbanism’ approaches. Employing this framework, the 
case study conducts a macro-level city comprehensive plan analysis, a meso-level urban village 
redevelopment site plan analysis, and micro-level interview study and ethnographic 
observations of everyday life and space in the urban village. On the basis of this study, the 
thesis makes the arguments that: Neoliberal urbanism is certainly active in the spatial political 
economy of urban redevelopment in Shenzhen and China, and is markedly state-led under 
authoritarian governance structures that encourage increased marketization; The ongoing 
processes of gentrification in the urban village are intertwined with local and national political 
systems and social arrangements, and cause stress for the migrant tenants of the urban village, 
which clearly is not in line with the urban sustainability discourse of the UN’s New Urban 
Agenda; The tactic responses and individual coping-strategies found in the urban village 
reveals a condition of both precarity and agency in the everyday lives of the often marginalized 
poor that inhabit this urban space, which in turn point at emergent alternative urban 
(re)development trajectories. Moreover, the bottom-up urbanism approach sheds light on 
both discrepancy and compliance with the dominant top-down redevelopment policy, and is 
further suggested to inform the production of policy frameworks that can better facilitate 
local implementation of the New Urban Agenda in China.  
 
 
Keywords: Urban Redevelopment; Neoliberal Urbanism; Gentrification; Urban Village; China 
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Sammanfattning på svenska (Abstract in Swedish) 
 
Stadsomvandling och sanering används allt oftare som policyverktyg av kinesiska städers 
lokala regeringar för att uppnå ekonomisk tillväxt, vilket sker under en tid av hög 
urbaniseringstakt och en växande globaliserad ekonomi. Utöver den rumsliga omdaningen 
medför stadsomvandling även socioekonomiska förändringar i form av 
gentrifieringsprocesser, som i sin tur pådrivs av den i landet rådande neoliberala och 
marknadsorienterade politiska riktningen och dess praktiska tillämpning. Denna uppsats 
syftar till att analysera den rumsliga politiska ekonomin i stadsomvandling i Kina genom en 
fallstudie av ’stadsbyn’ (eng. ’urban village’) Baishizhou i Shenzhen i sydöstra Kina. Studien 
utformar ett teoretiskt ramverk som bygger på de analytiska koncepten neoliberal urbanism, 
gentrifiering, hållbar stadsutveckling, samt ’bottom-up urbanism’, och tar sitt avstamp i den 
samtida kritiska urbanteorins betonande av urban ojämlikhet, social och rumslig segregation, 
rätten till staden, och hållbarhet. Utifrån detta ramverk utför fallstudien en analys av stadens 
översiktsplan på makronivå, en analys av detaljplanen för saneringen av stadsbyn på mesonivå, 
samt en intervju- och etnografisk observationsstudie av stadsbyns vardagsliv och rum på 
mikronivå. På grundval av fallstudien drar uppsatsen följande slutsatser: Neoliberal urbanism 
är synnerligen tongivande i den rumsliga politiska ekonomin i stadsomvandling i Shenzhen och 
Kina, och har vidare en tydligt statsledd karaktär som tar sig i uttryck genom det auktoritära 
politiska styrets främjande av marknadskrafter; De pågående gentrifieringsprocesserna i 
stadsbyn är sammanflätade med lokala och nationella politiska system och sociala 
konstellationer, och förorsakar olika påfrestningar för de migrant-hyresgäster som befolkar 
stadsbyn. Detta ligger inte i linje med den hållbarhetsdiskurs för städer som presenteras i 
FN’s ’New Urban Agenda’; De praktiska och företagsamma reaktioner och handlingsstrategier 
som uppvisas i stadsbyn tyder på ett tillstånd av både sårbarhet och personlig agens i det 
dagliga livet hos de marginaliserade och fattiga som utgör befolkningen i detta stadsrum. 
Detta visar även på nya alternativa synsätt på stadsutveckling och stadsomvandling. Den 
analytiska ansatsen ’bottom-up urbanism’ synliggör dessutom både diskrepans och 
samstämmighet med den rådande toppstyrda (’top-down’) stadsomvandlings policyn, och 
anses således kunna ligga till grund för framtagandet av nya politiska ramverk som kan 
underlätta för implementeringen av New Urban Agenda i Kina.  
 
 
Nyckelord: Stadsomvandling; Neoliberal urbanism; Gentrifiering; Stadsby, Kina 
 
 
Uppsatstitel på svenska: Stadsomvandling i Shenzhen, Kina: Neoliberal urbanism, gentrifiering 
och vardagsliv i stadsbyn Baishizhou 
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1  Introduction 
 

The journey from farm to city is the story of China’s transformation from a poor and backwards 
country to a global economic superpower. By 2030, when China’s urban population is projected 
to swell to 1 billion, its cities will be home to one in every eight people on earth. How China’s 
urban billion live will shape the future of the world (Miller, 2012: 1).  

 
As the above quote by Tom Miller highlights, China’s rapid economic growth and urbanization 
process are deeply interlinked with, and made possible by, “the biggest migration in human 
history (Ibid.),” that is, rural-urban migration in Chinese cities. At the time that China 
embarked on its course from a communist-socialist country to a more open and market-
oriented society, through the implementation of reform and opening-up policies from 1978 
under the country’s then leader Deng Xiaoping, just under 18% of the country’s population 
lived in urban areas. Today, that figure is 56% (The World Bank, 2018b). Under the same 
period, China’s rapid economic growth has had a significant impact on the lives of its citizens 
and has made the country into a powerful player in the global economy. Indeed, the opening 
up of China to the global economy has in part been orchestrated by the embracing of 
neoliberal policies that seek efficiency and economic growth through processes of liberal 
marketization and privatization. Still, though, as China maintains a state-authoritarian 
governance structure, these processes are to a high degree state-led (Harvey, 2005; Chu and 
So, 2010; He and Wu, 2009; Wu 2016a and 2016b).  

Following the trajectory of economic growth by urbanization, the local governments of 
Chinese cities have increasingly made urban redevelopment to a key financial strategy, where 
marketized land-leases and economic upgrading projects generate economic revenue. This 
expression of ‘neoliberal urbanism’ is visible all over China and is currently particularly 
prominent in the south-eastern 12 billion-city of Shenzhen (He and Wu, 2009). As the testing 
ground for capitalism in China since 1978, the Special Economic Zone (SEZ) of Shenzhen has 
grown into a megacity with manufacturing industries, a strong high-tech service sector, a 
hardware startup hub, and a lucrative site for real estate development and speculation. The 
rapid and seemingly random urban development and form of Shenzhen has been described 
by Rem Koolhaas as the archetypical case of the ‘generic city’, referring to its lack of history 
and ad hoc planning practice (Koolhaas and Mau, 1998: 1248-1264). However, in opposition 
to that claim, the area that makes up Shenzhen today does indeed have a long history of 
agricultural and fishing activity in its hundreds of rural villages. The majority of these villages 
have been absorbed by the expansion of urban land in Shenzhen, while still retaining their 
village-status, and are today referred to as ‘urban villages’. These are now super-dense 
residential and commercial areas often consisting of six-eight story houses built in extreme 
proximity, filled with bustling economic and social activity at ground level, and sometimes also 
integrated with small-scale factories. Moreover, these urban spaces both constitute 
affordable housing and provide economic opportunities for the city’s large migrant and low-
income population. However, following the land scarcity in Shenzhen and the economic 
incentives to ‘upgrade’ the city, many of these urban villages now face urban redevelopment 
schemes, meaning complete demolition and redevelopment into high-end residential districts, 
shopping malls, and business parks. In other words, the urban villages face radical and large-
scale gentrification processes.  

Baishizhou, one of the largest remaining urban villages in Shenzhen, is one of these sites 
and is currently undergoing a gradual yet complete demolition with a subsequent urban 
redevelopment program, which has a strong impact on its residents. Especially, marginalized 
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individuals and groups that lack institutional power and rights are particularly vulnerable in 
the process of urban redevelopment, as they face eviction and displacement. Therefore, in 
the light of this condition of urban inequality and the Chinese government’s ambition to 
promote a ‘people centered’ urbanization process, as well as its dedication to sustainable 
urban development by adopting the United Nation’s (UN) Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG) and New Urban Agenda (NUA), this thesis investigates the processes of state-led 
neoliberal urban redevelopment and gentrification in Baishizhou. The choice of Baishizhou as 
the case study site for the thesis is motivated by two main factors: timing and location. At the 
time of planning the thesis project, the large-scale plan for demolition and redevelopment of 
Baishizhou had recently been officially announced, thus making that urban village a suitable 
case study for demonstrating ongoing transformations and gentrification processes of urban 
space. Also, the relatively central location of Baishizhou, being surrounded by up-scale 
neighborhoods, golf courts, and high-end business complexes, makes it a particularly 
interesting case to study in terms neoliberal market-oriented urban development, 
gentrification, and emerging differences within everyday urban space.  

The thesis subscribes to the increased concern in recent decades in critical urban theory 
over urban inequality and marginalization (Davis, 2006; Wu and Webster, 2010), social justice 
and ‘the just city’ (Marcuse et al., 2009; Fainstein, 2010), ‘winner-take-all urbanism’ and 
unaffordable housing (Florida, 2017; Madden and Marcuse, 2016), and urban inclusion and 
the right to the city (Brenner, Marcuse and Mayer, 2012; Harvey, 2008). With urban 
(re)development intensifying in China, fueled by government urbanization objectives and 
global capital under a neoliberal urbanism paradigm, there is an urgent need to better 
understand how these processes materialize in the local context, and especially how local 
residents are affected by and respond to processes of gentrification. Also, with the rise of a 
‘new’ urbanism paradigm as outlined in the NUA, there is a need for applied solutions that 
can promote sustainable urban development. Although there is a growing body of research 
on urban redevelopment in China in general (Ng and Tang, 2002; He and Wu, 2005; Zhang and 
Fang, 2004; Hsing, 2010), and more specifically on that regarding urban villages in China (Hao, 
Sliuzas and Geertman, 2011; Liu et al., 2018; Wu, Zhang and Webster, 2013), only few 
accounts frame this process within a framework of neoliberal urbanism and gentrification in 
the Chinese context (He, 2007; He and Wu, 2009; Wu, 2016a). Moreover, there is a lack of 
research on the ongoing neoliberal urban redevelopment and gentrification processes that 
combines a top-down urban policy and planning approach with a bottom-up approach on the 
everyday life and space in urban villages undergoing redevelopment. Finally, and importantly, 
more unconventional and bottom-up approaches in urban theory need to be given larger 
space in research in order to contest hegemonic and arguably unsustainable top-down 
approaches by highlighting different and emerging urban (re)development trajectories. This 
thesis contributes to fill this research gap.  
 
1.1 The Aim of the Thesis 
The aim of this thesis is threefold, all related to the main theme of urban redevelopment in 
Shenzhen, China: First, to examine the impact of neoliberalism on the spatial political 
economy of contemporary urban redevelopment policy and practice in China in general and 
Shenzhen in particular; Second, to analyze the social impacts of these redevelopment policies 
and practices, particularly in terms of processes of gentrification, and to evaluate that in 
relation to the sustainable urban development discourse of the New Urban Agenda; And third, 
to explore alternative urban (re)development trajectories through ethnographic observations 
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of the urban lived experience and built environment. As stated above, the thesis sets out to 
do this through a case study on Baishizhou urban village in Shenzhen, China, which is currently 
undergoing large scale demolition and urban redevelopment. As such, the thesis takes on a 
multi-scale analytical perspective on the prevailing Chinese urban condition, as expressed in 
the case study: A macro-analysis of the city of Shenzhen in the context of national and global 
economic competition and urban (re)development trajectories, which is articulated in the 
city’s current comprehensive plan; A meso-analysis of policy implementation through spatial 
planning practice, which is illustrated by the proposed urban redevelopment site plan for 
Baishizhou; And a micro-analysis of the site, Baishizhou, by adopting a bottom-up perspective 
from inside the urban village amid the process of urban redevelopment, which is made visible 
through interviews and ethnographic observations. Government plans and ambitions are thus 
put in parallel with local voices and experiences, in order to highlight both discrepancy and 
compliance, as well as to shed light on alternative urban (re)development trajectories.  

 
The main research question, then, is:  

 
§ How and to what extent does neoliberalism influence urban redevelopment policy and 

practice in China in general and Shenzhen in particular, and how do consequent social 
impacts and gentrification processes materialize in this context?  

 
This question is further specified in three sub-questions directly relating to the case study on 
Baishizhou urban village and Shenzhen:  

 
§ How is neoliberalism expressed in the city comprehensive plan of Shenzhen and the 

urban redevelopment plan for Baishizhou?  
 
§ How does the urban redevelopment of Baishizhou impact its users, both materially 

and perceived in the context of gentrification processes, and how do these social 
impacts stand in relation to the New Urban Agenda?  

 
§ How can the experiences, perceptions, and practices in everyday space by the users of 

Baishizhou point to alternative urban (re)development trajectories in China?  
 

Of the three sub-questions, the first will be answered through a qualitative policy analysis of 
the city comprehensive plan, as well as of the urban redevelopment site plan for Baishizhou. 
This body of policy documents will be analyzed through the lens of (state-led) neoliberal 
urbanism. Next, the second question will be answered by conducting interviews with residents 
and users of Baishizhou. This qualitative data will then be analyzed and discussed in relation 
to theories on gentrification, and further evaluated in the light of the sustainable urban 
development discourse of the New Urban Agenda. Finally, the third question will be answered 
through an ethnographic exploration of the urban space and lived experience in Baishizhou, 
equally involving field observations and interviews. These findings will be framed by what this 
thesis calls an alternative ‘bottom-up urbanism’ approach – consisting of the theoretical 
concepts of Everyday Urbanism, Transformative Planning, Insurgent Public Space, and Now 
Urbanism (further described in section 4.5) – which offer unconventional perspectives on 
urban redevelopment while also indicating at emergent urban (re)development trajectories 
in China. Together, the three sub-questions will answer the main research question, as the 
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results from the case study on Baishizhou will then, to a feasible extent, be generalized. While 
certain features of the case study will be particular to the immediate condition, key features 
will still be extractable by means of the theoretical framework, which, finally, can produce 
general claims in relation to the research question.  

By presenting the empirical analysis in the above three steps, the thesis will provide a 
narrative that is motivated by the said multi-scale approach of macro-, meso-, and micro-
perspectives with their corresponding research methodologies. This analytical division will 
offer clarity and aims to better shed light on the diverse elements, ideas, and effects in urban 
redevelopment. However, the thesis’ narrative of the different scales will then be concluded 
in the final chapter, where multiple theoretical perspectives will interact and be discussed. 
Indeed, the case study will ultimately facilitate a discussion on the current spatial political 
economy of state-led neoliberal urban redevelopment in China, its relation to gentrification 
processes, and on how alternative urbanism approaches can be employed in order to highlight 
emergent trajectories that may encourage sustainable redevelopment practices. In addition, 
as the theoretical framework draws from both conventional ‘global’ urban theory as well as 
from more China-localized and post-colonial urban theory, the thesis will contribute to further 
the theoretical formation and discussion regarding issues relevant to urban redevelopment in 
the Chinese context.  
 
1.2 Disposition  
Following this introductory chapter 1 of motivation and aim of the thesis, chapter 2 presents 
the historical background and the political, economic, and socio-spatial context relevant to 
the paper. Here, the particular circumstances of China and Shenzhen, by which the local urban 
condition has been produced and is manifest today, demands a quite extensive contextual 
overview. This involves a framework that conceptualizes the urban villages of China in general 
and of Shenzhen in particular, through an historical overview that takes into account the 
structural causal dynamics behind the phenomenon, as well as a brief introduction to the 
specific environment and condition of Baishizhou urban village, the case study of the thesis.  

Chapter 3 goes on to define urban redevelopment and presents its theoretical foundation 
and historical development in practical terms, which sets the stage for the later analysis of the 
thesis. It does so by including both the Western and Chinese traditions and practices of urban 
redevelopment. The Chinese case is further highlighted by a presentation of the country’s 
current major political framework that guides contemporary urban redevelopment practice, 
especially articulated in the New Type Urbanization Plan issued in 2014. Also, an overview of 
the practical implementation and social impact of these policies is offered here, in order to 
delineate the setting that the case study takes place in.  

Chapter 4 constitutes the theoretical framework of the thesis. It is composed by five 
sections that together support the overall aim of the thesis by providing tools for analysis: 
First, the concept of spatial political economy is introduced, which represents the thesis’ 
overall notion of spatiality in relation to the dynamics of the prevailing political economy. This 
links political ideology with space – the urban in particular – and is key for the further 
explorations of the thesis; Second, the concept of neoliberal urbanism is presented by 
providing an outline of the ideological origins of neoliberalism and its implications on 
contemporary urbanism both in a Western and Chinese context. This framework, which also 
includes the global city theory, highlights key features of neoliberal urbanism that are later 
employed in the case study analysis, particularly in the policy and site plan analysis; Third, the 
processes of gentrification is conceptualized and further linked to the impacts of neoliberal 
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urbanism. Here, the classical theories on gentrification is paired with localized and alternative 
theories on the processes related to urban redevelopment, economic upgrading, 
displacement, etc. Also, this section goes deeper into the post-colonial approach in urban 
studies, which is vital in cross-cultural studies such as this. Together, the section provides a 
framework for analyzing and discussing processes of gentrification in the case study, especially 
in the interview study; Fourth, the UN’s New Urban Agenda (NUA), and its related Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG), is presented in relevance to urban redevelopment and 
gentrification. As a global policy framework for sustainable urban (re)development, this 
represents the ‘new’ normative and aspirational approach by which the case study will be 
evaluated, in particular with regards to processes of gentrification; Fifth, theories and 
concepts of alternative bottom-up urbanism approaches are introduced, which represents 
ways of observing and intervening in the urban environment that can challenge and 
compliment the commonly employed top-down approaches to urban redevelopment. This 
alternative theoretical framework is utilized in the case study to highlight alternate urban 
(re)development trajectories, primarily in the ethnographic observation study.  

Chapter 5 presents the methodology and data that are employed in the study of the 
thesis. Each of the methods are outlined and connected with their specific sources of data. 
Also, the methods’ relation to and employment of the theoretical framework is presented 
here. With regards to the case study methodology, the possibilities and limitations for 
generalizability is discussed. Moreover, ontological and epistemological considerations 
relevant to the chosen methodology of the thesis are stated and discussed, which is concluded 
by a section on self-reflexivity. 

Chapter 6, 7, and 8 together constitute the empirical data and analysis of the case study. 
Chapter 6 makes a policy analysis of the current City Comprehensive Plan for the City of 
Shenzhen, as well as of the Redevelopment Site Plan for Baishizhou, in the light of neoliberal 
urbanism. Chapter 7 presents the findings of the interview study with local residents and users 
of Baishizhou, focusing on the ongoing processes of gentrification and urban redevelopment 
in that urban village. This chapter is concluded by a brief evaluation of the findings with 
respect to the ambitions in the NUA. Chapter 8 provides an ethnographic account of the 
current urban condition and transformation of Baishizhou, which is supported by the 
framework of the bottom-up urbanism approach. It does so by presenting a number of ‘modes 
of livelihood’ that further illustrate the complexities, constraints, and opportunities of 
everyday life in the urban village, which can point at alternative or parallel paths of urban 
(re)development.  

Chapter 9, lastly, provides a concluding summary and discussion together with policy 
recommendations and suggestions for further research. Important to note, while analysis and 
discussion are done continuously throughout chapter 6, 7, and 8 with relevance to the 
immediate findings, chapter 9 offers a more general discussion that ties together the different 
findings of the case study. Accordingly, chapter 9 both summarizes the answers to the 
research questions as well as discusses these findings in the light of the motivation behind the 
study, i.e. the concern over urban equality, the just city, and the right to the city.  

Here, though, the thesis turns to presenting the specific context which makes up the 
backdrop of the case study of the thesis.  
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2 Background and Historical Context 
 
To lay out the historical background of the case study of this thesis, this chapter highlights the 
key features and events of the Chinese economic and urban development since reform and 
opening-up in 1978, as well as that of Shenzhen, and also introduces the phenomenon of 
urban villages in China and the origin and transformation of Baishizhou.  
 
2.1 China’s Economic Development 1978-Present 
The shift from a planned to a more market-oriented economy marked the beginning of the 
extraordinary economic growth in China during the last few decades. This development has 
been accompanied by, and is strongly interlinked with, an urbanization process of great 
magnitude and speed. Figure 1 shows the overall economic development (both in absolute 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) figures and in annual growth %) together with the urbanization 
level of China from 1978-2016, and displays a striking relation between economic growth and 
urbanization levels (The World Bank, 2018b).1 However, urbanization levels are calculated 
using different methods during this period, and are the result of actual expansion of urban 
areas, migration patterns, and changes of hukou2 registration status from rural to urban (Ren, 
2013: 8-9). Still, the speed of urbanization in China has nevertheless been dramatic. Since 2011 
more than half of the population now life in cities, and today about 57% of the total 1,4 billion 
population of China is urban. This figure is projected to reach 70% in 2030, which in absolute 
numbers will represent about 1 billion people in urban areas. Missing in these figures, though, 
is the vast migrant population which currently makes up approximately 260 million people. 
This commonly named ‘floating population’ lack urban hukou status yet work and live in cities, 
under either more temporary or permanent arrangements. The exclusion from social benefits 
and other urban privileges puts these people in a constant state of migration, although some 
of them have been living in cities for decades (The World Bank and DRC, 2014: 3). Also, 
although the economic development displayed in Figure 1 indicates a strong national 
economic output, the GDP per capita level is still relatively low in China. And while general 
income and livelihood levels have increased significantly for a large share of the population, 
income inequality is still manifest in the Chinese society, with 55 million rural poor living under 
Chinese poverty standards in 2015 (The World Bank, 2018a). This notwithstanding, since the 

                                                        
1 The thesis acknowledges that GDP measurements can be problematic, as they only display a general and thus 
incomplete image of a country’s or city’s economy. Indeed, GDP growth is often employed as a neoliberal tool 
for measuring ‘development’, which may disregard internal structural inequalities and other life quality 
indicators. Still, GDP is found useful in this thesis for highlighting the overall economic trend of China and 
Shenzhen. The thesis does aim to reach beyond quantitative GDP figures, though, by investigating the qualitative 
aspects of the political economy of the country in relation to its urban development.  
2 China’s hukou system: The household registration system hukou (c8) of China, which was launched in 1958,  
divides the country’s citizens into either rural or urban hukou-holders, which in turn are defined as either local 
or non-local with respect to one’s current place of residency. In general terms, one’s hukou status is assigned at 
birth from the status of one’s parents and provides certain benefits and restrictions. Rural hukou holders are 
entitled to agricultural and residential land use rights at their home village, whereas urban hukou holders have 
access to urban education, healthcare, and other social benefits tied to their urban residency. The former are 
thus institutionally excluded from the urban welfares and are also limited in terms of purchasing urban property 
etc. (Wang, 2005). While this system is widely criticised for being unequal and discriminatory (Yuan and Wu, 
2010), and has even been likened to an ‘apartheid’ system (The Economist, 2014), the hukou policy has 
undergone a series of reforms and is gradually opening up to include more rural hukou-holders into the urban 
welfare systems (Chan, 2014). Still, though, first-tier cities such as Shenzhen are restrictive in assigning local 
urban hukou to new residents, and operates a merits-based system for obtaining hukou.  
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financial crisis in 2008, China is estimated to have been the greatest contributor to the world 
economic growth. The road leading to this position has been directed by a number of key 
policy interventions and experiments that are deeply embedded in global processes, as 
outlined below.  
 

 

 
2.1.1 Opening Up and Reform, SEZs, and the Neoliberalization of the Chinese Economy 
China’s reform and opening-up policies, and gradual integration into the global economic 
system, has by many been seen as the result of a successful implementation of neoliberal 
policies. However, Ren (2013: 7-8) rightly points out that the economic development in China 
the last few decades is the result of a combination of implementing neoliberal ideas and, 
importantly, local particular conditions. The neoliberal practices of deregulations of markets 
and withdrawal of the state has been carried out gradually over time. This stands in contrast 
to for example many Latin-American countries, which in the 1980’s saw a more rapid 
implementation of neoliberal economic restructuring programs, often resulting in a very 
negative economic development. Also, the neoliberalization process of the Chinese economy 
has been, and continues to be, selective, with for example state owned enterprises (SOE) still 
playing a major role in the country’s economy and with banks being controlled by the Chinese 
state. In this sense, neoliberalism in China has been and continues to be actively state-led (as 
further developed in chapter 4). Moreover, Arrighi (2007) shows that the socialist system 
during the Mao era had – its negative sides not disregarded – created a relatively high literacy 
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Figure 1. The economic development of China measured in GDP in absolute numbers (in current USD) and in 
annual growth percentages over previous years. Urbanization level measured in percentage of population in 
urban areas. (Data source: The World Bank (2018b), complied by the author.) 

Figure 1. Levels of Economic Development (GDP in Current USD and %) and Urbanization 
(Population %) in China 1978-2016 
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rate and life expectancy level compared to other developing countries at the time, and thus 
produced a stronger labor force. Arrighi further highlights the role of Township and Village 
Enterprises (TVE) in absorbing agriculture labor surplus and generating tax revenue in the late 
1970’s. The TVEs were early stage public enterprise industries managed by township and 
village collectives, and as such functioned as accelerators of industrialization.  

Still, following the turbulent years of the cultural revolution 1966-1976, which economic 
policies had strong negative impact on the country’s economic growth and the life of its 
residents, China was in the end of the 1970’s a comparatively weak and mainly agricultural 
and rural-industrial economy. After the Communist Party leader Mao Zedong’s death in 1976, 
the country’s then new leader Deng Xiaoping and his team started to draft economic policies 
that aimed to reform and open up the economy, which were further implemented in 1978. 
The economic and political transformation of the socialist planned Chinese society was far 
from unproblematic, as Jonathan Bach puts is: “A major challenge lay in acquiring badly 
needed foreign capital and technology from the class enemy without appearing to betray 
socialist principles (Bach, 2017: 24).” Indeed, while the reform-side of the policies involved 
the gradual de-collectivization of agriculture and modernization of science and technology, 
military, industry, and agriculture, the opening-up aspect targeted foreign capital and global 
market access. A key principle in this strategy was to attract foreign direct investments (FDI), 
in order to gain capital investments and knowledge transfer that would spur the economy. For 
inspiration, Deng looked to the economic success of Hong Kong but also specifically to the 
then recent rapid economic growth of Taiwan and South Korea. The latter two had established 
export processing zones (EPZ), which had caused a manufacturing boom and increased the 
capital influx in these countries. Deng wanted to experiment with this idea, and consequently 
announced four ‘special economic zones’ (SEZ) in 1979, namely Shenzhen, Shantou, Zhuhai, 
and Xiamen. These were all somewhat peripheral areas and were established as zones for 
capitalism experimentation, which if failed would be easier to shut down had they been 
located in the major cities. Also, their coastal location, and in Shenzhen’s case proximity with 
Hong Kong, made them attractive for foreign trade (Ibid.: 23-25).  

The idea of the SEZ as a, “sovereign exception,” whereby, “[p]olitical and economic space 
becomes separated within the boundaries of the nation-state (Ibid.: 27-28),” have been put 
in practice throughout the history of trade. Its modern form, however, gained traction in the 
mid-1960s and was later accelerated through globalization. Early EPZs in the 1960s, in places 
like the Philippines and India, were designated spaces where global capital and goods could 
flow with little friction, which facilitated value-adding processing and trade revenue. 
Nevertheless, it was the aforementioned South Korea and Taiwan that designed their EPZs to 
become the main drivers of their national development, which proved successful in terms of 
overall economic growth. Of the today estimated 3500 SEZs around the world, Shenzhen’s 
emergence as a zone in 1979 came at a time when economic and technologic globalization 
was already well underway and was able to tap in to the ongoing global processes of 
offshoring and export-manufacturing. Importantly, though, Deng regarded Shenzhen and the 
other SEZs as different from the capitalist export processing zones in nearby Asian countries, 
and asserted that the zones should, “not be capitalist enclaves but ‘develop the productive 
forces under socialism’ (Ibid.: 25).” And by doing so, the SEZs would then be able to function 
as models for the further geographical proliferation and implementation of market-economic 
policies.  

Indeed, with the success of Shenzhen and other SEZs, the establishment of different types 
of economic zones has transferred to all over China, and is today a common economic policy 
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strategy, albeit more decentralized in terms of governance. The over 200 national-level 
economic zones, and more than 1300 such at provincial-level, throughout China today all have 
different functions and regulations, which relate to their specific geographies and economic 
specialization (Bach, 2017: 30). However, Bach notes that Shenzhen, as an early national-level 
SEZ, has two particular functions of a threshold, “that propel it from a site of production to a 
site of transformation (Ibid.: 29)”. The first is spatial, “that mediates between China’s 
economic space and that of other countries (Ibid.)”, while the second is temporal, which marks 
out the development trajectory between the old and new China. These functions promote 
Shenzhen to a model city, for the rest of the country to follow, as well as for the rest of the 
world to be able to observe China’s economic capacity and progress.  

The spatial threshold function is articulated in part by the influx of foreign capital through 
FDIs. In the late 1970s, FDIs were highly restricted outside these four zones, while 
experimentation with export-manufacturing and foreign capital investments took place within 
the zones. Lee (2014: 4-6) calls this the ‘experimental stage’ of FDIs in China, characterized by 
the regulated trials in the four enclosed SEZs up until 1983. The following stage, 1984-1991, 
was the ‘speed-up stage’ when FDIs were provided larger space through allowing FDIs into 
another fourteen coastal cities. Also, FDIs were now allowed in the Yangzi River Delta-area 
around Shanghai and, crucially, in the greater Pearl River Delta-area (PRD) surrounding 
Shenzhen and Guangzhou, in 1987. The ‘peak stage’ in 1992-1993 saw a radical increase in 
FDIs due to policies that opened up more sectors, such as finance, wholesale, and long-
distance transportation, to FDIs. FDIs declined slightly in the following ‘adjustment stage’ 
1994-2000 as a consequence of the issuing of policies aimed at regulating the sometimes 
overly-liberal arrangements of FDIs. The level of FDIs then increased again in 2001, when 
China’s accession into the World Trade Organization (WTO) further accelerated the country’s 
economic growth and signaled the deeper integration of China into the world economy. In the 
current ‘post-WTO stage’, 2001-present, China is accessible to foreign capital and exchange 
through a global body of laws, regulations, standardizations, and trade agreements, which 
now also exposes the high-skilled services sector to a large influx of FDIs.  

Although China’s GDP economic growth has slowed down compared to the double-digit 
levels in 2003-2007, it still keeps a relatively stable course with a 6,9% GDP growth in 2017 
(World Bank, 2018b). Since 2012, the share of the total GDP by the tertiary service sector has 
exceeded that of the secondary industry manufacturing sector, and in 2016 the composition 
of GDP growth contribution was 57,5% for the tertiary sector and 38,2% for the secondary 
sector (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2018). The country’s booming tech industry is 
increasing its share of the service economy, with e.g. the Shenzhen-based tech company 
Tencent being the world’s fifth highest valued company as of November 2017 (Chen, 2017). 
Nevertheless, the economic growth and rather liberal market environment is still managed by 
the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) and state’s Marxist communist ideas and authoritarian 
governance structure, as outlined below.  
 
2.1.2 The 13th Five-Year Plan (2016-2020): Market Economic Reforms and Rapid Urbanization 
At a strategic macro policy level, China is guided by its five-year plans that are put forward by 
the country’s National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC), following the planned 
socialist legacy and governance structure. Although policy implementation is modified due to 
local conditions, and is contingent on external factors, the five-year plan still holds a very 
important position in policymaking practice throughout all administrative levels in China. As 
such, it effectively reflects the country’s current political economic ambition, and scrutinizing 
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it thus helps the thesis to further delineate the spatial political economic context and 
aspiration of China.  

The most recent plan, the 13th five-year plan for 2016-2020, is dedicated to lead China 
to become a, “moderately prosperous society,” by promoting economic, technological, social, 
and environmental development (NDRC, 2016: 13). It stipulates that the economy will be 
driven by innovation as its primary force, and sets out to further deepen reforms to by 2020 
double the GDP per capital personal income of 2010 (Ibid.: 15). Through analysis of the 
document, it is evident that the central target of the plan is to ensure economic development, 
while social and environmental development are, although highly valued, secondary and 
resultant factors. More specifically, the 13th five-year plan aims to carry out market-oriented 
economic reforms, in order to promote emerging industries and expand the tertiary service 
sector (Ibid.: 14-15). It states that, “we need to improve the systems in which the market plays 
the decisive role in resource allocation and where the government plays a more effective role 
(Ibid.: 14),” indicating at a larger space for market economic forces in the Chinese society while 
maintaining political power within the Party and state apparatus. The plan gives further 
leeway to market-liberal reforms in both pointed and more broad terms: “We must use reform 
to push forward with structural adjustment; intensify market-oriented reform in key sectors; 
make adjustments to distorted policies and institutions; improve the market environment and 
mechanisms to encourage fair competition and survival of the fittest (Ibid.: 22).”  

This political economic rationale is more expressively spatialized in the five-year plan’s 
focus on urbanization and economic growth through urban development. Indeed, the Chinese 
government’s aim to shift the economy from being production oriented to consumption 
driven is intimately connected with its urbanization ambitions. The set target for China’s 
urbanization level is to go from 56,1% to 60% permanent urban residents between 2016-2020, 
whereby urban hukou holders will increase from 39,9% to 45%, which will require an urban 
population growth rate of 3,9% and 5,1% respectively (Ibid.: 17). As this process sets out to be 
a, “people-centered urbanization based on city clusters (Ibid.: 91),” it aims for not only 
quantitative growth but, more importantly, also qualitative. While later chapters will further 
unpack and analyze the implications of this with respect to urban redevelopment, worth 
highlighting here is the plan’s aim to, “coordinate the reform of the [hukou] household 
registration system and efforts to ensure more equitable access to public services, and 
improve incentives for granting urban residency to permanent residents from rural areas, 
giving impetus to more people to settle in urban areas (Ibid.: 92).” Though the five-year plan 
encourages inclusive and open cities, the migration and reclassification of people anticipated 
from the hukou policy reform will, in turn, be distributed through the country’s city tier-
structure, where first-tier cities will primarily be open to new residents of high-skilled service, 
innovation, and creative industries. The city cluster idea is articulated in the determination to 
further, “build a world-class city cluster (Ibid.: 94),” of the cities adjacent to Beijing, Shanghai, 
and in the Pearl River Delta, where the city of Shenzhen holds a crucial status within the latter 
of these three clusters.  
 
2.2 Shenzhen’s Economic and Demographic Development 
The extraordinary economic and urban development of Shenzhen has its spatial origin in the 
at least 2000 rural villages that were distributed over the then administrative area of Bao’an 
county. With a historical record of about 1000 years, the villages were mainly agricultural and 
fishing economies (Du, 2016: 70). In 1979 when reform policies were launched, the area 
equivalent of the size of the entire city of Shenzhen today was home to some 300 000 people 
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residing in these different agricultural villages. As of 2016, the official population figure for 
Shenzhen is 11,9 million, whereof 3,8 million are holding local urban hukou (Shenzhen 
Statistics Bureau, 2017: 3). However, the floating population is not visible in these figures, and 
unofficial data estimates speak of as much as a total of 20 million people living in Shenzhen 
today (O’Donnell, 2017a: 110). Figure 2 displays the speed of population growth in Shenzhen 
since the establishment of the SEZ, as well as the composition of permanent registered 
resident (i.e. holding local Shenzhen hukou) and permanent non-registered residents (i.e. 
holding non-Shenzhen hukou). The striking increase in the share of non-registered residents 
witness of Shenzhen’s status as a migrant city and the extraordinary volume of in-migration. 
This fast-paced development is often referred to as ‘Shenzhen speed’, pointing at not only the 
large volume and speed of migration and urbanization, but also to the rapid urban 
development and expansion of the city’s built environment.3  
 

 

 
                                                        
3 The expression ’Shenzhen speed’ has its origin in Deng Xiaoping’s second southern tour in 1992, when the 
Chinese leader used the phrase to describe the construction of the Shenzhen International Trade Building 
skyscraper, Guomao, which had been built with one story every three days. Later the expression has come to be 
used in a broader sense referring to Shenzhen’s rapid development (O’Donnell, 2017a: 58).  
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Figure 2. The composition of registered and non-registered residents in Shenzhen since the establishment of 
the SEZ in 1979, presented in million residents. The annual population growth, presented in %, displays the 
rapid increase of in-migration in the 1980’s and particularly in the 1990’s. Although the population growth 
has become more stabilized in the 2000’s and 2010’s, it still shows an annual increase of about 1-5%, which 
makes it significant in absolute numbers. Data is not available for 1978, hence the year gap in the growth % 
graph. (Data source: Shenzhen Statistics Bureau (2017), compiled by the author.)  

Figure 2. Population Growth in Shenzhen 1979-2016 (Million Permanent Registered and 
Non-Registered Residents, and Annual Growth %) 
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Shenzhen’s economic growth too has increased in a rapid pace, as highlighted in Figure 
3. Although the annual GDP growth rate has fluctuated, it has maintained a level of over 10% 
for the majority of years since the establishment of the SEZ. As previously highlighted, the 
designation of Shenzhen as a SEZ was, and still is, a national interest. After launching the 
reform and opening up campaign, China’s then leader Deng Xiaoping embarked on his first 
southern tour from Beijing in January 1984 to investigate the results of SEZ experiments on 
site and push forward the reform agenda. The journey, which officially was a ‘vacation’ for 
Deng as to not cause tension with conservative forces within the CCP, included visits to cities 
in the Guangdong and Fujian provinces. After having arrived in Shenzhen to hear reports from 
local cadres and visit factories, along with witnessing the skyscraper skyline – unusual in China 
at the time – Deng affirmed that, “[t]he development and experience of the Shenzhen SEZ 
prove that our policy of establishing such zones is correct (cited in Vogel, 2011: 418).” This 
incentivized Deng and the State Council to expand the opening up policy to expose also 
fourteen coastal cities to FDIs – among them Tianjin, Shanghai, and Guangzhou – which was 
announced in May the same year and carried out through locally adapted reforms in the 
following years (Ibid.: 419-421). A second southern tour was initiated by Deng in January 1992, 
under similar premises as the previous. After stopping in Wuhan and Changsha in central 
China, Deng visited Shenzhen, Guangzhou and Zhuhai for extensive inspections and meetings 
with local government officials, which he urged to speed up and deepen reform. Deng’s visits 
gained wide attention in Hong Kong, and with time also in mainland China, which spread his 
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Figure 3. GDP Growth (Trillion Chinese Yuan and Annual %) of Shenzhen 1979-2016 

Figure 3. The GDP economic development of Shenzhen in absolute numbers (trillion Chinese yuan) and in 
annual growth (%). Data is not available for 1978, hence the time span from 1979 to the latest available data 
2016, and the gap in the growth % graph for that year. As of January 2019, 1 USD ≈ 6,8 yuan. (Data source: 
Shenzhen Statistics Bureau (2017). Compiled by the author.) 
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doctrines: “Planning is not the same as socialism, and markets are not the same as capitalism. 
There is planning under capitalism and there are markets under socialism. Socialism is not 
poverty. In following the socialist path, everyone can become rich (…) (Ibid.: 673).” The 
proliferation of these ideas became gradually manifest in public opinion throughout China, 
and also geographically through the announcement of opening up another five inland cities 
and nine border cities to FDIs later in 1992 (Ibid.: 681). The tour and its agenda of expansion 
and speed up of economic reform marks the beginning of radically increased economic growth 
in China. Shenzhen, as a breeding ground for the reforms, also continued to grow in economic 
terms (Figure 3), which took place in tandem with the development of its urban landscape.  
 

 

 
  

Shenzhen 
�� 

 

China �� 

Districts included in the original Shenzhen Special Economic Zone (SEZ)  

Figure 4. Map of the Administrative Districts of Shenzhen (2019) Including the Boundaries 
of the Original SEZ and Location of Baishizhou Urban Village  

Figure 4. The current spatial layout of the administrative districts of Shenzhen, with the location of Baishizhou 
urban village, the thesis’ case study site, marked out. The darker grey-marked districts were included in the 
original Shenzhen SEZ and were referred to as guannei (&' ‘inside the gate’), which points to the former 
boundary gates of the SEZ through which passage required special permit. The lighter grey-marked districts 
were in the early days of the SEZ one large district named Bao’an county, which correspondingly was referred 
to as guanwai (&I ‘outside the gate’). Although this boundary has since been revoked, the distinction 
between guannei and guanwai is still manifest in the common notion and language of Shenzhen today. 
(Source: Shenzhen outline map created by Teo2.01 (CC BY-SA 3.0), from Wikimedia Commons. Edited and 
additional information by the author.)  
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2.3 Shenzhen’s Urban Expansion and Planning Development 
The elevation of Bao’an county to Shenzhen municipality in 1979 marked the first step in the 
urban transformation of the area that now make up the city of Shenzhen. To visualize, Figure 
4 maps out the spatial layout of the administrative districts of contemporary Shenzhen, and 
also marks out the original boundaries of the SEZ as well as the location of the case study site 
Baishizhou. Indeed, the consequent establishment of the actual Shenzhen SEZ in 1980, in the 
segment of the southern part of the municipality adjacent to the border with Hong Kong, 
prompted a high demand for urban development that could facilitate the emerging spatial 
political economy of the zone. As Mary Ann O’Donnell (2017a: 44) puts it:  
 

Crudely speaking, the earliest task of Shenzhen’s leaders was to replace the extant collectivist 
(rural) government with an urban socialist apparatus. Practically speaking, this meant that 
Special Zone cadres had to figure out how to electrify the area, lay water lines, and pave roads – 
all without a fully functioning government in place and no oversight from either the provincial 
government in Guangzhou or the central government in Beijing. 

 
In order to meet these challenges, systems of urban planning were with time established, 
including that of city comprehensive planning. Huang Weiwen, former vice-chief urban 
planner of the Urban Planning and Land Use Commission of the Shenzhen Municipal 
Government, argues that these top-down systems, as well as the actual local planning 
outcomes and bottom-up interventions, stem from three main forces: Beijing, Hong Kong, and 
Bao’an. Although the SEZ of Shenzhen was a relatively decentralized endeavor, still the central 
government in Beijing was the initiator and ultimate director in terms of overall policy. For 
example, Shenzhen’s first comprehensive city plan in 1982, as well as the consecutive three 
after that, had to be approved by the central government. Also, the early allocation of the 
industrial zone in the Shekou area on Shenzhen’s Nanshan district peninsula was appointed 
by Beijing officials in 1978 to the SOE China Merchants. Furthermore, the then British colonial 
port city of Hong Kong, right on the other side of Sino-British border, worked as a model for 
many of the political and economic experiments conducted in Shenzhen. The import of ideas 
from Hong Kong established new political institutions and market mechanisms in Shenzhen 
which released social and economic forces into a capitalist production system. The Hong Kong 
model did not only lead China into the global economic system, but the proximity with Hong 
Kong also facilitated substantial capital investments early on into Shenzhen, as well as a large 
flow of people and knowledge across the border, and with that also new cultural imaginaries 
of modernity and development. Bao’an, on the other hand, constituted the physical space and 
extant socio-economic organization that the Shenzhen SEZ both had to be constantly 
conformed to as well as contesting its limits. In particular, the bottom-up self-organization of 
villagers and migrant workers, expressed in the emergence of urban villages – further 
described in section 2.4 – was, and continue to be, elements of urban development occurring 
outside the official formal urban planning strategy. Certainly, the villages, and the creative 
responses to urgent demand for affordable housing, transportation, and economic self-
organization by their inhabitants, has played a fundamental role in the urban development of 
Shenzhen (Huang, 2017).  

Influenced and shaped by these three major forces, the Shenzhen government’s formal 
planning system evolved by releasing its second comprehensive city plan in 1986. The first and 
second comprehensive plan for Shenzhen both marked out five integrated clusters in order to 
achieve a more balanced urban development in the SEZ. Ng and Tang (2003: 17) highlight that 
the cluster idea was informed by the garden city planning ideals and the modernist approach 
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in the CIAM Athens Charter (which will be returned to in section 3.2). The comprehensive 
plans further articulated the transition from the socialist planned economy to a more market 
driven such. Indeed, the experiments with marketization of land development in the SEZ had 
made Shenzhen aware of the increased complexity of planning practice with the introduction 
of private actors (Ng & Tang, 2003). In 1990, China’s national City Planning Act was 
implemented, in part to meet this new condition but also to introduce more articulated land 
development control measures. Up until the late 1980’s, “urban planning [in China] was 
viewed as a basically technically endeavour (Ibid.: 22).”  

It was not until in 2000 that Shenzhen municipality implemented its third comprehensive 
plan. The development of the plan had started already in 1993, and a draft was presented in 
1996, but the fast-changing environment and ongoing reforms took it seven years before it 
was endorsed by the National State Council in 2000. During the 1990’s, economic activity in 
the Shenzhen SEZ had intensified and further reforms had been carried out to orient the city’s 
economy towards more high-tech and service industries. Additionally, Bao’an district had 
been established in late 1992 in the north of Shenzhen and now bounded the city’s original 
SEZ district. These developments were reflected in the third plan, which promoted e.g. more 
efficient land use, the tourism industry, central business district (CBD) development, and for 
Shenzhen to become a world-class city (Ng & Tang, 2004: 206). Also around this time, the 
Shenzhen Urban Planning Ordinance was enacted in 1998 that stipulated the city’s five-level 
hierarchy for producing and approving plans, which also introduced the statutory plan level. 
Although the new regulations had a significant impact on Shenzhen’s urban planning system, 
and even opened up for more public consultation in the planning process, still the Ordinance 
has been criticized for being too rigid and bureaucratic which made planning practice less 
flexible (Ng & Tang, 2003: 21-22).  

In fact, actual planning practice at site level in Shenzhen has often been more ad hoc in 
nature and aimed towards quick interventions to meet the new demands raised by the rapid 
development. Initially, certain areas were functionally zoned, yet the content and form of 
these were not always materialized in coherence. Furthermore, and importantly, the early 
comprehensive planning system of Shenzhen failed to recognize the already existing villages, 
simply obscuring these behind the ‘rural’ land use classification (Huang, 2017: 71-72, 74). 
Weiwen Huang comments on this discrepancy – between comprehensive plan intentions and 
actual outcome at site – by pointing to the temporal feature of ‘Shenzhen speed’: “[I]n periods 
of high-speed development (…), there is no time to reflect on the plan and its relationship to 
the city (…). In this sense, I think that planning can only become self-reflective during times 
when the economy has slowed down (…) (interviewed in O’Donnell, 2016: 25).”  

Although the speed of urban development in Shenzhen has slowed down compared to 
the levels in the 1990’s, it is still fast paced. Especially the outer districts of Bao’an and 
Longgang are increasingly being (re)developed, with the real estate market continuously 
expanding. However, the current pressing issue in Shenzhen is scarcity of land. The 
municipality of Shenzhen today has a total area of 1997,72 km2 (Shenzhen Statistics Bureau, 
2017: 3), with nearly half of this space dedicated to the ecological control line, a proportion 
of green space that the municipal government has decided to keep in order to maintain an 
ecological balance, on which land development is prohibited. The built-up area, in turn, make 
up about 47% of the land, leaving merely circa 42 km2 land available for new development 
within the period of the current comprehensive plan up to 2020 (Xu et al., 2016: 11). Land 
scarcity underpins much of the rhetoric in the current comprehensive plan, the fourth in order 
and with a time span between 2010-2020. Indeed, the comprehensive plan, which will be 
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analyzed thoroughly in chapter 6, promotes densification, increased land use efficiency, and, 
notably, urban redevelopment as viable strategies to meet the challenge posed by land 
scarcity. Targets for this redevelopment policy strategy are, among a number of other sites, 
Shenzhen’s urban villages.  
 
2.4 The Emergence of Urban Villages in China 
Urban villages – also referred to as ‘village in the city’, as a more direct translation of the 
Chinese chengzhongcun (E
q) – have emerged as a particular urban phenomenon in China 
in the course of the county’s rapid urbanization. The political, economic, and socio-spatial 
configuration of the urban village impacts the urban redevelopment process, and therefore 
require some further explanation here.  

In short, urban villages are former rural villages that have become ‘swallowed’ by and 
integrated into the urban fabric following the rapid development and expansion of the city. 
Their emergence and continued existence is nevertheless also the result of a policy mix 
primarily composed by the land use rights system and the hukou household registration 
system. Moreover, seized economic opportunities by villager individuals and collectives, as 
well as the local government’s attitude, also play significant roles in the emergence and 
growth of the urban villages. Urban villages exist in many major cities throughout China, and 
while sharing many fundamental aspects in terms of function and form, their emergence and 
ability to persist are due to local political economic conditions.  

In Shenzhen, the massive influx of migrant workers since the establishment of the SEZ 
caused a rapid increase in housing demand. When not offered dormitory housing at, for 
example, the emerging manufacturing factories, the limited regular housing market was often 
expensive in relation to income, which made staying in village housing a viable option. 
Villagers increasingly saw this as an economic opportunity and started to add additional floors 
to their buildings. As farmland was not anymore collectively operated, following the 
introduction of the Household Responsibility System in 1979 where surplus production now 
was allowed to be traded on the market, individual villagers and families were to a greater 
extent required to manage their own production and economy (Ren, 2013: 25-26). Also, the 
booming industrialization in the SEZ and affiliated urbanization process gave villages 
incentives to utilize their collective reserved construction land, liuyongdi (��@), for setting 
up TVEs or leasing it to companies that were establishing factories. Individual villager 
households, however, were still entitled to their reserved housing land zhaijidi (OF@) 
where they had the right to build their own property. With the continuous in-migration and 
industrial expansion, these parcels of land constituted the foundation for villagers to build 
new residential and commercial buildings on in order to make profit (Hsing, 2010: 124-126).  

The lucrative housing developments in the villages were further accelerated by the new 
relaxed hukou regulation in 1985 that allowed holders of rural hukou to temporarily register 
and take employment in Shenzhen. As the new apartment houses in the urban villages were 
built to maximize floor space based on the reserved housing land, rather than on a structured 
overall planning, the villages became a site of extreme density and a particular urban from. 
The multi-story houses in urban villages are separated merely by narrow alleys and are 
commonly referred to as ‘handshake-buildings’, indicating the possibility for people in 
neighboring houses to reach out their hand through the windows and touch hands. The 
extreme proximity of the buildings sometimes creates dark and damp living environments, yet 
the quality of the houses varies significantly. As such, the urban villages emerged as sites of 
affordable housing for migrant workers and the urban poor (Ren, 2013: 121-126). Moreover, 
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the urban villages do often serve as spaces of migrant enclaves with concentrations of people 
from certain villages, towns or provinces, and thus function as nodes in trans-local networks 
of migration and economic activity (Liu et al., 2014).  

The Shenzhen municipality government has had a somewhat ambiguous relation to the 
urban villages from the start. Although appreciated as deeply needed migrant worker housing, 
the urban villages have increasingly been held as obstacles to urban development, especially 
since many of the villages sit on valuable centrally located land. Also, the urban villages have 
been pointed out by the local government as dangerous places with illegal buildings, poor 
levels of fire safety and sanitation, and associated with criminality. A series of policies were 
therefore introduced from 1982 onwards to handle the urban village development. These ad 
hoc policies, however, often had a propelling effect on the building of urban villages, as 
villagers were quick to respond to seize the economic opportunity while still available (for a 
thorough review of the urban village policy development in Shenzhen, see Altrock & Tan, 
2018). In 1992, the Shenzhen municipal government made further efforts to regain control 
over the urban villages when it decided to transform all the land of the SEZ into urban land, 
thus dismantling the remaining rural village structure. The former farmer villagers hukou 
status was now converted from agricultural to non-agricultural (i.e. urban hukou), and the old 
rural production teams were remodeled into village shareholding companies. The same 
process occurred in 2004 for Bao’an and Longgang districts, the remaining suburban areas of 
Shenzhen outside the original SEZ, hence completing the urbanization on the administrative 
level (Wang, Wang & Wu, 2009).  

Hence, legally there are no villages in Shenzhen since 2004. However, the original villagers, 
who now operate as landlords, continue to practice their reserved housing land use rights by 
maintaining their rental property in the urban village. Consequently, now that the land is 
urban, the villagers are no longer allowed to develop it, yet they still own the property and 
land use rights within their zhaijidi. As the buildings were often put up rapidly without 
following building codes or safety regulations, many of them have an illegal status with respect 
to building laws. However, the punishment fees, which were launched in the 1990’s and early 
2000’s as a countermeasure by the local government towards the illegal building activity, were 
moderate in comparison to the revenue generated from renting out the property (Bolchover, 
2018). Hence, the buildings have been sustained through the employment of ownership- and 
zhaijidi-rights, while the local government still wishes to raze the illegal and potentially 
hazardous buildings and rationalize the site’s land use in coherence with its adjacent urban 
environment.  

Urban land use rights for private actors in China are commonly valid for 70 years, which 
may be extended then but is afterwards normally returned to the state. Villager landlords are 
nevertheless able to sell and transfer their land use right to the state after negotiation, which 
they have been urged to do by the local government and developers, especially from 1992. 
The rising land value in Shenzhen, and thus increased revenue for the villager landlords from 
a potential land use right transfer, has made the village shareholding companies expensive to 
buy out. Hsing (2010) notes that the urban villages in the PRD-area have been particularly 
strong in maintaining collective economic distribution functions and negotiating power 
towards developers for compensation for land use right transfers through their shareholding 
company structure. She calls this ‘village corporatism’, which serves as a bottom-up political 
and economic organizing power: “Amid rapid urban expansion, corporatist strategies 
represent an opportunity for peasants to carve out a space of autonomy in the increasingly 
urban-centered metropolitan governance (Ibid.: 124).”  
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As spaces of relative autonomy, O’Donnell (2017b) highlights that the informality of 
urban villages in Shenzhen indeed stand in contrast to what, “[o]fficials have defined [as] 
‘normal’ urbanization with respect to the Shenzhen’s Comprehensive Urban Plan (Ibid.: 110).” 
And further, “[i]n contrast,  Shenzhen’s urban villages emerged informally as local residents 
not only built rental properties to house the city’s booming migrant population but also 
developed corporate industrial parks, commercial recreational and entertainment centers, 
and shopping streets (Ibid.).” However, the urban village as an informal space, yet highly 
integrated in and supportive to the local economy and built environment, puts it in a state of 
constant flux under the pressure from the local government. Altrock and Tan (2018: 204-207) 
demonstrate that the local government’s changing attitude towards urban villages is 
dependent on what the state is able to gain from them at a certain time. The party-state, they 
argue, can go from actively supporting, to simply tolerating, to forcibly overcoming urban 
informality, all as the result from cost-benefit analysis.  

The Shenzhen government’s turn to a more overcoming attitude towards urban villages 
the last decade points to an increase in estimated economical gain from compensating house 
owners and carry out redevelopment through demolitions, and also at a more forceful mode 
of governance.  
 
2.5 Baishizhou Urban Village 
Baishizhou, the site for the thesis’ case study, is one of several urban villages that are currently 
slated for demolition in Shenzhen. Situated centrally in the Nanshan district, just west of the 
CBD of Futian and Luohu, and well connected with a metro stop, buses, and the Shennan 
Avenue main road passing through, the village sits on an attractive piece of land. In 2013, 
before demolition of certain sections started, it was the largest urban village within the central 
parts of Shenzhen, occupying a total land area of 7,4 km2 and was home to some 140 000 
people. With the majority of its residents being migrant workers that come from all over China, 
only about 20 000 of the total population, or 14%, have local Shenzhen hukou, and 1880 are 
original village members (O’Donnell, 2017b: 119).  

The area that makes up Baishizhou today consists of five original villages, which in the 
pre-reform era under Mao worked collectively as the Shahe State farm in quota agricultural 
production by growing rice, lychees, and cultivating oysters. After the establishment of 
Shenzhen SEZ, the Shahe farm set up new facilities for manufacturing industries. The land for 
these manufacturing enterprise operations, though, was divided in the mid-1980’s between 
Shahe (located at about the present site of Baishizhou) and the SOE Overseas Chinese Town 
(OCT) (east of today’s Baishizhou). OCT, which had stronger management and financial capital, 
developed into a major land developer, investor, electronics company, and tourism industry 
entrepreneur (OCT, 2018). Baishizhou, on the other hand, was managed by the former village 
leaders and continued its small-scale manufacturing, but also began to construct residential 
rental houses on the households’ zhaijidi land in the late 1980’s. The morphology from rural 
to urban village was intensified in the 1990’s, and Baishizhou is today a distinctly urban 
neighborhood with little traces from its rural past (Ibid.: 120).  

However, Baishizhou, just as other urban villages, still functions as a, “transition point 
between the rural and the urban (Bolchover, 2018),” with its large proportion of migrant 
worker residents. This is evident not least in the great variety of local cuisines served in 
restaurants, noodle stands, and barbeque stalls that occupy many of the ground level spaces 
and streets. The narrow lanes that separate the handshake-buildings cross into somewhat 
wider lanes that facilitate dry and wet markets, clothes stores, small-scale workshops, car 
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mechanics, etc. – the majority run by local entrepreneurs. Housing prices are cheap, in 
comparison with the surrounding areas, and range between 300 yuan [≈44 USD] per month 
for a shared room to 3500 yuan [≈517 USD] per month for a three-room apartment. Thus, 
Baishizhou offers both affordable housing, social networks, and opportunities for economic 
activity and entrepreneurship, and does in this regard represent what Doug Saunders refers 
to as an ‘arrival city’: “[T]he neighborhoods where the transition from poverty occurs, where 
the next middle class is forged, where the next generation’s dreams, movements, and 
governments are created (Saunders, 2010: 3).” Saunders does nevertheless argue that 
Shenzhen is increasingly failing as an arrival city with the demise of urban villages and other 
spaces of transition (Ibid.: 58ff.).  

Indeed, since 2014, Baishizhou is slated for a complete demolition and redevelopment 
program. The site of Baishizhou is tucked in between the OCT amusement parks Happy Valley 
and Window of the World, golf courses, high-end shopping malls, and upper middle-class 
residential areas. Its juxtaposition is striking, and by following the market trajectory, the area 
is predisposed to processes of gentrification. However, the larger parts of Baishizhou has not 
yet been demolished and continues to be a vibrant city district for people both living in and 
outside of it.  

Alongside the urban vibrancy and economic opportunistic attractiveness of Baishizhou, 
though, many of the buildings in the urban village are in a dilapidated condition. Electric and 
telecommunication wires are often drawn between buildings and create webs of clutter 
hanging in the air. And as building codes and fire safety regulations are not always adhered to, 
the buildings and street grid can pose a safety hazard. This dual nature of Baishizhou, and 
other urban villages, produce certain spatial political economic dynamics, which will be 
explored and analyzed in the case study.  

 

 
 

Image 1. A satellite image of a section of Baishizhou (left) displays the contrast of density as well as housing 
and street typology in relation to the nearby upper-end residential area (right). (Source: Amap, 
https://www.amap.com/place/BV10244044) 
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3 Urban Redevelopment: Definition, History, and Practice 
 
In order to understand the political and social implications of urban redevelopment, it is vital 
to first review its origins. This section sets the stage with a discussion of the terminology and 
definition used in this thesis, followed by a brief overview of the historical background of 
urban redevelopment practice and theory in both a Western and Chinese context.  
 
3.1 Defining Urban Redevelopment 
In the literature on, and practice of, urban redevelopment, the terms ‘urban renewal’, ‘urban 
regeneration’, and ‘urban redevelopment’ are used interchangeably. This thesis, however, 
chooses to consistently use the term ‘urban redevelopment’, and argues that ‘development’ 
still has a slight different connotation in relation to ‘renew’ and ‘regenerate’. The term 
‘redevelopment’, the thesis proposes, is more closely linked to a larger process of change, 
wherein an existing urban condition is transformed following a certain trajectory that may 
result in a radically different urban condition than what previously was. ‘Renewal’ and 
‘regeneration’, on the other hand, are more prone to signify a process wherein an urban 
condition is upgraded or complemented, with higher likelihood that the initial urban condition 
maintains some of its form and function. This is not to place the different terminologies in 
sharp contrast, as they in practice overlap and are used synonymously. Still, the thesis means 
that ‘urban redevelopment’ is the more suitable term for the Chinese case, given the large 
scale and radically transformative scope of the case study.4  

For the purpose of providing an operational concept for the study, this thesis defines 
urban redevelopment as: The process by which an urban space, with an already existing built 
environment, is transformed by mainly state and/or private actors into new urban forms, 
functions, and social arrangements. This broad definition may be critiqued for not explicitly 
involving the local community as an actor. However, this thesis deliberately intends to use this 
definition as a de facto reflection of the main actors in urban redevelopment projects, 
especially in China, which indeed are government and public institutions, and/or private 
market actors. What is more, the thesis does not view this definition as definite, and will 
problematize and challenge this very lack of involvement of the local community in later 
chapters.  

It is nevertheless important to point out that these actors in urban redevelopment are 
situated in, and shaped by, particular political economical contexts. Norman and Susan S. 
Fainstein (2012: 587), in elaborating on the definition of urban redevelopment, suggests that, 
“programs for urban redevelopment rest within a field of forces which connects local 
conditions with global transformations.” And in addition, “[b]oth the object and the character 
of redevelopment reflect the state of urbanism in a particular space and time and the balance 
of social forces associated with it (Ibid.: 597).” Indeed, local-global political dynamics and 
particular temporal and spatial configurations all shape the process and outcome of urban 
redevelopment projects. It is these forces, dynamics, and configurations that the remaining 
part of this chapter aims to shed light on from a historical perspective.  
 
                                                        
4 Chinese language has a similar situation with the terminology, where the terms (literally translated) ‘city 
renewal’ (chengshi gengxin EYoj), ’old city transformation’ (jiucheng gaizao lEg¨), or in short jiugai l
g ), and more uncommonly ‘urban district reconstruction’ (shiqu chongjian Y2«\ ), are used rather 
interchangeably. In everyday language, however, the phrases ’to demolish’ (chaichu e°) and ‘demolish and 
relocate’ (chaiqian e¥) are often used to describe urban redevelopment practice.  
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3.2 Urban Redevelopment History in a Western Perspective 
It is fair to say that urban redevelopment practice has existed just as long as there have been 
cities. However, in a Western modern era context, urban redevelopment projects started to 
occur in larger scope and in somewhat more regulated forms, following the industrial 
revolution and consequent mass-urbanization in the 18th and 19th century. The radical shift 
in nation’s economic base – from a rural agricultural economy to an urban industrial – called 
for more rational, efficient, and coherent land-use policies, building codes, and zoning 
regulations to be put in practice. Indeed, there is a strong and foundational connection 
between technologic and economic change, and urban redevelopment (Gotham, 2001a).  

Urban redevelopment from the 19th century and onwards has been deeply influenced by 
Baron Georges-Eugène Haussmann, whose radical transformation of Paris in mid-19th century 
restructured both the physical built environment as well as the socio-political order of the city. 
Paris, which had undergone industrialization and experienced extreme levels of labor in-
migration, was constrained by an, “ancient urban infrastructure [that] was incompatible with 
the increasingly sophisticated and efficient capitalist organization of production and 
consumption emerging in the new manufacturing towns (Harvey, 2003: 92).” Again, it was 
changes in the technological and economic order that urged the then emperor Louis Napoleon 
to order the substantial urban redevelopment of Paris, which was designed and executed by 
Haussmann. In Haussmann’s large-scale and ambitious overall plan for Paris, slum areas were 
to be erased and curved old street grids were to be rectified.  

In addition to the adjustment of the built environment to fit the modern industrial 
economy, Fainstein & Fainstein (2015: 587) identifies two more particularly influential aspects 
of Haussmann’s urban redevelopment scheme: The precedence of creating a ‘clean slate’, 
through a complete destruction of the already existing urban environment, which then 
enables the introduction of completely new urban forms in that space; And the planning of 
exclusive high-end residential neighborhoods catered to the emerging bourgeoisie. The spatial 
segregation of classes – which in turn intersects with the attributes of ethnicity and gender – 
thus came to hold a prominent role in defining urban redevelopment practice.  

Indeed, the aspect of slum-clearance in urban redevelopment was motivated, or justified, 
by the deteriorating living conditions in working-class areas in the industrialized towns. 
Friedrich Engels (1987 [1844]: 92) famously visited and described the very harsh conditions in 
the urban working-class area in Manchester during the mid-19th century:  
 

The couple of hundred houses which belong to Old Manchester have been long since abandoned 
by their original inhabitants; the industrial epoch alone has crammed into them the swarms of 
workers whom they now shelter; the industrial epoch alone has built up every spot between 
these old houses to make a covering for the masses whom it has conjured hither from the 
agricultural districts and from Ireland; the industrial epoch alone enables the owners of these 
cattlesheds to rent them for high prices to human beings, to plunder the poverty of the workers, 
to undermine the health of thousands, in order that they only, the owners, may grow rich 
(Engels, 1987 [1844]: 92). 

 
Conditions of deteriorated urban environments like this did after time gain attention and calls 
for sanitizing and regulating interventions emerged. These interventions were early forms of 
modern urban redevelopment practice, although they were often executed in a haphazard 
manner without any overall planning involved (Gotham, 2001a). In Haussmann’s Paris, 
however, the slum-clearance program was vast and part of an overall redevelopment plan, 
motivated by a strive for modernity, social control, and economic prosperity.  



 30 

Haussmann’s urban redevelopment rationale is in part echoed in the ideas among the 
proponents of Modernism that emerged in the 1920’s. The destructions from World War I, 
along with new advancements in technology (e.g. the booming automobile industry) and 
economic restructuring (e.g. Taylorism and early Fordism modes of mass production and 
consumption), led urban redevelopment to become envisioned as a tool for creating order, 
economic growth, and healthy living conditions for a modern world. In 1929, Charles-Édouard 
Jeanneret-Gris, better known as Le Corbusier, put out his influential book Urbanisme (in 
English, The City of To-Morrow and Its Planning), in which he advocated for a rational urban 
planning theory with large-scale redevelopments as a key strategy. Urban redevelopment was, 
in conformity with Haussmann’s ideal, to be carried out through complete demolitions and 
creation of tabula rasa conditions in which an entirely new built environment could take shape. 
Central in Le Corbusier’s argument was that: The city centers must be ‘de-congested’ and 
converted into a rational and coherent system, to create a free flow of traffic; An increase in 
density is needed for business efficiency, achieved mainly through tall buildings and 
superblock structures; Streets must be modified to hold efficient modern means of 
transportation, i.e. the automobile, metro, and airplane; And that green and open spaces must 
be increased, to provide a healthy and enjoyable urban environment (Le Corbusier, 1987 
[1929]). Although Le Corbusier’s grand scale was not always implemented in practice, these 
fundamental ideals of the Modernist movement informed urban redevelopment policies 
throughout the world in the 1900’s, and still impact urban planning today.  

In post-World War II Europe and USA, urban redevelopment programs were aimed at 
rebuilding war-torn areas and reinject the local economies. The modernist ideas of separation 
of functions and suburbanization were now the dominant elements in the urban 
redevelopment discourse of that time. Although large scale suburban developments and 
inner-city redevelopments through demolition were the common practice, a more humanistic 
approach to Modernism was brought forward by the International Congress of Modern 
Architecture, CIAM, emphasizing the human scale and a reorientation towards the city center 
(CIAM, 1952). Increasingly, urban redevelopment became a site of struggle between local 
residents’ and public and/or private developers’ interests. For example, Jane Jacobs (1961) 
regarded cities and neighborhoods as primarily socio-economic arenas, and thus saw large 
scale urban redevelopment as a destruction of local communities and economies.  

In the 1970’s, following further technologic and economic development, Western 
countries experienced the emerging deindustrialization and economic restructuring towards 
a more service-oriented global economy. The post-industrial urban redevelopment in this 
time had its focus on now defunct industrial sites and docklands, and in the 1980’s and 90’s 
the redevelopment of inner-city districts intensified. Preservation, retrofitting, and more 
pinpointed renovations were now becoming more important in the urban redevelopment and 
planning discourse. Moreover, the field of urban redevelopment did now become heavily 
influenced by the rise of neoliberalism as the main ideology for urban development and 
governance. As further outlined in section 4.2, neoliberalism aims to decrease the role of the 
state to facilitate and liberalize market forces. Hence, public-private partnership has become 
the main economic system through which urban redevelopment operates. As a result, profit-
driven and speculative urban redevelopment practice has become mainstream. Even though 
large-scale slum clearance and redevelopment projects have declined in Western countries in 
general, these activities are still highly visible in emerging economies, not least in China 
(Fainstein & Fainstein, 2015).  
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3.3 Urban Redevelopment in China 
“Since the reform, cities [in China] have had to learn to become entrepreneurial (Friedmann, 
2005: 105).” This statement by John Friedmann captures a fundamental aspect for 
understanding current urban redevelopment discourse and practice in China: The shift from 
an urban governance structure organized around the danwei (4�) work units – in which the 
central government provided employment, housing, and public services in the Mao-era 
socialist industrial production – to a decentralized structure where local municipalities are 
now given governance power and responsibility to produce economic and urban development 
through the employment of market forces, has altered the notion and significance of land in 
cities. Indeed, the sale of urban land use rights has become a major source of income for 
municipal governments since the urban land reform was included in the Chinese constitution 
in 1982, and later amended in 1988 which created the country’s dual land market system (Ibid.: 
105-106). 5  Although central-state backed urban redevelopment occurred during the pre-
reform era and in the early 1980’s, these interventions were often small scale and fiscally 
constrained. The more widespread introduction of market forces and private economic actors 
in China in the 1990’s gave rise to the country’s booming real estate market – which makes 
up a substantial share of China’s urban economy today – and that in turn initiated an increase 
in urban redevelopment projects. In the light of globalization, Zhang and Fang (2004) highlight 
that the real estate market in coastal cities in China, including Shenzhen, is crucial to attract 
FDIs in property development. Further, they argue that, “this development strategy resembles 
the central city redevelopment patterns in the West as responses to globalization by engaging 
in interregional and interurban competition since the late 1970’s (Ibid.: 292).” Following this 
trajectory, Ren (2018: 99-100) notices a shift of focus in modern urban redevelopment 
practice in China from the mid-2000’s onwards. Prior to this, especially in the 1990’s, urban 
redevelopment had mainly targeted inner city residential and danwei work unit 
neighborhoods for large scale demolition and redevelopment projects. The second and 
current phase, Ren argues, instead concentrates more on redeveloping urban villages, 
especially in southern China. He and Wu (2005) highlight that urban redevelopment in China 
has consequently gone from the welfare provision of upgrading dilapidated buildings and 
infrastructure, to now constitute a major economic force driven by property investments, 
speculation, and global capital. Still, the state plays an intermediary yet important role in these 
processes:  
 

Though market forces have become increasingly powerful, intervention and governance from 
the state are still crucial and necessary as supplements to the immature market system. In other 
words, the government is controlling the direction and pace of redevelopment. Marketized 
operation plus government mediation is thus put forward as the new guideline for urban 
redevelopment in China (He & Wu, 2005: 19).  

 
In a later paper, He and Wu (2009) go further and argue that this approach to urban 
redevelopment is an expression of neoliberal urbanism in China (further discussed in section 
4.2). They emphasize that even though there exist, “horizontal tensions between neoliberal 

                                                        
5 China’s ‘dual land market’: All land in China is owned by the state and is divided into rural and urban land. 
Whereas rural land is collectively owned by the villagers, who hold the right to farmland and residential land use, 
urban land is distributed by the state to private or state actors. The urban land is in turn divided into 
administratively allocated land which is occupied by different state and public functions, and leased land in which 
land use rights can be legally transferred in a market system. This creates a dual land market system, which since 
its implementation in 1988 has had a significant impact on the county’s urban development (Yeh, 2005: 60). 
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practices and social resistance and vertical tensions between different tiers of government 
within China’s neoliberal urban redevelopment (Ibid.: 302),” the flexibility of the Chinese state 
in adapting to local situations makes neoliberal urbanism resilient in the Chinese setting. In 
addition, Zhang and Fang (2004: 295) point out that the Chinese government, in comparison 
with its counterpart in the United States, is less constrained with regards to facilitating market 
forces and to intervene in urban redevelopment projects, due to the lack of checks and 
balances resulting from an oppressed civil society and lack of other controlling mechanisms. 
It is within this authoritarian yet neoliberal political economic context that the contemporary 
urban redevelopment policy in China should be analyzed, which is outlined below.  
 
3.3.1 China’s National New Type Urbanization Plan, the 13th Five-Year Plan, and Local Policy 
On a national level, China’s urban (re)development strategy is found in the National New-Type 
Urbanization Plan 2014-2020 (NUP), launched in March 2014, and the current 13th five-year 
plan from 2016, primarily in its part VIII on New Urbanization. Both policy documents are 
consistent with each other, where the former in general terms can be seen as a more detailed 
statement of the visions presented in the latter. In short, the NUP promotes a more 
sustainable, inclusive and ‘people-centered’ urbanization process in China. With a relatively 
ambitious agenda to avert environmental degradation, build more dense and integrated 
urban form, and promote urban inclusion through hukou reform, the NUP resonates with 
much of the international urban development debate, and further marks China’s turn to a 
more qualitative urban development. Regarding urban redevelopment, the NUP points out 
inner-city district redevelopment and the construction of new districts as means to, “increase 
the urban land use efficiency, and improve the environment of urban human settlements 
(Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party and State Council of the People’s 
Republic of China, 2014: chapter 15. Author’s translation).” More specifically, it states that:  
 

In accordance with the requirement to give equal importance to urban redevelopment and 
preservation renovation, refine the mechanisms of redevelopment of old urban districts, and 
optimize and upgrade the function of old urban districts. Speed up the relocation and 
redevelopment of old urban industrial areas; vigorously push forward the redevelopment of 
slum areas; steadily carry out the redevelopment of urban villages; systematically advance the 
comprehensive repair of old residential compounds and redevelopment of old hazardous houses 
and dispersed houses; and overall improve the environment of human settlements (Ibid.: 
chapter 15, section 1. Author’s translation).  

 
On the one hand, the pinpointing of slums and urban villages as primer sites of urban 
redevelopment can be seen as the Chinese government’s ambition to improve livelihood 
quality. However, on the other hand, by doing so it targets the spaces that are home to people 
and groups of low income in the cities, particularly migrants. Moreover, the line between 
these two categories of urban space is blurred, as the NUP advocates to, “gradually combine 
other slum and urban village redevelopments and incorporate them within the scope of urban 
slum redevelopment (Ibid. Author’s translation).” Xue (2017: 3) points out that the slum-
renovation discourse in China is in fact increasingly treating ‘slums’ (penhuqu xc2) and 
‘urban villages’ as a singular object for redevelopment, although urban villages have a 
particular land use right structure and significant qualitative variations in relation to the 
general perception of ‘slums’. The task of redeveloping these slum areas are expected to be 
completed by 2020, according to the NUP. This ambition is echoed in the 13th five-year plan, 
which goes further to declare that, “urban ‘villages’ and rundown urban areas with a 
combined population of approximately 100 million (NDRC, 2016: 102),” are to be redeveloped.  
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The national five-year plan also articulates that redevelopment is a tool for cities to 
achieve certain status and functions. It states that, “[m]egacities and supercities should move 
faster to become more international, relieve their central areas as appropriate of functions 
nonessential to their roles (Ibid.: 95).” In practice, this implies that inner city urban villages, 
for instance, should be regarded as functionally nonessential in a global megacity like 
Shenzhen. This highlights how the pressure for redevelopment of the above pinpointed sites, 
in particular slums and urban villages, is triggered by globalization and the desire by the 
Chinese government to create an international image in certain cities.  

The aim to demolish and redevelop urban villages is, as noted earlier, not new with the 
NUP and the current five-year plan. Rather, this political economic ambition has figured in 
China at least since the 1990’s, then became intensified in the mid-2000’s, and has now 
become more openly expressed in the national policy level (Ren, 2018: 97-100). These 
national visions and targets are then locally implemented through various policy initiatives 
that are shaped to match with the local condition. For example, the ‘three old redevelopment 
policy’ (sanjiu gaizao zhengce �lg¨h�), which launched as a policy framework by the 
Guangdong provincial government in 2009, expresses a land categorization of urban 
redevelopment in order to meet the increased demand for exploitable land. The three old 
refers to old neighborhoods, old industrial areas, and old villages, i.e. urban villages, which the 
policy targets as key sites for redevelopment, and does so by introducing new mechanisms 
and methods for implementation (Xu et al., 2016: 21). In addition, Shenzhen in the same year 
published its policy guideline entitled ‘Method for Urban Redevelopment for the City of 
Shenzhen’ (shenzhenshi chengshi gengxin banfa �AYEYoj/~), which e.g. sets out 
instruments for negotiation between developers, land users, and the local government (Ibid.).  
Yet another local adoption of urban redevelopment policy is Zhejiang provincial government’s 
‘Three Redevelop, One Demolish’ (san gai yi chai �g�e) program that was launched in 
2013. In similarity with the above, the policy specifies local strategies and methods that 
promote redevelopment of old residential districts, old industrial areas, and urban villages, 
while also including demolition of illegal buildings into its plan (Wang & Cheng, 2016: iii). 
Whereas these are a few examples, there are numerous other similar policies crafted at the 
local level. Overall, local urban redevelopment policies in China is to a high degree a reflection 
of national policies and targets, yet the methods and actual implementation of these varies 
among the different localities.  
 
3.3.2 Urban Redevelopment Practice: Compensation, Relocation, and Eviction 
In practice, urban redevelopment in China is often a complex process of multiple stakeholders, 
especially concerning urban villages. According to the constitutional amendment in 1988 with 
the urban land reform, which introduced the ability to buy and transfer urban land use rights, 
all urban land available for private actors must go through a formal bidding process where the 
market sets the final price. However, the occurrence of informal land use transfers has not 
been uncommon in China, especially in the 1990’s. In the informal process, land use rights are 
either purchased outside the regular market through side-fees, or are acquired with the help 
of personal connections, guanxi (&�), with local government officials (Friedmann, 2005: 
106).  

If the land which use rights have been purchased is unoccupied, development can begin 
immediately. However, as urban land is often inhabited by residents or commercial actors, 
the developer first needs to handle process eviction, relocation, and/or compensation. This 
process is regulated by national legislation, which has changed over time. Ren (2018: 100-102) 
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highlights that previous legislation between 1991-2001 facilitated forced demolition and 
redevelopment without the consent of the residents. The growing discontent and protest 
from this practice lead to the revision of this policy in 2001. However, though the developers 
became more restricted in the revised policy, local residents were still without voice in the 
process and forced demolitions continued. In 2011, a new policy was introduced to replace 
the previous, in which forced demolition is prevented, consent by residents is required, and 
compensation, in the forms of housing and/or monetary, is more specified. However, Ren 
notes that the new regulations are somewhat ambiguous and leave room for interpretation, 
and concludes that, “[a]lthough municipal governments are key decision-makers over urban 
renewal programs, their power is no longer unchecked (Ibid.: 102).”  

When it comes to redevelopment of urban villages, the situation is made more complex 
due to the ownership structure and collective organization through ‘village corporatism’ 
(Hsing, 2010), as touched upon in section 2.4. Before starting demolition and redevelopment, 
the developer has to negotiate compensation and other legal matters with the original 
villagers that are represented through shareholding cooperatives. The outcome and process 
of these negotiations is dependent on factors such as the institutional legal framework, the 
attitude of the local government, the land use value, and the negotiation power of the 
developer vis-à-vis the village cooperative. Even though recommendations for relocation and 
monetary compensation exist, these can vary significantly from each case. Hsing argues that, 
“relocation almost always bring loss of control over land, disintegration of village organization, 
and rupture of peasants’ collective identity. Location matters, but relocation matters more 
(Ibid.: 188).” While this socio-spatial analysis is accurate, Ren (2013: 127) also highlights that 
village corporations that possess attractive land and strong negotiation power can go, “from 
villagers to billionaires,” given the developer’s level of compensation. Housing relocation can 
be offered at a different site further out from the city center, or through in-situ resettlement 
by which the villagers are compensated with new-built housing inside the former village area. 
Although the latter has been more exception than rule, relocation at site will be arranged for 
the villagers of Baishizhou. The urban village tenants, however, who are the majority of the 
population, are not included in the compensation package and are hence evicted.  

The inclusion in, or exclusion from, redevelopment compensation programs in China is 
enforced by the divergence in rights bound to property ownership versus tenancy. Only 
property owners are entitled to compensation and relocation from demolition and 
redevelopment of their property, while tenants stand without any significant rights in this 
regard. In practice, tenants are often simply told by the landlords to move out from the 
property prior to demolition, without any compensation or alternative for relocation (Shin, 
2013: 1182). For the urban poor, the possibility of buying property is often out of reach, 
especially in megacities with surging real estate prices. Shenzhen, for example, had the most 
expensive average selling price for new real estate properties in 2016 in all China, with 45 146 
yuan/m2 [≈6 663 USD] for residential buildings. This can be compared with e.g. Shanghai which 
sold for an average 24 747 yuan/m2 [≈3 653 USD], and with the average for China’s 35 largest 
cities being 10 777 yuan/m2 [≈1 590 USD] (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2017: section 
19-17). Moreover, the exclusion from the urban property market is further enforced 
structurally by the country’s hukou system. Besides the lack of access to education, healthcare 
and other social welfare systems for non-local and rural hukou holders, buying property is 
legally complicated if not impossible without a local urban hukou. Wu (2010: 82) argues that 
this, “replacement of citizenship with property rights,” propels the making of the urban poor 
in China. More specifically, “[a]s for migrant workers, they are disenfranchised because their 
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citizenship of the nation-state does not grant them the ‘right to the city’, including the right 
to control how property rights should be ‘clarified’,” which in turn refuse them, “the right to 
participate in the land development regime (Ibid.).” Thus, in the case of urban villages, the 
majority of the residents are excluded from urban redevelopment compensation and 
relocation efforts, due to their status as tenants and not property owners.  
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4 Theoretical Framework  
 
The following section is a presentation of the theoretical framework of the thesis. As displayed 
by Figure 5, it consists of four segments which combined serves as the analytical framework 
for the thesis’ case study, in order to answer the research questions: The first segment 
identifies the current dominant political economic ideology that is active in urban 
redevelopment policy in China, namely state-led neoliberal urbanism, under an authoritarian 
socialist capitalist regime. It will be utilized for the policy analysis and for understanding policy 
implication and impact; The second segment presents the main socio-economic processes 
that are produced, promoted, and engaged in that ideological environment, in particular 
gentrification by urban redevelopment, which is further intertwined in processes of migration, 
hukou-regulations, and other socio-political factors. These theoretical concepts will be 
employed in order to investigate the socio-economic processes at play in the urban 
redevelopment practice of the case study; The third segment describes the new policy 
ambition of China regarding urban redevelopment as articulated in the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and the New Urban Agenda (NUA), which is a global policy 
framework that China has adopted and is committed to. This normative political ambition, 
which also is highly visible in the country’s national New Type Urbanization Plan and the 13th 
five-year plan, will be used for discussion and evaluation of the case study in respect to 
sustainable urban development; The fourth and final segment constitutes an alternative 
bottom-up urbanism perspective, composed by the different yet complementing theoretical 
concepts of Everyday Urbanism, Transformative Planning, Now Urbanism, and Insurgent 
Public Spaces. These together are challenging the dominant top-down approach of neoliberal 
urbanism, and also function as a potential analytical framework through which the SDGs and 
NUA can be better understood and locally implemented.  
 
Important to point out here is that although the sustainability discourse of the NUA does in 
several areas overlap with the neoliberal urbanism discourse, they still have significant 
contradictions and can to a certain extent be seen as competing discourses. Hence, this thesis 
views neoliberal urbanism as the general effective mode through which current urban 
redevelopment practice in China commonly materializes, while it views the sustainable urban 
development of the NUA as a more normative ambition that has the capacity to alter the 
practice and outcome of urban redevelopment in the country. As such, I argue that sustainable 
urban development with time has the potential to supersede, change, or merge with 
neoliberal urbanism, and thus produce new discourses on urban redevelopment. For example, 
profit-driven urban redevelopment may collide with the concern for affordable housing 
provision for the marginalized urban poor, which causes tension and a consequent demand 
for new ideas and discourses to emerge. These dynamics, in turn, activate the alternative 
bottom-up urbanism approach, which can be used to analyze and better understand the 
current processes in urban redevelopment and further point out alternative development 
trajectories.  

First, however, it is crucial to present the thesis’ notion of spatiality, and particularly 
space in relation to political economy. It does so by employing the concept of spatial political 
economy, which will be presented below.  
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Figure 5. The Thesis’ Theoretical Framework, Key Concepts, and Case Study Design 

Figure 5. The thesis’ theoretical framework is presented in four segments with their main concepts 
outlined. The interrelation of the segments, and their different applications and research methodologies 
in the case study, are visualized. The framework is further described in chapter 4. (Diagram by the author.) 
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4.1 Spatial Political Economy: A Meta-Theoretical Perspective 
The theoretical framework of this thesis is guided by and employs the concept of spatial 
political economy. Cuthbert (2006), who have made significant contributions to develop this 
concept in relation to urban design, holds that, “[s]patial political economy can be considered 
a meta-language or meta-narrative. It constitutes a loose coalition of ideas with a powerful 
intellectual base that goes back to Adam Smith, Hegel and Marx (Ibid.: 15).” As such, it is not 
a specific theory in itself. Instead, its object is to include and emphasize the spatial dimension 
in political economy – and likewise to include political economy into urban design and 
planning theory and practice – through a recognition of the different sets of theories that drive 
and formulate the political economy of space. This overarching and cross-disciplinary 
approach is further emphasized by Cuthbert who states that, “[a]nother property of spatial 
political economy is its wholesale rejection of any division of knowledge based upon 
professional and academic boundaries (Ibid.).” Also, and important for this thesis, the 
analytical lens of spatial political economy enables examination of how ideology is connected 
to spatial practices and form: “Politics is represented at the intersection of the economic with 
social, mediated through ideology. Urban design is an instrument of class politics as well as an 
important method of social control and liberation. It constitutes the space where political 
ideologies are played out in concrete form (Ibid.: 79 [emphasis added]).”  

This, in turn, draws from Henri Lefebvre’s understanding of spatiality:  
 

Space is not a scientific object removed from ideology or politics; it has always been political and 
strategic. (…) Space has been shaped and molded from historical and natural elements, but this 
has been a political process. Space is political and ideological. It is a product literally filled with 
ideologies (Lefebvre, 1976: 31).  

 
The intimate relation between ideology – that is, political values, strategies, and struggle – 
and the production of material and social space, as put forward by Lefebvre, is key in the 
analysis throughout this thesis. Indeed, by basing much of his philosophy and ontology on the 
materialism of Hegel and Marx, Lefebvre (1991 [1974]) argues for an analytical understanding 
of the production of space as being foundationally associated with it social relations. He 
maintains that, “[t]he initial or foundation of social space is nature – natural or physical space 
(p. 402)”, and that, “[s]ocial relations, which are concrete abstractions, have no real existence 
save in and through space. Their underpinning is spatial (p. 404 [emphasis in original]).” The 
importance of a spatial dimension in the analysis of social processes is further stressed by 
Lefebvre when considering a global context. He means that social relations are reproduced at 
the global level, especially through commodity production and trade, and that, “[v]ia all kinds 
of interactions, the world market creates configurations and inscribes changing spaces on the 
surface of the earth, spaces governed by conflict and contradictions (Ibid.).” Hence, political 
economy is in this view embedded in, and is constantly reshaping, space.  
 
Here I want to make a distinction between the analytical and political functions found in the 
theoretical concepts above: Although this thesis is inspired by the materialist approach in an 
analytical sense, it does not necessarily adhere to all of its normative political implication. In 
other words, the thesis aims to employ a spatial political economic perspective, highlighting 
the interrelation between space, policy, and social life, yet without subscribing to an overly 
deterministic theoretical standpoint. However, the thesis does acknowledge that there is not 
a clear-cut distinction of what may be regarded as being purely political and what is not. Yet 
as the thesis takes on an analysis of the Chinese context, a country which political system is 
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highly influenced by Marxism, this distinction between analytical and ideological political 
functions is necessary to point out here.  
 
4.2 Neoliberal Urbanism: Market Driven Urban Redevelopment 
This thesis identifies neoliberal urbanism as the actually existing mode of urban 
(re)development in China, though distinctly shaped by the local state-authoritarian 
governance system of China. In order to analyze the case study and answer the research 
questions, the below section presents the theoretical understanding of neoliberal urbanism, 
its ideological roots, and its application on China today.  
 
4.2.1 Neoliberalism  
Neoliberal policies have played a key role in molding urban redevelopment policy and practice 
during the last few decades, and it is fair to say that it today is the dominant ideological driver 
that produces the prevailing spatial, political, and economic urban condition throughout large 
parts of the world. It is not the aim here to provide an in-depth analysis of neoliberalism, but 
rather to present a critical reading of its foundational ideas and values, and specifically to 
highlight the impact of neoliberalism on urban redevelopment processes and consequent 
socio-economic restructuring today. Although this thesis acknowledges neoliberalism as an 
originally Western concept, still the global spread of the ideology has indeed made it ‘global’ 
in character and is thus apt as an analytical concept also for the Chinese context.  

As a much debated, and widely contested, set of ideas and values, neoliberalism got its 
hold in the post-war Western context from the 1970’s and had its global breakthrough in the 
80’s and 90’s. Central in neoliberalism is the deregulation and globalization of markets and 
financial instruments, privatization, decentralization, and the withdrawal of the state and 
reduction of its welfare apparatus. While this may work as a general description of 
neoliberalism, the term is nevertheless fuzzy and is as a policy tool a constantly evolving 
concept. Indeed, although neoliberalism has its ideological roots in the free market ideas of 
economists such as Milton Friedman and Friedrich Hayek in the post-World War II period, it 
always takes it specific form given the local conditions and path-dependencies. The more 
extensive implementation of neoliberal policies, and subsequent reconfiguration and 
reduction of state power, is often associated with the governance under Margaret Thatcher 
in the United Kingdom and Ronald Reagan in the United States, who both expanded the space 
for privatized markets in their respective countries during the 1980’s. It later on in the 1990’s 
became associated with the ‘Washington Consensus’ of the World Bank (WB) and 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), which further established neoliberalism as the hegemonic 
political economic rationale. Today, neoliberalism has indeed become a global phenomenon 
(Peck, Theodore and Brenner, 2012).  

Mayer & Künker (2012: 4-6) identifies two main, and complimenting, theoretical 
understandings of contemporary neoliberalism: The neo-Marxist, which emphasizes class 
struggle and the political economic role of the state, whereby private market forces 
commodifies former public goods and spaces; and the Foucauldian, which emphasizes modes 
of governmentality and power that shape private and public actors in promoting their 
interests. Common for both perspectives, however, is the view on the state, which is seen as 
an active actor in facilitating the extending reach and mandate of market forces. (Mayer, 2016: 
60).  

Yet, the degree to which state institutions intervene in, or withdraw from, market forces 
varies significantly between different places and political contexts. Peck, Theodore and 
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Brenner (2012: 272-273) therefore suggests that neoliberalism should be regarded as a 
process, instead of being a fixed concept, and thus phrases it as ‘neoliberalization’. Within this 
process of constantly evolving neoliberalization, crisis and policy failure are not regarded as 
obstacles. Rather, these are instead a, “powerful impetus for their accelerating proliferation 
and reinvention across sites and scales (Ibid.: 273)”. In other words, the flexibility of 
neoliberalism in this process-oriented approach makes it adaptable to considerably different 
political contexts: “[N]eoliberalization projects assume contextually specific forms as they 
collide with diverse regulatory landscapes inherited from earlier rounds of regulatory 
formations, such as Fordism or national developmentalism or state socialism” (Mayer, 2016: 
59-60). Similarly, Peck, Theodore and Brenner (2012: 271) mean that, “[n]eoliberalization can 
therefore be articulated only in incomplete, hybrid modalities [emphasis in original].” This 
process-oriented and culturally adaptive theoretical stance towards neoliberalism is 
employed in this thesis, as it opens up for analysis of such processes and ideas at play in China, 
with its socialist state-capitalist system.  

The dominance of neoliberalism, in its global and local variations, has, according to 
Swyngedouw (2011), further created a new condition of post-political order. The neoliberal 
project, with its inherent market-oriented logic, has become a hegemonic norm in society to 
the extent that the politics behind market-based decision are increasingly deemed as non-
political and uncritically accepted in the name of economic growth. As today’s political elite, 
he argues, has built a consensus, “(…) around the inevitability of the neoliberal capitalism as 
an economic system,” it has consequently, “(…) eliminated a genuine political space of 
disagreement (Ibid.: 27).” Accordingly, what Swyngedouw calls the ‘post-political city’ is the 
material expression of this neoliberal condition, in which market-based policymaking and 
privatizing practices are the overriding norms in contemporary urbanism.  
 
4.2.2 Neoliberal Urbanism 
Neoliberal urbanism, then, is the mode in which processes of neoliberalization shape, 
structure, and govern the built and lived urban condition. The instruments that facilitate these 
processes consists of mix of urban policies, zoning laws, tax regulations, migration laws, etc. 
In turn, these measures have a variety of outcomes: Proponents of neoliberalism highlight 
overall GDP growth, global competitiveness, and increased quality in (segments of) the built 
environment, all due to market-driven effectivization and globalization of the urban system; 
Critics, on the other hand, point to increased socio-spatial segregation and polarization, 
diminishing tenant and labor rights, and privatization and increased surveillance of ‘public’ 
spaces, all due to the uneven spatial distribution of resources inherent in neoliberalism (Mayer, 
2016: 64-65).  

Given that the character of neoliberal urbanism evolves alongside the spatial political 
economic context and evolution, the post-financial crisis round of neoliberalization (since 
2008) has four significant attributes, according to Mayer (2016: 65-69): Firstly, the continuing 
dominance of the “pursuit of growth first (p. 65 [emphasis in original]),” by which events and 
‘festivalization’ of urban spaces aim to attract investments and human capital. This growth 
ideology has also further opened up global capital into real estate markets, which has caused 
property prices to increase sharply; Secondly, cities now implement “entrepreneurial forms of 
governance in even-more policy areas (p. 66 [emphasis in original]).” These privatized and 
more project-driven political processes are, according to Mayer, less transparent and 
democratic, and more instead open to global investment and interests; Thirdly, an increase in 
“privatization of public infrastructure and services (p. 67 [emphasis in original]),” which has 
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further led to a financialization of these amenities. Urban public functions now operate as 
sources for capital accumulation, which in turn has made land rent levels increase and thus 
displaced certain ‘low-level’ services from attractive areas; Fourth and finally, social 
polarization has increased, and is now managed through on the one hand policies of 
displacement, and on the other hand economic upgrading and urban redevelopment projects 
of poorer and marginalized districts. The latter does, according to Mayer, however lead to a 
gradual displacement as rents increase.  

Moreover, and on an individual level, it is argued that the neoliberal governmentality 
produces a certain concept of self, which particularly affects urban society and life. In this 
regard, Leitner et al. (2007: 4) holds that:  

 
Under neoliberalism, individual freedom is redefined as the capacity for self-realization and 
freedom from bureaucracy rather than freedom from want, with human behaviour 
reconceptualized along economic lines. Individuals are empowered to actively make self-
interested choices and are made responsible for acting in this way to advance both their well-
being and that of society. Employees are redefined as entrepreneurs with and obligation to work, 
to better themselves and society, rather than having a right to work.  

 
This identity of the ‘entrepreneurial self’ is further shaped by the rearticulating of citizenship 
under neoliberalism. Given the dismantling of the welfare state through neoliberalization, 
Aihwa Ong points out that social and economic entitlements and rights are increasingly guided 
by market forces, so that people with human capital and competences in demand are mobile 
and can, “exercise citizenship-like claims in diverse locations. Meanwhile, citizens who are 
judged not to have such tradable competence or potential become devalued and thus 
vulnerable to exclusionary practice (Ong, 2006: 7).” Under these conditions, inclusionary and 
exclusionary practices thus become manifest in the neoliberal urban experience.  

Urban redevelopment, then, as situated in a neoliberal urbanism context, intersects with 
all of these attributes: It is employed as a tool for real estate development-driven economic 

Figure 6. Urban Redevelopment under Neoliberal Urbanism 

Mechanisms Impact 

 
Promotes economic growth 
through marketization of space 

 
Real-estate property development for speculation and profit; 
primarily focus on inner-city districts 
 

Enables privatization of urban 
governance and (re)development 
 

Public private partnerships; developer-driven urban redevelopment 
 

Transforms and privatizes urban 
public space 

Privatization of public space; transformation through upgrading of 
public infrastructure and services  
 

Facilitates material upgrading 
(‘creative destruction’) 
 

Gentrification of space; displacement of people 
 

Assumes transformation of 
individual subjects and citizenship  

Promotion of the ‘entrepreneurial self’; reconfiguration of citizenship 
with inclusion/exclusion due to economical and institutional access 
 

Figure 6. Summary of the main mechanisms of urban redevelopment under neoliberal urbanism, and its 
spatial political economic impact. The framework draws on Mayer (2016), Leitner et al. (2007), and Ong 
(2006). (Summarized and categorized by the author.) 
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growth, which further promotes the marketization of space; it is subject to privatized 
governance and investment constellations; it enables transformation and privatization of 
public infrastructure and services; it contributes directly or indirectly to the displacement of 
marginalized groups through economic upgrading programs; and it assumes that the 
individual subject of the ‘entrepreneurial self’ is responsible for coping with the inclusionary 
and exclusionary processes of urban redevelopment. This is summarized in Figure 6.  
 
4.2.3 The Emergence of the ‘Global City’ 
Parallel with, and by many seen as a consequence of, the rise of neoliberalism is the 
emergence of ‘global cities’, sometimes also named ‘world cities’. The form and function of 
global cities has gained much scholarly attention since the late 1980’s, and is still today a 
widely used concept for understanding the spatial political economy of cities in a globalized 
economy (see e.g. Friedmann, 1986). It is beyond the scope of this thesis to present an 
overview of the larger global city debate, still the global city concept is instructive in the 
theoretical framework of this thesis as it brings in the global scale into the local formation of 
emerging global cities, such as Shenzhen.  

Saskia Sassen, whose writing has been central in defining and theorizing on the 
characteristics of the global city, points out that these cities have indeed emerged as a result 
of the economic restructuring from the late 1970’s, which has implied, “a spatially dispersed, 
yet globally integrated organization of economic activity (Sassen, 2001: 3).” She suggests that 
this has produced global cities, which share four new functional characteristics relative to 
earlier: they are centers of organizational control of the world economy; they have a 
concentration of finance and specialized services, which marks a shift away from the previous 
manufacturing economy; they are spaces of innovation and other forms of production by the 
service industries; they function as markets for these innovations and products (Ibid.: 3-4). 
The key underlying principle that creates these new functions is, according to Sassen, “that 
the more globalized the economy becomes, the higher the agglomeration of central functions 
in a relatively few sites, that is, in global cities (Ibid.: 5)”. This concentration of intense 
economic activity to such cities has made ‘becoming a global city’ a strategy for economic 
growth for many city-level and national governments.  

The economic functions of global cities have, in turn, produced certain urban forms, 
especially expressed in the tall, dense, and high-end built environment in the central business 
districts in these cities (Ibid.: 5). However, this is often juxtaposed by slums and other informal 
settlements in the global city (Douglass, 1998), expressing the increasing and persistent 
income inequality among the residents of these cities (Fainstein, 2001). Moreover, given the 
economic opportunities offered in global cities, immigration plays a central role in the 
formation of urban areas and economies. Samers (2002: 399) therefor argues that, instead of 
viewing global cities as a top-down production by multinational corporations (MNC), States, 
and other major actors, these cities are, “the locus for a ‘transnational political mobilization 
from below’ (rather than above).”  

 
China is not an exception when it comes to making its cities ‘global’ as a strategy for economic 
growth. Since reform and opening up policies were introduced in 1978, and in particular since 
the 1990s, foreign direct investments (FDI) has played a substantial role in building and 
restructuring the economic base. In the parallel urbanization process during that time, key 
cities been devoted for urban transformation to become attractive centers for MNCs and for 
financial and other specialized services to establish (Wu, 2008: 178-183). Shanghai in 
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particular has been portrayed as the main emerging global city in China, with its bustling 
financial and business district Pudong, which urban form is characterized by landmark office 
skyscrapers and dense top-tier residential condominiums. However, while recognizing 
Shanghai as a global city with vital global banking and finance services, Wei, Leung and Luo 
(2006: 242-243) argue that the city is still in an early phase, and that further institutional, 
financial, and political reforms need to take place at the national level in order for it to grow 
and become a major global city.  

Shenzhen too has ambitious plans of becoming a recognized global city. Ananya Roy 
(2011: 316) describes Shenzhen as, “a site for the making of multiple regimes of globality – 
from the global city to the global value chain.” Indeed, as deeply embedded in the global 
economy of manufacturing, tech, and specialized service economy, Shenzhen aims to use its 
geographical location and financial strength to further compete on the global scale. Zhang and 
Huang (2014: 143) argue that becoming a global city is the, “inevitable choice,” for Shenzhen 
in the post-financial crisis era, and stress the city’s geographical proximity to Hong Kong as 
being crucial in this effort.  

With a similar concern about geographical proximity, Scott (2001: 813) has extended the 
reach of global cities and calls for attention to the rise of global-city regions, which he refers 
to as an, “emerging political-economic unit with increasing autonomy of action on the national 
and world stages”. Certainly, the Pearl River Delta-area (PRD), where Shenzhen is located 
among its neighboring cities Guangzhou, Dongguang, Zhuhai, Hong Kong, and Macau, is often 
represented as the archetype of global city-regions (Derudder & Witlox, 2008: 16). However, 
the cities in these regions still compete individually on a global scale, and a global city-region 
may thus contain several individual global cities. Important here, though, is to highlight 
Shenzhen’s geographical economical position in a globalized economy, and its political 
ambition to become a global city, which will be returned to in the case study.  
 
4.2.4 The Chinese Case: Neoliberal Urbanism with Chinese Characteristics 
As chapter two has stressed, China’s rapid economic growth and global integration has in 
much been due to active policy interventions and experiments by the Chinese government, as 
well as the influx of global capital into China. These economic and social policies have 
increasingly been framed as neoliberal. David Harvey (2005: 120-151) highlights that China’s 
economic reforms coincided with the neoliberal turn in the West in the 1980’s, and thus 
became part of an already existing global neoliberal movement through exposing its economy 
to the world market. Although the Chinese governments still plays a central role in guiding the 
country’s economy, Harvey – argues that, “China (…) has definitely moved towards 
neoliberalization and the reconstruction of class power, albeit ‘with distinctly Chinese 
characteristics’ (Harvey, 2005: 151).” This process-oriented approach of ‘neoliberalization’ is 
in line with the above argument of Peck, Theodore & Brenner (2012), and suggests that 
neoliberalism in China adapts to the local context and preconditions. Indeed, Chu and So (2010: 
46-72) point out that the Chinese State has adopted a gradualist approach in introducing 
market-oriented policies, resulting in what the authors call ‘state neoliberalism.’ Further, they 
argue that:  
 

(…) the communist party-state’s overriding concern for its survival and continued leadership has 
been critical in shaping not only its initial decision to insert itself into the global capitalist order, 
but also subsequent decision to deepen neoliberal practices, and to reassert its position as leader 
of emerging social forces and benefactor of the underprivileged. At the same time, neoliberal 
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practices also give rise to ideological and political tensions within the communist party-state 
(Chu and So, 2010: 47-48).  

 
Thus, while the Chinese communist party-state officially maintains its ideological foundation 
of ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’ (
>����� zhongguo tese shehuizhuyi), 
neoliberal market-oriented policies are being implemented in practice. This is what He and 
Wu (2009) calls a ‘hidden form of neoliberalization’, and highlight the Chinese state’s flexibility 
in implementing neoliberal policies. The Chinese party-state, they point out, is very active in 
the ‘roll out’ phase of neoliberal policies by optimizing the conditions for the market, but then 
never carries out the ‘roll back’ phase, and instead, “always plays an interventionist role in the 
neoliberalizing process (Ibid.: 296).” Hence, He and Wu conclude that neoliberalization in 
China does not follow a prearranged path and form, but is rather a reactive and experimental 
process: “This means that neoliberalism with Chinese characteristics has a very responsive 
and resilient system to tackle the intrinsic problems of neoliberalism, such as market failure, 
uneven development, social inequality and citizen opposition (Ibid.: 297).”  

The decentralization of power to local governments in China, as also highlighted in 
chapter two, has been seen both as a consequence of neoliberal policies and as strategy to 
further implement local market-oriented experiments. Walker and Buck (2007: 62-64) 
underline that in the post-reform era, local governments in China have become 
entrepreneurial actors that are driven by targets to generate increased revenues from tax and 
rent. Moreover, as the central government has favored cities as, “vehicles of transition (Ibid.: 
62),” into a capitalist economy, land use right-leases and property development has become 
crucial parts in local government growth strategies. He and Wu (2009) describe this 
decentralized market-driven urbanization strategy in China as an expression of neoliberal 
urbanism. However, in a later paper, Wu (2016a: 654) is more cautious with the term 
‘neoliberal urbanism’ in the Chinese context, as it may be misleading and obscure the Chinese 
state’s active role in neoliberalization. This argument is developed in a subsequent paper by 
Wu (2016b: 339) where he stresses that using the term ‘neoliberalism’ has both, “value and 
limitation,” for explaining Chinese cities: “In contrast to [neoliberalism as] an ideology of free 
market dominance, Chinese local development shows a hybrid form, combining the features 
of the developmental state with instruments created in the market. Pragmatism is adopted to 
legitimize the state as a key driver for economic growth (Ibid.: 345).” Though not explicit in 
Wu’s paper, this argument indicates at a ‘state authoritarian neoliberal urbanism’ as the 
effective mode through which Chinese cities are being (re)developed today, consisting of a 
mix of free market forces and state interventionalist mechanisms which together shape urban 
China.  

However, this thesis still argues for the employment of the term ‘neoliberal urbanism’ 
also in the Chinese context, as that can connect the market-oriented processes in China with 
similar processes of neoliberalization that are active on a global scale. At the same time, 
though, this thesis maintains an open attitude towards the interpretation of neoliberalism as 
it is being articulated in the Chinese urban system and experience. Adhering to the critique 
posed by post-colonial urbanists such as Robinson (2006) and Roy (2009), this thesis seeks to 
‘decolonize’ the Western-produced urban theories by promoting a bottom-up perspective, 
which instead involves the production of local situated knowledge and a sensitivity to the local 
conditions. In other words, the thesis’ theoretical stance sets out to identify the global 
tendencies in China’s urban (re)development (market-oriented policies through neoliberal 
urbanism), while simultaneously recognizing the local particular processes at play (processes 
of neoliberalization with interventions by the state). This stance is recurring and further 
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pronounced in the section below on a common process within, and possible outcome of, 
neoliberal urbanism, namely gentrification.  
 
4.3 Gentrification 
This thesis views the processes of gentrification as being facilitated and propelled by 
neoliberal urbanism through urban redevelopment. Therefore, gentrification processes 
should be seen both as an expected outcome of neoliberal policy, and also as strategy 
employed by neoliberal urban (re)development agencies. This argument is in line with that of 
Theodore, Peck, and Brenner (2011: 22), who hold that the, “[r]estructuring [of] urban housing 
markets,” is one of the main, “[m]echanisms of neoliberal urbanization.” More specifically, 
they highlight that the neoliberal, “[m]oment of ‘destruction’,” amounts to the, “[r]azing [of] 
public housing and other low-rent accommodation,” while the neoliberal “[m]ovement of 
‘creation’,” equals the, “[c]reation of new opportunities for speculative investment in central-
city real estate markets.” Although this movement of ‘creative destruction’ through urban 
redevelopment, i.e. gentrification, is not always easily distinguished as exclusively being due 
to neoliberal policy within the context of the authoritarian governed China, still the 
interconnection of neoliberal urbanism and gentrification has proven to be strong in China too 
(He and Wu, 2009).  

Furthermore, as a strategy of intervention in the already built environment, urban 
redevelopment always takes place within a social space. That is, it involves and impacts the 
lives of people, groups, and networks. Thus, the social experience of urban redevelopment 
can be complex, and both positive and/or negative: in a particular redevelopment process, 
one person’s positive experience of economic upgrading and inclusion may coexist with 
another person’s experience of exclusion and displacement. These socio-spatial processes and 
power dynamics will be presented theoretically below through the concept of gentrification.  
 
4.3.1 Gentrification and Expulsions: Economic Upgrading and Evictions 
Gentrification is, as already touched upon, closely linked with, but not exclusive to, urban 
redevelopment practice. As a somewhat fuzzy term, the definitions of gentrification are plenty. 
At the core of gentrification is, however, the spatial practice of economic ‘upgrading’ and its 
socio-spatial implications, often in the form of displacement of the original (working class) 
users and the influx of a new (middle class) demography. The class perspective is inherent in 
the term ‘gentrification’. It originates from the observations made by Ruth Glass (1964) in 
London of the displacement of the working class that was replaced by the influx of the ‘gentry’, 
i.e. the middle class, following renovation and redevelopment of these former working class 
neighborhoods.  

However, the causes and effects of gentrification are in reality multiple and complex. For 
example, gentrification has often been referred to as a process that takes place in inner-city 
neighborhoods, although similar processes do take place in e.g. suburban or rural areas. Thus, 
attempts to theorize the causes of gentrification are many. Smith (1979) emphasizes the 
production-side of gentrification, where public and private actors’ decisions to (not) invest in 
properties and public amenities in certain districts initiates processes of gentrification. This, 
he argues, is motivated by “capital revaluation” in which the ‘rent gap’ is capitalized upon: 
“The rent gap is the disparity between the potential ground rent level and the actual ground 
rent capitalized under the present land use. (…) Gentrification occurs when the gap is wide 
enough (Ibid.: 545)”. Ley (1994), on the other hand, emphasizes the consumption-side of 
gentrification and highlights the desire among the somewhat politically homogeneous, ‘left-
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liberal’-oriented, middle class to live in inner-city urban districts: “In its collective identity, 
geography matters, for central city living is far more than a convenience for the journey to 
work; it is constitutive of an urbane lifestyle (Ibid.: 69)”.  

In a move beyond this dichotomy – whether gentrification is driven by profit-seeking 
developers, or by lifestyle-oriented consumption choices – Clark (2005: 261) argues for a 
broader definition that captures the very roots of the phenomenon of gentrification. He 
suggests that the causal forces of gentrification are threefold: the commodification of space; 
polarized power relations; and the subject that ‘gentrifies’, which he calls ‘the vagrant 
sovereign’. Further, Clark underlines that gentrification is not a recent phenomenon, and 
points to its manifestation in Engel’s observations in the mid-19th century of displacements 
of the working class due to profit maximizing rent adjustments.  

With these complexities in mind, Clark proposes an “elastic yet targeted definition (Ibid.: 
258)” of gentrification: “Gentrification is a process involving a change in the population of 
land-users such that the new users are of higher socio-economic status than the previous users, 
together with an associated change in the built environment through a reinvestment in fixed 
capital (Ibid. [emphasis added]).” This thesis employs the above definition by Clark as the 
guiding general description of gentrification. Especially, the ‘elasticity’ of this definition is 
suitable for this thesis in its analysis of a non-Western context, as it can facilitate the 
particularities of local conditions, which in turn can modify the definition to produce a 
localized understanding of the processes at work. Therefore, the thesis also agrees with Smith 
and Williams (1986: 3) who maintain that, “rather than risk constraining our understanding of 
this developing process [of gentrification] by imposing definitional order, we should strive to 
consider the broad range of processes that contribute to this restructuring and to understand 
the links between seemingly separate processes.”  

In effort to further the analysis of prevailing spatial political economic practices and their 
effects, Sassen (2014) employs the term ‘expulsions’ to describe how there has been an 
increase globally, “in the number of people, enterprises, and places expelled from the core 
social and economic orders of our time (Ibid.: 1)”. Although the terminology does not 
specifically describe processes of gentrification, it aims to highlight the underlying forces that 
facilitate such processes. Using the term ‘expulsions’ is a deliberate move beyond the 
conventional concepts of e.g. neoliberalism and gentrification, though these are part of the 
structure and effects of the contemporary political economy. Expulsions, according to Sassen, 
are produced and encompass all from the displacement of people through land-grabs to the 
environmental destruction through toxic and hazardous mining activities. Moreover, these 
expulsions are often brutal and strike the marginalized and poor (Ibid.: 1-11). As spatial 
practices, Sassen points out that expulsions take place at various sites, “yet there are sites 
where it all comes together, where power becomes concrete and can be engaged, and where 
the oppressed are part of the social infrastructure for power. Global cities are one such site 
(Ibid.: 10-11 [emphasis in original]).” Thus, this thesis views the concept of expulsions as a 
potentially complementing, or overarching, theoretical understanding of the processes of 
gentrification within the mode of neoliberal urbanism. Although the thesis takes gentrification 
as its theoretical concept for analyzing urban redevelopment and socio-economic change, the 
concept of expulsions will be returned to in order to further the debate and understanding of 
these processes in China.  
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4.3.2 Local vs. Global Forces: Gentrification in Post-colonial Theory and Neoliberal Urbanism 
Recognizing the particularities of local conditions in processes of gentrification, while 
simultaneously observing its more globally reoccurring tendencies, is thus crucial in order to 
understand the complex dynamics of gentrification. Processes of displacements, for example, 
can be caused by local inequalities, laws, and path dependencies, and may not necessarily be 
due to global forces. Also, the dominance of class as the analytical focal point in gentrification 
studies has sometimes obscured other fundamental variables in processes of gentrification. 
Some of these variables have been highlighted through analyses involving the roles of e.g. 
ethnicity (Taylor, 2003), sexuality (Knopp, 1997), and gender (Bondi, 1999) in processes of 
gentrification.  

Moreover, the over-representation of major Western cities as cases in gentrification 
studies – which in turn has shaped the theorization of gentrification – has been increasingly 
critiqued, and calls for the involvement of non-Western and ‘less modern’ cities, experiences, 
and processes into the analysis has emerged in the last decades (Lees, Shin & López-Morales, 
2015). This argument takes place within the broader post-colonial urban theory debate, in 
which the hegemony of Western-produced urban concepts is questioned, and which instead 
aims to open up for new theory building that appreciates the local experiences and processes 
in the Global South. In line with this, Robinson’s (2006) post-colonial account aims to 
dismantle the Western bias and privilege, and move beyond fixed categories and hierarchies 
by understanding all cities as ‘ordinary’: “[I]nstead of seeing only some cities as the originators 
of urbanism, in a world of ordinary cities, ways of being urban and ways of making new kinds 
of urban futures are diverse and are the product of the inventiveness of people in cities 
everywhere (Ibid.: 1).” Similarly, Roy (2009: 820) rejects the dominance of the, “parochial 
experience of EuroAmerican cities,” and argues for a, “recalibration of the geographies of 
authoritative knowledge.” However, she underlines that Western-produced urban concepts, 
such as gentrification, may still be useful in the Global South and should not be limited to its 
origin. Instead, Roy argues that urban (gentrification) theory must be generated from local 
experience, and not simply be superimposed on ‘local cases’ with the interlocking of norms 
and values inherent in the Western experience.  

Indeed, there are distinct global-scale forces active in gentrification, which are then 
materialized in a particular local-scale space. Urban redevelopment practice often plays a 
central role in these inter-scalar gentrification processes. Smith (2002: 437-447) argues that 
gentrification by urban regeneration has become a global urban strategy for economic growth, 
and is not simply a randomly occurring phenomenon. Under the dominance of neoliberal 
urbanism, the main agents that promote this strategy are public or private actors, or public-
private partnerships. This top-down power structure make Smith suggest that gentrification 
should be seen as an increasingly systematized and planned activity, embedded in a globalized 
spatial political economy. The global-local dynamics in gentrification is echoed in Clark (2005: 
261) who holds that, “the structures and mechanisms involved [in gentrification] are by no 
means limited by neighborhood boundaries, as ties to foreign direct investment and ‘global 
city’ politics makes abundantly clear.”  

In the case of China, both the globalist neoliberal (top-down) and the post-colonial 
(bottom-up) perspectives on gentrification are effective.  
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4.3.3 Gentrification in China 
Gentrification as a term is hardly used in daily language in China, and is mainly employed in 
academic circles, although sparsely so given its politically sensitive nature.6 However, the 
demolition and redevelopment of the built environment, and socio-economic change 
involving relocation/displacement of people, has been a reoccurring and tangible process in 
China the last decades. This process is often referred to as chaiqian (e¥, literally ‘demolish 
and move-out’) in Chinese daily language. However, there is a growing English-language 
literature that attempts to theorize ‘gentrification’ in China. As outlined below, the debate on 
gentrification in China is on the one hand questioning the applicability of the gentrification 
concept to the Chinese context; and is on the other hand highlighting the local particularities 
in order to tie the Chinese urban transformation to more general and global processes of 
gentrification.  

Following the post-colonial critique of gentrification theory, Julie Ren (2015) 
problematizes the arguments above by Smith (2002) and Clark (2005), and argues that 
stretching the concept of gentrification in China implies a number of risks. Imposing Western-
produced general urban concepts such as gentrification onto the Chinese context may, 
“obscure a more contextually relevant understanding of urban inequality (Ren, 2015: 342).” 
Moreover, she holds that, “[a]sking ‘What is gentrification with Chinese characteristics?’ limits 
the nature of research in China to a variation-finding model, excising or at least limiting its 
theory building potential (p. 340).” Therefore, she calls for a renewed interest in grounded 
theory building that contests Western hegemonic theorization and instead opens up for 
bottom-up understandings of gentrification from within the Chinese experience.  

Still, the observations of socio-economic change following urban redevelopment in China 
is indeed often analyzed as processes of gentrification, yet shaped by the Chinese political 
economic system and cultural structure. Wu (2016a), for example, in a concurring response 
to Smith’s (2002) argument of gentrification as a global urban strategy, argues that 
gentrification is a prominent state-led strategy in China, where the thoroughgoing influence 
of the Chinese state in urban redevelopment processes is evident. He underscores that market 
forces are still strong in urban redevelopment practice in China, but that they are directed by 
the state through direct or indirect influence in the processes that organize e.g. finance, 
demolition, and landlord negotiations. And as, “Chinese redevelopment is orchestrated by the 
state”, Wu concludes that, “(…) what we see in Chinese urban redevelopment stretches the 
concept of gentrification (Wu, 2016a: 655).” In line with this, He (2007: 195) argues that, “by 
bringing together driving forces from both the consumption side and the production side and 
by assisting the displacement process, the state is actually the first thrust of burgeoning 
gentrification in China, which thus can be termed ‘state-sponsored gentrification’.” Further, 
she argues that while China exists in a phase of market transition, the consumption-side of 
gentrification in China is not simply due to changing consumption habits and desires among 
the middle-class. Instead, it is due to an increased demand for high-quality housing among the 
growing middle-class, which the Chinese state aims to satisfy by actively stimulating market 

                                                        
6 The Chinese term for gentrification, shishenhua G�1, is a literal translation, and is fairly uncommon in daily 
language. Also, the terms gaodanghua ¶v1 and gaoyahua ¶±1 are sometimes used interchangeably for 
the describing the same process, which roughly translate into ‘becoming top-quality’ and ‘becoming posh’ 
respectively. However, as mentioned, the term chaiqian e¥ is commonly used for describing demolition, 
redevelopment, and eviction, but does nevertheless not involve any connotation of class and socioeconomic 
change. Thus, talking about gentrification in a Chinese context requires careful consideration of language, in 
order to mediate the actual process that is taking place.  
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forces. Similarly, the production-side of gentrification in China is, according to He, not only 
following the classic rent-gap logic, but is the product of the re-emergence of land value in 
post-reform China, which the local state is making the most to capitalize upon (Ibid.: 193).  

While these features of gentrification are more specific to China, He and Wu (2007) 
highlight that state-led gentrification through urban redevelopment still results in the 
displacement of people and socio-economic change. In both residential and commercial 
property redevelopment projects, “the demand for pursuing exchange value overwhelms the 
demand for maintaining the everyday use value of old urban neighbourhoods (Ibid.: 207).” As 
highlighted in previous chapters, the displacement of people following urban redevelopment 
has caused widespread social discontent and conflict in Chinese cities. Although the Chinese 
local state has become more proactive in offering compensation and relocation packages, 
these measures are unevenly distributed due to prioritizing ownership over tenancy, and to 
hukou restrictions (Shin, 2013; Wu, 2010). According to Wu (2016a), this process also involves 
the desire of the Chinese state to promote a transformation of informal urban space into 
formal, in which the dual land-market in China plays an important factor. Put simply, rural land 
in China is, in contrast to the urban, collectively owned and require state acquisition in order 
to become urban land, which then can be leased out by the state in a competitive market. This 
system implies that, “market-centered gentrification from rural to urban land is not possible 
(Ibid.: 634)”. Therefore, Wu holds that, “[r]ather than gentrification, the dominant process of 
urban restructuring is the formalization of informal settlements in Chinese cities (Ibid.: 652)”, 
i.e. state acquisition of rural land for conversion into urban land. Nevertheless, this 
restructuring most often implies the effects of gentrification through economic upgrading and 
displacement of the former users.  

Moreover, Liu et al. (2017) show that urban redevelopment in China is not necessarily 
only a matter of direct displacement, but can also lead to indirect displacement in 
neighborhoods nearby the site of redevelopment. More specifically, they demonstrate that 
the redevelopment of urban villages in Shenzhen, which have been transformed into high-end 
residential and commercial districts, have a price-shadowing effect on other urban villages 
nearby. For example, the demolition and property led redevelopment of Dachong urban 
village in 2011 caused a significant rent increase in the nearby Baishizhou urban village, which 
made local residents concerned about affordability, thus propelling an indirect gentrification 
process (Ibid.: 39). In that sense, more ‘classic’ gentrification processes do take place in China, 
where land value and attractivity is spurred by urban redevelopment and change in the place 
identity. Yet given the prominence of modernist tabula rasa redevelopment practice in 
Chinese cities, this indirect gentrification is often followed by a complete demolition and 
rebuilding with direct and absolute gentrification.  

 
In conclusion, this thesis acknowledges that gentrification do take place in China, albeit under 
particular local conditions and with local specific outcomes. At the same time, it recognizes 
that the post-colonial critique on the applicability of gentrification as a Western concept to a 
non-Western context is valid and important. Therefore, in order to move beyond the, 
“parochial experience of EuroAmerican cities (Roy, 2009: 820),” this thesis employs a bottom-
up perspective that draws its understanding from the everyday life experiences of local 
residents in relation to processes of gentrification. Gentrification, then, is employed as a 
helpful concept that can assist in explaining the dynamic forces at play in the Chinese context, 
rather than a fixed concept which the Chinese experience must adhere to.  
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4.4 New Urban Agenda: Sustainable Development in the Urban Age 
Sustainable urban development has gradually been put higher up on the political agenda for 
many local and central governments around the globe during the last decades. Despite the 
large challenges posed by e.g. environmental degradation, the widening income gap, and 
threats to public health, China certainly has the ambition to decrease its ecological footprint 
and work for an ecologically, economically, and socially sustainable development, not least 
focusing on its urban areas. Globally, the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, as well as the 
subsequent New Urban Agenda, has taken a central role in defining the urban sustainability 
discourse, especially within the policy realm. China is committed to realize the NUA and 
increasingly seeks to implement the ideas and targets of the NUA into the country’s policy 
programs and directives. Therefore, the SDG and NUA are used here to illustrate the new 
normative policy ambition found in Chinese urban development discourse, and will be used 
to discuss and evaluate the case study. This is not to say that the SDG and NUA are being fully 
implemented in China. Rather, and on the contrary, China is in many aspects lagging behind 
in terms of formulating and implementing sustainability policies and often struggles with 
prioritization of short term gains over long term impacts. Thus, the SDG and NUA are 
normative policy documents which the Chinese government has agreed to follow, and will be 
utilized in this thesis in order to highlight the ambition and new potential policy direction of 
the Chinese government. In particular, this section summarizes the policy framework of the 
SDG and NUA in relevance to the processes of urban (re)development and gentrification, 
which corresponds with the research questions.  
 
4.4.1 UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 
The UN sustainable development goals were adopted in September 2015 by the UN general 
assembly, through the resolution of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. As an 
internationally jointly recognized document, and with its focus on eradicating poverty and 
building a resilient world, it has a foundational role in shaping the discourse of environmental, 
economic, and social sustainability and subsequent policy production and implementation. 
The 11th of its 17 goals is dedicated to sustainable cities and communities, and aims to, 
“[m]ake cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable (United Nations, 
2015: 21)”. More specifically regarding social sustainability, target 11.1 states the aim to, “[b]y 
2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and affordable housing and basic services and 
upgrade slums (Ibid.)”. Target 11.3 further sets the aim to, “enhance inclusive and sustainable 
urbanization and capacity for participatory, integrated and sustainable human settlement 
planning and management in all countries (Ibid.)”. Also, the role of public space is emphasized 
in target 11.7, which aims to, “provide universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible, green 
and public spaces, in particular for women and children, older persons and persons with 
disabilities (Ibid.: 22)”. In sum, the targets together aim at linking the environmental, 
economic, and social aspects of sustainable urban development, and, importantly, aim to 
empower marginalized people and groups.  
 
4.4.2 The New Urban Agenda 
With the object of deepening the urban aspect of the sustainable development goals, New 
Urban Agenda was globally adopted in October 2016 under the management of the UN-
Habitat programme, and later endorsed by the UN General Assembly in December the same 
year. The document recognizes the essential role of cities as political economical sites for 
achieving sustainable development, and envisions, “cities for all (…) [that are] just, safe, 
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healthy, accessible, affordable, resilient, and sustainable (United Nations, 2017a: 3)”. 
Moreover, the New Urban Agenda is more explicit regarding urban redevelopment as a tool 
for this aim. For example, it declares in its foreword that the New Urban Agenda, “underlines 
the linkage between good urbanization and job creation, livelihood opportunities, and 
improved quality of life, which should be included in every urban renewal policy and strategy 
(United Nations, 2017b: iv [emphasis added]).” Indeed, for all spatial development strategies, 
paragraph 52 calls for, “prioritizing urban renewal by planning for the provision of accessible 
and well-connected infrastructure and services, sustainable population densities and compact 
design and integration of new neighborhoods into the urban fabric, preventing urban sprawl 
and marginalization (United Nations, 2017a: 11)”. Notably, the ‘urban renewal’ terminology 
here points primarily to an integrating and retrofitting approach to development of urban 
areas.  

Figure 7. Key Themes and Features of the New Urban Agenda and the Sustainable 
Development Goals, in Relevance to Urban Redevelopment and Gentrification 

Key Themes Key Features 

Good Urbanization… …creates:  
§ livelihood opportunities  
§ new jobs 
§ improved quality of life 
 

Cities for All… …are:  
§ just  
§ safe 
§ healthy 

 

§ accessible  
§ affordable 
§ resilient 
§ sustainable  

Urban Redevelopment… …aims to:  
§ upgrade slums and informal settlements 
§ produce high quality buildings and public spaces 
§ facilitate integrated and participatory planning processes and management 

structures 
§ avoid segregation and gentrification through urban design, infrastructure, 

and policy measures 
§ preserve cultural and historical heritages  
§ prevent urban sprawl  

 
Stakeholders… …involves:  

§ governments – on national, regional, and local levels  
§ institutions and non-governmental organization (NGO) – on global, national, 

regional and global levels 
§ the private sector – e.g. developers, finance actors, designers, etc.  
§ local communities – emphasize the role of often marginalized groups, e.g. 

women, people with disabilities, indigenous people, slum- and informal-
settlement dwellers, refugees, internally displaced persons and migrants, 
etc.  

Figure 7. Summary of the central components of the NUA and SDG as relevant to the topics of the thesis. 
(Sources: United Nations, 2015; 2017a; 2017b. Complied by the author.)  



 52 

Further, the social impacts of urban redevelopment are taken into consideration in the 
New Urban Agenda, which is most clearly expressed in paragraph 97:  
 

We will promote planned urban extensions and infill, prioritizing renewal, regeneration and 
retrofitting of urban areas, as appropriate, including the upgrading of slums and informal 
settlements, providing high-quality buildings and public spaces, promoting integrated and 
participatory approaches involving all relevant stakeholders and inhabitants and avoiding spatial 
and socioeconomic segregation and gentrification, while preserving cultural heritage and 
preventing and containing urban sprawl (Ibid.: 17).  

 
This normative statement on urban redevelopment is, I argue, key for identifying the spatial 
political economy of the sustainability approach of the New Urban Agenda: It not only involves 
spatial and technical aspects, but brings to the front the related socio-economic issues. By 
doing so, a bottom-up perspective of socio-spatial equality is introduced into the concept of 
urban redevelopment.  

In addition, paragraph 20 highlights marginalized and often-discriminated groups as 
important stakeholder, including, relevant to the topic of the thesis, “slum and informal-
settlement dwellers (…), internally displaced persons and migrants, regardless of their 
migration status (Ibid.: 6)”. In response to the challenges of poverty and growing inequality, 
which these marginalized groups in particular often experience, paragraph 25 suggest that, 
“the spatial organization, accessibility and design of urban space, as well as the infrastructure 
and basic services provision, together with development policies, can promote or hinder social 
cohesion, equality and inclusion (Ibid.: 7)”. The production and reproduction of urban space, 
then, is here strongly interlinked with its socio-economic dynamics and socio-spatial impacts.  

 
Although the SDG and NUA documents involve far more aspects than what is presented here, 
this section highlights the key themes that are particularly relevant to urban redevelopment 
and gentrification. These themes, together with their key features, are summarized in Figure 
7.  
 
4.5 Alternative Bottom-Up Urbanism Approaches to Everyday Urban Life and Space 
In contrast to the often employed top-down approach in contemporary urban redevelopment 
practice, not least active in China, there are several more unconventional approaches that can 
be used to gain new perspective and highlight potential alternative directions for urban 
redevelopment in China. In line with the overall research aim, this thesis presents four such 
approaches in this section, which all takes a bottom-up perspective and a more ethnographic 
stance in their practical application. The four, which have been chosen as they highlight 
complementing key areas of everyday urban space and life, are: Everyday Urbanism (Crawford, 
2008) – appreciates the urban vernacular and everyday space; Transformative Planning 
(Sandercock, 2003) – situates urban planning power in the local community; Insurgent Public 
Space (Hou, 2010) – emphasizes the appropriating, reclaiming and reconfiguring of urban 
public space; and Now Urbanism (Hou et al., 2015) – views the city as emerging, lived, 
experiential, and ‘thick’. Although these four theoretical approaches are not in all cases 
explicitly interlinked or referring to one another, they are nevertheless connected in an 
epistemological sense as they all share a constructivist approach to knowledge production and 
an appreciation of situated local knowledge. Moreover, the four together constitute a distinct 
counterpart to the conventional top-down planning, as otherwise displayed in the 
comprehensive planning and national urban strategies, by instead presenting radical bottom-
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up perspectives on urbanism. Presenting this rather extreme juxtaposition of urban 
redevelopment from the top vs. the bottom is deliberately chosen as a method in this thesis, 
to shed light on the demand for and possibility of new alternative ways of thinking about 
urban redevelopment. The theoretical approaches presented here will then be employed in 
answering the third sub-question of the thesis, which aims to ethnographically explore the 
everyday urban condition and lived experience in Baishizhou urban village amid its process of 
urban redevelopment, and thus further explore what knowledge that can be extracted 
through that effort.  
 
4.5.1 Everyday Urbanism 
The goal of everyday urbanism is, in the words of Douglas Kelbaugh, “to celebrate and build 
on ordinary life, with little pretense of creating and ideal environment (Kelbaugh, 2007: 15)”. 
Besides the conventional ‘market urbanism’ in contemporary urban development, Kelbaugh 
places everyday urbanism among the three main ‘self-conscious’ contemporary urbanisms, on 
par with new urbanism (transit-oriented, mixed used planning with neoclassical elements) and 
what he calls post urbanism (avant-garde global ‘starchitecture’, often contrasting to its 
surrounding) (p. 12). Indeed, as an urbanism that emphasizes bottom-up activity and marginal 
everyday spaces, everyday urbanism offers a unique alternative perspective on the 
contemporary built environment and urban development. However, in the literature on urban 
redevelopment practice and gentrification, no attempts have been made to analyze these 
processes in the light of everyday urbanism. Therefore, the thesis outlines the theoretical 
concept of everyday urbanism rather extensively, as it sets the stage for the spatial and 
temporal analysis of everyday urban life. However, the length of this section in relation to the 
other three should not be seen as a mark of preeminence, as the four approaches are treated 
equally in terms of theoretical importance.  
 
Everyday urbanism is conceptualized primarily in the work of Chase, Crawford, and Kaliski 
(2008). It does not propose any design guidelines or fixed sets of intervention, rather it is 
mainly a way of seeing the urban condition and recognizing the everyday aspects that 
otherwise remains hidden under layers of top-down practices. At its core, it emphasizes the 
human experience in urbanism, and thus embraces the ordinary activities and routines in 
everyday urban life: working, shopping, using different transportation modes to move around, 
resting, etc.  

Beyond this more common-sense understanding of the ‘everyday’ lies a philosophical 
foundation based on the ideas of the Henri Lefebvre, Guy Debord, and Michel De Certeau. To 
start with, the basic perception of reality in everyday urbanism stems from Lefebvre’s division 
of two simultaneously existing realities in everyday lived experience: the quotidian, which is 
the natural life rhythm of repetition and represents the ‘timelessness’; and the modern, which 
represents the constantly changing and new, following technological development and other 
societal influences. The quotidian is arguably being increasingly disregarded in modern society, 
which is why everyday urbanism sets out to uncover the quotidian elements in marginal 
everyday spaces, in order to reclaim the ‘humble timelessness’ in the urban environment 
(Crawford, 2008: 7). Indeed, Crawford argues that the lived experience holds a higher 
importance than the built environment in what truly represents a city, and states that: “The 
city is, above all, a social product, created out of the demands of everyday use and the social 
struggles of urban inhabitants. Design within everyday space must start with an understanding 
and acceptance of the life that takes place there (Ibid.).”  
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Another key concept in everyday urbanism is ‘dialogization’, as theorized by Mikhail 
Bakhtin: “A word, discourse, language, or culture undergoes ‘dialogization’ when it becomes 
relativized, de-privileged, aware of competing definitions for the same things. Undialogized 
language is authoritative or absolute (Bakhtin, 1981: 427)”. This process is based on and 
visualizes ‘differences’. The differences in the lived urban experience – e.g. that of the office 
worker and the homeless person; the local and the immigrant; the driver and the pedestrian, 
etc. – are what constitute the urban social geography. By sharing the same urban space, the 
contrasting or overlapping of differences is what defines everyday space, and is what holds 
the power of competing values, needs, and desires in the urban environment. Therefore, it is 
the aim of everyday urbanism to orchestrate the dialogization of urban everyday space 
(Crawford, 2008: 7-8).  

However, in order to do so, it is vital to define the perception of the temporal and spatial 
aspects within everyday life. Everyday urbanism bases its understanding of these aspects on 
mainly two notions. The first notion is de Certeau’s division of everyday life into two 
operational modes: the strategic, which is centered around place and represents the 
institutions and people with (top-down hegemonic) power, by e.g. spatial regulations and 
interventions; and the tactic, which is centered around time and seized opportunities, where 
marginalized and less powerful people challenge the organization of proper places through 
creative interventions and counter-practices that explore new uses. The later of these two is 
the primary realm of everyday urbanism (Ibid.: 9).  

The second notion is Lefebvre’s division of temporalities in everyday life: the cyclical, 
which is the natural repeating rhythms of night and day, seasons, life and death, etc.; the 
linear, which represents quantifiable slots of activities such as work, dinner, commuting, work 
out, etc. The two of these together are, when repeated over time, shaping our lives and urban 
experiences. However, this repetitive temporal mode is disrupted by a third type of time, 
namely the spontaneous discontinuous moments, which can be feelings and experiences of 
knowledge, love, rest, enlightenment, etc. Crawford highlights that, “[t]hese instants of 
rupture and illumination (…) reveal the possibilities and limitations of life. They highlight the 
distance between what life is and what it might be (Ibid.)”. Further, and importantly, “Guy 
Debord saw them as potential revolutions in individual everyday life, springboards for the 
realization of the possible (Ibid.)”. Hence, these perceptions of time and space together 
constitute an analytical framework in which alternative and previously unearthed aspects 
urban life can be uncovered and appreciated.  

This bring us to the political potential in everyday urbanism. To alter the uneven power 
dynamics between the strategic and tactic operational modes, and to capture the 
discontinuous moments of potential transformations, everyday urbanism demands a 
relocating of power from the urban planner and designer to the ordinary person. As expert 
knowledge tends to distance itself from the actual everyday experience, Crawford claims that 
the urban environment and experience need to be subject to less abstraction, and instead 
become appreciated for its tactical arrangements and in situ knowledge (Ibid.: 8-9). 
Consequently, Crawford underlines that, “the practices of everyday urbanism should 
inevitably lead to social change, not via abstract political ideologies imposed from outside, but 
instead through specific concerns that arise from the lived experience of different individuals 
and groups in the city (Ibid.: 10)”. Thus, this argument proposes a counterweight to the often-
employed top-down urban planning and redevelopment practices. Although the political 
space for bottom-up change may be institutionally more limited in China, more subtle and 
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seemingly small-scale expressions of difference can still be recognized through the lens of 
everyday urbanism, which in turn can point at alternative urban development trajectories.  

However, and with further importance for an analysis in the Chinese context, everyday 
urbanism moves away from the deterministic Marxist approach of Lefebvre and Debord who 
imagined a future ideal condition. Instead, everyday urbanism, “acknowledge[s] 
fragmentation and incompleteness as inevitable conditions of postmodern life (Ibid.: 10)”. 
And crucially, Crawford adds that, “[t]here is no universal everyday urbanism, only a 
multiplicity of responses to specific times and places (Ibid.)”. Indeed, as the theoretical 
concept of everyday urbanism has its origins in a Western context, especially rooted in the 
urban condition of Los Angeles, this outspoken flexibility and cultural adaptiveness of the 
concept is vital for a more global use, and makes it apt for this thesis.  
 
4.5.2 Transformative Planning 
If everyday urbanism is mainly concerned with the everyday design and use of urban space, 
Leonie Sandercock’s (2003) concept of ‘transformative planning’ comes from a similar 
bottom-up perspective although more emphasizing the planning aspect in the postmodern 
society. Her analysis sets out from contemporary urban condition in which processes of 
migration and multiculturalism play central roles in negotiating and shaping urban space and 
life. Similar to the notion of Bakhtin’s ‘dialogization’ and the importance of ‘difference’ in the 
everyday urbanism approach (Crawford, 2008: 7-8), Sandercock argues that the multicultural 
city indeed creates, “sites of struggle (…) [which] are part of the landscape of postmodernity, 
which is a landscape marked by difference (Sandercock, 2003: 21 [emphasis in original]).” Thus, 
driven by a concern for creating cities of co-existence and tolerance, she proposes a 
‘transformative planning’ practice which involves multiple voices and a more equal 
distribution of power among the actors in urban planning. As transformative planning is a 
combined effort by public and private actors, the voice of civil society is regarded as 
particularly important in planning practice (Ibid.: 86, 157-179).  

In relation to this, Sandercock argues for the importance of storytelling in planning, and 
that we may view, “planning as performed story (Ibid.: 203).” On a basic level, she means that, 
“[a] story integrates knowledge of what happened with an understanding of why it happened 
and a sense of what it means to us (Ibid.: 194).” Storytelling, then, occurs in planning practice 
through for example the presentation of urban redevelopment plans by government and 
developer actors, and also by community members through public hearings and planning 
workshops. The different narratives that are produced by the different actors in turn reflect 
the spatial political economic rationales at play in the storytelling. Accordingly, in order to 
promote cities of co-existence, multiple voices and stories must be heard in urban planning 
practice, especially those that are not part of the norms of the culturally dominant majority in 
society. And as stories, “work as catalysts for change (…) [and are] shaping a new imagination 
of alternatives (Ibid.: 204 [emphasis in original]),” storytelling, according to Sandercock, 
becomes a crucial part of transformative planning practice (Ibid.: 181-204).  

In conclusion, Sandercock’s vision of transformative planning resituates the power of 
planning practice into the local community, in a close and transparent association with other 
public and private actors, which together are, “negotiating an (always temporary) consensus 
about the best ways of living together (Ibid.: 157).” To alter the contemporary hegemony of 
top-down planning practice, storytelling constitutes a powerful planning concept through 
which careful listening to the multiple, and often unheard, voices and narratives of the local 
community facilitates a dialogization of urban space, life, and future trajectories.  
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4.5.3 Insurgent Public Space: Urban Informality and the Appropriation of Space 
With the global trend of privatization and diminishing of urban public space, Jeffrey Hou (2010) 
seeks to promote the public use of space through observing and theorizing on the ‘insurgent’ 
and informal uses of public space. Public space is seen as the realm within cities that 
represents democratic participation, social interaction, public discourse, and self-expression, 
and is as such consisting of constantly emerging sites of struggle. The globally increased 
informal activity in public space – including in streets and alleyways – can, according to Hou, 
be viewed as emerging bottom-up practices of appropriation, contestation, reclaiming, and 
reconfiguration of urban space. These activities involve e.g. street vendors, urban gardening, 
street art, informal gatherings, and other forms of ‘guerilla urbanism’ (Ibid.: 1-17). Hou argues 
that, “[t]hese everyday practices transform urban space into (…) ‘a site of potentiality, 
difference, and delightful encounters’ (Hou, 2010: 9).” In this sense, the insurgent public space 
practice can be related to Lefebvre’s third temporal mode of ‘spontaneous discontinuous 
moments’, which in Everyday Urbanism represents the revealing of possibilities in life and, 
“potential revolutions in individual everyday life (Crawford, 2008: 9).”  

Indeed, Hou does explicitly share the appreciation of unintended use of public space as 
found in Everyday Urbanism (Hou, 2010: 12). Furthermore, he argues that:  

 
The making of insurgent public space suggests a mode of city making that is different from the 
institutionalized notion of urbanism and its association with master planning and policy making. 
Unlike the conventional practice of urban planning, which tends to be dominated by 
professionals and experts, the instances of insurgent public space (…) suggest the ability of 
citizen groups and individuals to play a distinct role in shaping the contemporary urban 
environment in defiance of the official rules and regulations (Hou, 2010: 15).  

 
This is in line with de Certeau’s ‘tactic’ operational mode in Everyday Urbanism, which 
highlights timing and seized opportunities as enabling bottom-up interventions in the urban 
environment (Crawford, 2008: 9). The urbanism approach of Insurgent Public Space, then, 
expresses a sharp contrast to the ‘regular’ use of urban space and pays particular attention to 
the activities of the marginalized people and urban poor in appropriating space in order to 
serve their needs and desires.  
 
4.5.4 Now Urbanism: Exploring Thick Knowledge within the Contemporary Urban Experience 
In a later edited volume, Jeffery Hou et al. (2015) presents a critique of conventional urban 
theory which is often inadequate in explaining and supporting the urban condition in 
contemporary cities. Indeed, they argue that the city of the future is already here, that it is 
increasingly complex, and is in urgent need of new interpretation and theorization. This call 
for action is driven by a concern for the fragile and often unjust ecologic, economic, and socio-
political structures that materialize in today’s cities. Therefore, “Now Urbanism views city 
making as grounded in the imperfect, messy, yet rich reality of the present city and the 
everyday purposeful agency of its dwellers (Ibid.: 7 [emphasis in original]).” In relation to the 
other three urbanism approaches, the appreciation of everyday urban space resembles that 
of Crawford (2008), and the focus on human agency goes well together with the views of 
Sandercock (2003) and Hou (2010).  

Nevertheless, Now Urbanism proposes a deepened engagement with situated knowledge 
production when approaching the contemporary urban condition, and thus argues for a ‘thick’ 
city framework that integrates multiple, complex, and irregular processes in the analysis of 
urban development and everyday life. In other words, they, “propose the idea of ‘Now 
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Urbanism’ as a means of challenging Modernists’ reliance on master planning the future (…) 
[and instead] build on the concept of emergence as a means for understanding how designers 
and planners might intervene in a city or urban landscape (Hou et al., 2015: 6-7 [emphasis 
added]).” The focus on emergence, in which cities are constantly evolving and reformulated, 
is particularly useful in more informal urban settings with high changeability. Moreover, the 
approach of Now Urbanism opens up for a theoretical recognition of the ‘messiness’ of urban 
life and environment, and thus moves beyond the formally planned and regulated urban space. 
With this in mind, Hou et al. (2015: 7) suggests that, “[w]hat emerges is an understanding of 
the city as lived, experiential, and thick.”  

 
4.5.5 The Applicability of the Alternative Approaches to the Thesis  
As demonstrated, the four alternative urbanism approaches above are rather diverse yet with 
common features. The approaches of Everyday Urbanism and Transformative Planning are 
both oriented towards a Western urban context, while Insurgent Public Space and Now 
Urbanism both involves Asian and ‘Third World cities’ in their analysis. This is important to 
highlight as the thesis operates in the Chinese context. However, the main themes in all of the 
approaches are still useful in the thesis, as they will be applied more broadly with the purpose 
of providing a descriptive theoretical framework for ethnographic explorations in the case 
study. Also, in the case that the theoretical approaches may be incoherent with the urban 
condition of the case study, it still can shed light on differences and variations that can further 
the research discussion.  

The alternative approaches, and their application to the thesis, is summarized in Figure 8 
below.  
 

Figure 8. Alternative Bottom-Up Urbanism Approaches 

Urbanism 
Approach 

Key concepts Application in thesis 

 
Everyday 
Urbanism 

 
§ Realities: Quotidian, modern 
§ Operational modes: Strategic, tactic 
§ Time: Cyclical, linear, moments 
§ Dialogization 
 

 
§ Observing spatial and temporal 

features in everyday urban space 
§ Highlighting difference and contrast  

Transformative 
Planning 
 

§ Migration, multiculturalism, difference  
§ Collaboration and power distribution in 

urban planning 
§ Storytelling 
 

§ Connecting migration and difference 
with urban (re)development 

§ Shedding light on planning power and 
collaboration through storytelling   

Insurgent 
Public Space 
 

§ Appropriation, contestation, reclaiming, 
and reconfiguration of urban space 

§ Informal activity and tactic interventions 
 

§ Observing utilization and 
appropriation of space through tactic 
and informal activity 

Now Urbanism 
 

§ Emergence, complexity, and ‘messiness’ 
of contemporary cities  

§ Thick knowledge 
§ Human agency 
 

§ Observing urban space and life as a 
process of emergence 

§ Emphasizing situated ‘thick’ 
knowledge and human agency in 
urban (re)development 

 

Figure 8. Summary of the key concepts in the alternative bottom-up urbanism approaches, and their 
application to the thesis’ analysis in the case study. (Sources: Crawford (2008); Sandercock (2003); Hou 
(2010); Hou et al. (2015). Complied by the author.) 
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5 Methodology and Data Sources 
 
In this chapter, the chosen methodology for the thesis and its practical application are 
presented and discussed in relation to the research aim. Also, the thesis’ ontological and 
epistemological assumptions are discussed with regards to the methodological approach. 
Finally, considerations on self-reflexivity in the research process are presented.  
 
5.1 Case Study 
The overall research method that was chosen for this thesis is the qualitative case study. As 
Lewis and McNaughton Nicholls (2014: 66) put it, “[i]n essence, the primary defining features 
of a case study are exploration of multiple perspectives which are rooted in a specific context.” 
These perspectives, in turn, derive from a number of different sources and/or from many 
diverse accounts, “involving people with different perspectives on what is being observed 
(Ibid.).” Also, the specific context is delimiting the scope of the study through focusing on e.g. 
a process, an organizational context, or/and a geographical area (Ibid.). Moreover, the case 
study method deviates from simply being a historical account in that it, “points beyond the 
object immediately at hand. It seeks to move from a purely empirical level of exposition to a 
level of general statements (Moses and Knutsen, 2007: 139).” Generalization, then, is made 
possible through connecting the case study findings to theories and concepts, which can 
generate verification or falsification of a theory, or even produce new hypothesis and 
contribute to theory building (Ibid.: 130-139). 

Thus, in this thesis, the case study of the urban redevelopment process of Baishizhou 
urban village in Shenzhen, China, functioned both as a study of the particular site and its 
evolving socio-economic processes, but was also generalizable in the sense that it connects to 
the theoretical framework, which highlights phenomena that are reoccurring in other cities in 
China as well as global trends in urban (re)development. The field research of the case study 
was carried out during two months in November-December in 2017. The majority of the field 
study took place in Baishizhou urban village in Shenzhen, but also in the city at large.   

Within the case study research design, this thesis employed a mix of three qualitative 
methods in order to answer the research questions, namely policy analysis, semi-structured 
interviews, and ethnographic observations. These were further paired with relevant sources 
of data, as described below.  
 
5.1.1 Policy analysis  
Policy analysis was performed in order to uncover the spatial political economic rationale of 
urban (re)development policy relevant to the case study. In terms of data, two sets of policy 
documents were chosen for this purpose: First, the ‘Shenzhen Comprehensive Plan 2010-2020’ 
(shenzhen shi chengshi zongti guihua �AYEYb�¢, ) was found to have a 
fundamental function as a policy framework, since that document expresses the overall urban 
planning targets and ambitions of the Shenzhen government. In other words, the Shenzhen 
comprehensive plan articulates the current dominant political norms regarding the economic, 
social, and spatial development of the city, which made it suitable for analysis and aligned well 
with the research aim of the thesis; Second, the urban redevelopment proposals for 
Baishizhou – the ‘Draft Shahe Five Village Urban Renewal Unit Plan’ (shahe wucun chengshi 
gengxin danyuan guihua {}�qEYoj4 ¢,) – including the site masterplan and 
zoning documents, were chosen as the documents express the concrete vision and plan for 
the urban redevelopment of Baishizhou. In this sense, the site plan documents display the 
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proposed materialization of the spatial political economy rationale that is expressed in the 
comprehensive plan. Thus, the sets of data chosen for this analysis are highly interlinked. As 
Spencer et al. (2014) highlight, these types of documents have been produced with a specific 
purpose and for a certain audience, and are thus to be seen as, “‘communicative devices’ 
rather than as ‘containers of contents’ (Ibid.: 342).” In this policy analysis, the author of all the 
documents is the local government of Shenzhen, ruled by the CCP. As such, the documents 
are communicative devices that clearly transmit political messages that involve both 
economic growth ambitions but also express claims of power and manage possible power 
struggles.  

The political orientation of this part of the case study makes it primarily relate to the 
theoretical framework of neoliberal urbanism, which has been presented in section 4.2 above. 
In line with the research question, the policy documents were analyzed with a special focus 
on neoliberalism in relation to urban redevelopment, as summarized in Figure 6. With the 
thesis’ critical analytical viewpoint, the ways in which neoliberalism is expressed and exerts 
influence in the policy documents was observed within a framework of presence, absence, 
and eventuality, by asking the text ‘what is’, ‘what is not’, and ‘what may have been instead’. 
This critical reading was further guided by the analytical question formulated by Kevin Fox 
Gotham (2001b: 429), “[Urban] Redevelopment for whom and for what purpose?” which shed 
light on the individuals and groups who may benefit and loose from urban redevelopment, 
and why.  

In practical terms, the comprehensive plan was read extensively, and the text was then 
coded and indexed according to the key topics of the theory (Figure 6) and research aim. The 
coded sections were then categorized thematically into the three general themes – economic, 
demographic, and housing and spatial development – in order to better organize the 
presentation of the analysis results in section 6.1. These categories were not set a priori but 
became apparent in the course of the analysis, and they further reflect the general thematic 
focus of the comprehensive plan. Similarly, the redevelopment site plan analysis employed 
the theoretical concepts found in neoliberal urbanism related to urban redevelopment (Figure 
6), yet focused on the spatial manifestation of these features. The proposed site masterplan 
(see Figure 11 in section 6.2) and its related documents was carefully analyzed with regards 
to the spatial transformation and its likely socioeconomic consequences. Naturally, the 
proposed site plan was put in contrast to the present condition of Baishizhou. Viewed as a 
communicative device, the proposed masterplan was analyzed with particular attention to 
what values and representations of power that are visualized in the document. Ultimately, the 
interpretation of the city comprehensive plan and the urban village redevelopment 
documents, in the light of neoliberal urbanism, function as macro- and meso-level analysis 
which outline the general spatial political economy in the case study. As such, it answers to 
the first research sub-question.  

Quotes from the policy documents have been translated from Mandarin Chinese into 
English by the author.  
 
5.1.2 Interviews 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted and consist of two categories – interviews with 
users of Baishizhou and expert interviews respectively – as further detailed below. In both 
categories, the interview method was informed by Kvale and Brinkmann (2015), who present 
a constructivist approach to interviews in which both the interviewer and the interviewee 
have active roles in the production of knowledge. Still, though, the authors have a pragmatic 
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view on interviews, so that the knowledge that is produced in such interactions is meaningful 
beyond the interview situation and is thus generalizable. The aim of the ‘life-world interview’, 
as they phrase it, is to explore the social world of the interviewee by focusing on experiences, 
perceptions, and opinions, and their relation to the relevant context.  
 
The first and primary category is interviews with residents and users of Baishizhou urban 
village in Shenzhen, made with the purpose of exploring personal experiences, perceptions, 
and opinions about the ongoing urban redevelopment project of that space and its related 
socio-economic change and impact. These interviews serve as the foundation for the bottom-
up analysis of the lived experience of urban redevelopment and gentrification in the case 
study. Accordingly, the interview study primarily employs the theoretical framework on 
gentrification, as outlined in section 4.3, and the bottom-up urbanism approach, summarized 
in Figure 8 in section 4.5. It also connects to the theory on neoliberal urbanism, which is seen 
as a causal factor behind processes of gentrification. In addition, the interview method finally 
relates to the theoretical framework on sustainable urban development of the NUA as a basis 
for evaluation, summarized in Figure 7 in section 4.4. Hence, the interview method was 
employed primarily to answer the second and third research sub-questions. The results of the 
interview study are presented in chapter 7 and are also paired with observations in chapter 8.  

In total, nine semi-structured interviews were conducted in the first interview category 
with residents and users of Baishizhou. The interview informants were chosen through a 
‘snowballing technique’, where connections from everyday interaction at the site led to 
further references and connections with new informants. In order to gather a broad set of 
experiences and opinions, the thesis sought to find a balance in the distribution of age, gender, 
and socio-economic status among the informants. However, finding interviewees in the first 
interview category that were willing and had the time to participate in the study proved to be 
challenging, thus limited the potential number and demographic distribution of the interviews. 
The age of the interviewees ranged from 20 to 50 years old, though about half of the 
informants were in their late twenties or early thirties. Three of the interviewees were women 
and six were men. The individual background of the interviewees varied considerably, but in 
common was that they were all migrants originating from different parts of China. The 
majority were from other cities and towns in Guangdong province or other nearby provinces, 
which reflects the general demographic of Shenzhen. All interviewees were currently working 
in different kinds of service industries, ranging from cafés, bars and convenience stores to 
insurance and tech companies. This distribution does not include for example manufacturing 
and construction workers, which can partly be seen as a result of the snowballing technique 
but also as being somewhat representative of the current demographic of Baishizhou. The 
challenge of finding a representative group of informants was partly due to the cross-cultural 
and somewhat sensitive nature of the study, which for many caused a natural hesitance for 
participation. Mainly, though, the interviews required a certain level of trust which took time 
to build, and were thus limited by the time constraint set by the two months’ period of field 
work. Nevertheless, the final number of interviewees was within the initially set target, and 
the demographic distribution was still relatively wide. Crucially, as this thesis does not aim to 
generalize its findings from quantitative data such as a survey method, but is rather interested 
in the individual experiences, perceptions, and opinions retrieved through the depth of 
qualitative semi-structured interviews, the number on interviewees is not the main focus. 
Indeed, the nine interviews of the first interview category do represent a varied range of 
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opinions and life situations, and are generalizable with support from the theoretical 
framework.  

The interviews in the first category were conducted in Baishizhou urban village between 
November-December 2017 in an environment chosen by the interviewee, and took place at 
bars, cafés, shops, or simply on the sidewalk, which seemingly made the informants feel 
comfortable. Oftentimes, other people were present in the surrounding area. This was 
nevertheless not considered as disturbing. Also, it was evident that the informants wanted to 
keep the interviews transparent and not cause potential suspicion over secrecy, which further 
reflects the security concern and political situation in the country. The length of the interviews 
varied but was in average half an hour. The interviews were conducted in Mandarin Chinese 
by the author. All the interviews were audio recorded, except for one informant who declined 
and where extensive notetaking was done instead. Afterwards, the interviews were 
transcribed and translated into English by the author in order to make them accessible and 
analyzable. The object of the analysis was to let the interviews speak freely and then relate 
recurring themes to the theoretical framework, which made a grounded approach 
appropriate in the analysis. This transcript interview data was systematically analyzed by a 
detailed reading and later coded thematically with relevance to the interview questions and 
research aim. These themes of coding were marked out in three general categories following 
the temporal logic of the interview questions, namely: The current condition of Baishizhou; 
The ongoing and coming urban redevelopment and gentrification processes; The future 
outlooks and strategies towards the coming evictions and planning participation. Although 
these themes are somewhat overlapping, they still provide a necessary categorization that 
functions as a solid foundation for further analysis and discussion. Also, recurring micro-
themes within the three main themes were marked out in the transcripts, e.g. negative or 
positive notions of gentrification, planning participation, and individual strategies. With assist 
from the theoretical framework, the interviews offered insights and voices from a bottom-up 
perspective, which ultimately answers to the second and third research sub-questions. Finally, 
with respect to ethical considerations, since some of the topics in the interviews can be viewed 
as politically sensitive within the authoritarian context of China where dissent is often subject 
to suppression, all the interviews in the first category have been anonymized in order to let 
the interviewees express themselves more freely.  

Quotes from the interviews have been translated from Mandarin Chinese into English by 
the author.  

 
The second interview category is expert interviews, made with the aim of retrieving 
information and expert commentary on issues relevant to the case study. The information and 
opinions found in these interviews was used to comment on and/or reaffirm already available 
information, and to provide more tacit and local knowledge otherwise not available. ‘Expert’ 
is here employed in an academic sense, meaning an individual who has studied a subject 
extensively. Thus, although the users of Baishizhou are indeed experts in their own right, the 
information in the second interview category is treated differently yet not as more important, 
as it does not primarily express personal everyday experiences and perceptions but rather 
‘expert knowledge’. Here the aim was not to find a representative group of informants but 
instead to retrieve new information and insight from informed individuals. Accordingly, the 
interviews followed the semi-structured interview format as outlined above, but with more 
focus on information retrieval rather than the lived experience. The length of the interviews 
varied between half an hour to one hour.  
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Three expert interviews in this second category were conducted. First, Prof. Liu Ye at the 
School of Geography and Planning at the Sun Yat-sen University in Guangzhou was consulted. 
His research focus on urban villages and migration especially in Guangzhou, and his position 
as a Chinese scholar, made him very capable of providing insights on the general conditions 
of planning and urban redevelopment in China. The interview with Prof. Liu was conducted in 
his office in Guangzhou, China, on November 30th, 2017. Second, artist ethnographer and PhD 
Mary Ann O’Donnell was interviewed. She has written extensively on Shenzhen and runs the 
art space Handshake 302 in Baishizhou urban village, which makes her very knowledgeable 
about the macro- and micro-processes in urban village redevelopment and the history of 
Shenzhen. She was interviewed at two occasions, on November 16th, 2017 and on December 
23rd, 2017. Third, PhD candidate Yi Wenyuan at the Chinese University of Hong Kong was 
interviewed. She was at the time writing her PhD on urban villages in Shenzhen, and on 
Baishizhou in particular, and was thus well-grounded in the current situation in the field. The 
interview took place on November 24th, 2017.  

All of the expert interviews were conducted in English at locations found suitable by the 
informants. The interview audio recordings were then transcribed by the author. These 
interview transcripts were then analyzed with regard to the research aim, in the purpose of 
extracting knowledge and insight that could contribute to and reaffirm the narrative and 
discussion of the thesis. Although there are a number of quotes from the expert interviews in 
the thesis, the non-quoted material of the interviews was equally valuable and contributed 
with guiding knowledge in the research process.   
 
5.1.3 Ethnographic Observations 
Ethnographic observations were carried out at site of Baishizhou urban village with the aim of 
exploring the social life and built environment of this urban space, as materialized under 
neoliberal urbanism and processes of gentrification. Further, this observation method sought 
to uncover the experiences, perceptions, and practices of everyday space in Baishizhou, which 
eventually can reveal alternative trajectories of urban (re)development in China. Thus, the 
ethnographic observation method is primarily employed to answer the third research sub-
question of the thesis.  

This method was guided by Davies (2008), who emphasize the observation of the 
interrelation between social structures and cultural meanings in ethnographic research. 
Moreover, she underscores that, “[s]uch observation must also include reflexive observation 
– that is, the ethnographer needs to be sensitive to the nature of, and conditions governing, 
their own participation as a part of their developing understanding of the people they study 
(Ibid.: 83).” Thus, the observer is here inquiring the cultural meanings found in everyday space, 
where actions, objects, and situations are potential meaning bearers that can be made visible 
in the light of theoretical frameworks and concepts. In addition, Gehl and Svarre (2013) 
provided good general guidance on techniques for studying urban space and its public social 
life, and was especially valuable for its insights on the interaction between urban form and 
human activity, as well as its hands-on advice for photographic observations. Moreover, the 
ethnographic observation study of this thesis relates mainly to the theoretical framework of 
bottom-up urbanism, as outlined in section 4.5 and summarized in Figure 8, but also utilizes 
the theories on neoliberal urbanism and gentrification. The appreciation of the urban 
vernacular and the attitude towards urban life and space that the bottom-up urbanism 
represents was central in the approach of the observations in case study.  
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As stated above, the overall object of study of the observations was ‘the everyday’. This 
somewhat abstract object was motivated by the research’s aim to open-mindedly explore 
what actually is taking place on the ground in the urban village. Practically speaking, this 
implied participation by the author in the everyday activities of the urban village, i.e. walking, 
sitting, talking, eating, shopping, getting haircuts, resting, etc. These seemingly ordinary or 
even mundane activities are nevertheless the precise object of study – the everyday life and 
space. By repeatedly returning to certain points in the urban village – restaurants, benches, 
lanes, markets, shops, etc. – daily during the period of the field study created a state of 
regularity and everydayness. The experiences and social meetings that this practice generated 
thus constitute the framework of observations.  

The data that was retrieved from observations was gathered in the form of a research 
diary and additional extensive notetaking, focusing on participation in everyday life activities, 
conversations, and observations of the social life and utilization of urban space. The research 
diary and notetaking were written down with the theoretical framework in mind, especially 
emphasizing the bottom-up urbanism perspective. Thus, the observations focused both on 
the everyday ordinary and simultaneously on the extraordinary ‘spontaneous discontinuous 
moments’ of possibilities. To a lesser extent yet as an important component, photography has 
been used to capture the urban environment and social activity. A number of these images 
are shared in chapter 8 of the thesis to better illustrate the material and social environment 
of Baishizhou. Although observations were primarily carried out on the site of Baishizhou, 
more general observations from daily life in the city of Shenzhen during the two months field 
study were also included in the study. Visits to other urban villages, for example, were 
important for creating context. Also, the author partook in a workshop on the next 
comprehensive plan of Shenzhen with a special focus on urban villages, which was organized 
by the Urban Planning, Land and Resource Commission of Shenzhen Municipality (SZUPLRC). 
The event took place on November 24th, 2017 and was open to the public with pre-
registration. With the other participants ranging from planning officials and invited experts to 
urban villages residents, the workshop offered a glimpse into the planning process and 
stakeholder interaction in comprehensive planning in Shenzhen, which was of value for the 
thesis’ case study. The results from the observations is presented and elaborated on in chapter 
8.  
 
To sum up, this thesis employs a set of qualitative methods within a case study research design. 
In this regard, the thesis is supported by data- and methodological triangulation, as two or 
more sources of data and methods are being used, which both strengthens the level of validity 
and works to diversify the research perspectives by providing multiple accounts and 
viewpoints (Denzin, 2009 [1970]; Lewis et al., 2014: 358). The robustness of this research 
triangulation notwithstanding, the scope and particularity of the case do set limits to the 
extent of generalizability: The limited number of interviews, and lack of access to other 
important informant groups and sources of information, make the thesis only present part of 
a larger picture, which in turn makes it less applicable to other processes, places, and groups 
of people. Further, although some features of the findings are recurring in other parts of China 
and the world, other are more particular to the specific dynamics and history of Baishizhou 
and Shenzhen. These limitations will be further discussed and evaluated in the concluding 
chapter 9. Still, though, the material of the thesis does provide a substantial contribution to 
knowledge production within the scope of the thesis, and its intimate connection to the 



 64 

theoretical framework makes possible generalization and abstraction beyond the case study 
itself.  

 
5.2 Self-Reflexivity, Epistemological and Ontological Considerations 
Crucially, the methods were employed with an effective sense of self-reflexivity. This is 
particularly important in the case of interviews and ethnographic observation research, when 
the distance between the researcher subject and the social world of investigation is more 
intimate. The practice of self-reflexivity in this thesis draws primarily from Davies (2008), who 
in basic terms defines it as, “the ways in which the products of research are affected by the 
personnel and process of doing research (Ibid.: 4).” Important here is to acknowledge the 
researcher’s impact on the research process, and the analytical filters that exist due to one’s 
individual socio-cultural background. Further, these impacts and filters are more likely to be 
augmented in cross-cultural research such as in this thesis. Still, ethnographic research is 
ought to be useful beyond its immediate context, with the researcher being able to go ‘in and 
out’ of the social world at study. Hence, while this thesis takes a reflexive interpretivist and 
constructivist epistemological approach, it does so in a pragmatic sense and subscribes to a 
realist ontology with an independently existing social reality. In that regard, the thesis leans 
towards a critical realist ontological approach (Sayer, 2015; Davies, 2008).  

So, to fully engage in self-reflexivity, here is where the voice of the thesis shifts slightly as 
the researcher, I myself, step forward. In the following chapter of research results, I will be an 
active part in the analysis and research process, which calls for reflection on my own socio-
cultural background. I am a thirty-plus years old man from Stockholm, Sweden, and the 
majority of my life and academic training have taken place in that city. However, I have lived 
and studied in different parts of China and in Hong Kong for a total of almost three years, and 
with a background in China studies, I speak and read Mandarin Chinese. Thus, my norms and 
values, which affect my views on culture, identity, political governance, urbanism, etc., are 
naturally shaped by this background. As a foreigner in China, I have an inherent outside-
perspective which I, however, have striven to overcome simply through practicing careful 
listening and laying aside my own preconceptions. At the same time, my background and 
origin in a comparatively wealthy country also gives me certain privileges and is a part of 
constructing the power structures at play when interacting with people of a different 
background. This too has been kept in mind throughout the research process, and I have 
constantly made effort to foster a solid awareness of power, gender, and equality in my 
research. This, I believe, is reflected in the following chapters which present the research 
results of the case study.  
  



 65 

6 Policy Analysis of the Shenzhen Comprehensive Plan 2010-2020 and the 
Redevelopment Plan for Baishizhou Urban Village 

 
As outlined in chapter 5, this critical analysis is guided by the question, “[Urban] 
Redevelopment for whom and for what purpose? (Gotham, 2001b: 429),” and relates 
primarily to the theoretical framework of neoliberal urbanism. However, there is no clear-cut 
distinction of where exactly the ‘neoliberal elements’ within Chinese urban policy are situated, 
or where they may begin and end. Path-dependencies, local-global dynamics, and policy 
experimentations can all make causal factors blurred and less distinguishable. This is especially 
true in the Chinese authoritarian context, where the political economic influence of the 
Communist Party State is not always clearly demarcated and is in practice far-reaching. 
Therefore, when performing a policy analysis under these conditions, it is wise to speak in 
terms of tendencies, trends, and likelihood of influence, rather than making simplistic 
assumptions about causality. Still, the neoliberalization of Chinese urban policy is certainly 
visible, which the analysis below further demonstrates.  

 
6.1 Neoliberal Urbanism in the City Comprehensive Plan for the City of Shenzhen 2010-2020 
The current City Comprehensive Plan for the City of Shenzhen 2010-2020 (hereafter SZCP) was 
approved by the national State Council of China in August 2010 and was thereafter launched 
for local implementation in September that year (State Council of the People’s Republic of 
China, 2010). The 118 pages long document is a product mainly consisting of text, besides the 
five attached images that display general plans for zoning, connectivity, and development 
prospects. As such, it is not necessarily designed for a broad audience in terms of user 
interface and readability, but rather takes the standard form of a Chinese official policy 
document. The SZCP is organized by first laying out the basic features of the city and region, 
followed by a general policy guideline highlighting key topics and targets in its urban 
development, as well as a presentation of the overall spatial structure and layout of urban 
development in Shenzhen. The plan then goes on to display the economic, social, cultural, 
environmental, and infrastructural support systems, which all hold different functions as 
drivers of urban development. Finally, the SZCP is summed up by presenting the urban 
planning support systems, indicating how the plan will be implemented in terms of 
governance and time frame. As an official document, it takes on a formal language, and it 
covers its content in broad descriptions while at times also pinpointing specific development 
targets and sites (The People’s Government of Shenzhen [PGSZ], 2010). Figure 9 shows one of 
the supporting images to the Plan, which indicates the proposed spatial layout, connectivity, 
and structural urban development of Shenzhen in a local and regional context, superimposed 
with translations and key sites. Here, the Figure works as a visualization of some general 
trends and visions that are discussed in the following sub-sections.  
 
By utilizing the theoretical framework of neoliberal urbanism and its impact on urban 
redevelopment presented in section 4.2, I have found three main themes where expressions 
of neoliberalism are particularly active in the SZCP, namely economic development, 
demographic development, and housing and spatial development. These three are strongly 
interlinked and will be presented thematically below.  
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6.1.1 Economic Development and Neoliberalism in the SZCP 
Early on in the SZCP, it is established that, “Shenzhen is a special economic zone in China, a 
city that is a national economic center, and an internationalized city (PGSZ, 2010: 3. Author’s 
translation).” Further, it is stated that one overall development goal for the city is to promote 
economic development that makes Shenzhen a, “model city for socialism with Chinese 
characteristics and of an international city (Ibid.).” In other words, the economic function of 
Shenzhen is of high national and international importance, and a ‘growth first’ strategy is 
therefore employed to uphold this status. Indeed, the Plan suggests that Shenzhen is to, 
“maintain its high efficiency economic growth (Ibid.: 4),” through an economic transformation 
that involves both upgrading of its existing industrial economic base while simultaneously, 
“speed[ing] up the development of the high-end service industry (Ibid.),” and promoting 
investments in the green and circular economy. Given Shenzhen’s strong heritage of more 
low-end manufacturing industries, this ongoing transformation of the city’s economy to one 
dominated by high-end service industries does naturally have widespread implications on its 
labor force, educational requirements, infrastructure, housing demand, etc. Although this 
structural shift of the economy is by no means unique to Shenzhen, but is rather a reflection 

Figure 9. Spatial Development and Connectivity Layout Plan of  
the Shenzhen City Comprehensive Plan 2010-2020 

Figure 9. The development and connectivity plan of the Shenzhen City Comprehensive Plan 2010-2020 
displays three vertical axes and two horizontal corridors of development directionality, which aims to 
connect main city centers (red), sub-centers (pink), and surrounding cities and regions. (Original image 
source: Urban Planning, Land and Resource Commission of Shenzhen Municipality. Available online: 
http://www.szpl.gov.cn/xxgk/ghjh/td/2020csztgh/2020a.jpg [Accessed on: 2017-08-24]. Translation and 
additional information in red text by the author.) 
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of the global economic shift in the last decades, still the dominance of a neoliberal ‘growth 
first’ strategy is particularly visible in the city’s active promotion of market forces and global 
capital. For example, in one section of the SZCP dedicated to the industrial economic 
development, the Plan holds that Shenzhen is to, “actively nurture a strategy for [the 
development of its] industry, large scale corporations, and international brands (Ibid.: 34).” 
Moreover, the continued growth of a strong finance sector is a high priority in the SZCP, which 
involves an inflow of global capital – primarily via Hong Kong – and a specialized finance 
industry arranged around the stock exchange in the city’s Futian district (Ibid.: 37-38). Thus, 
the overall description of the economic development in the SZCP point to a deepened 
marketization and specialization of the economic base of Shenzhen. This in turn, I argue, and 
in line with Mayer (2016), reflects the local government’s receptiveness towards neoliberal 
policies through a market based ‘growth first’ strategy. Also, the responsiveness of this 
neoliberalization process in Shenzhen, as expressed in the economic transformation that 
paves way for new emerging markets, is coherent with the argument of He and Wu (2009).  

In addition, the aforementioned globalization of Shenzhen, or ‘internationalization’ as it 
is formulated in the SZCP, points to the city’s ambition to be a ‘global city’. The Plan holds that 
Shenzhen shall be attractive to foreign commercial enterprises, educational institutes, 
medical industries, finance institutes, etc., to establish and invest in Shenzhen. Also, domestic 
and foreign large-scale corporations shall be encouraged and actively supported to establish 
their headquarters in Shenzhen. According to the SZCP, all these efforts are to be made in 
order to, “increase the city’s level of internationalization and competitiveness (PGSZ, 2010: 
7).” These ambitions all go well with the theories presented by Sassen (2001), Roy (2011), and 
Zhang and Huang (2014). However, although Shenzhen may not necessarily aim to become a 
global city on par with e.g. New York or Tokyo, it certainly aims to instead find its position as 
a global city in its own right. In one sense, Shenzhen has always been global, from the opening 
up to FDIs and export-driven manufacturing industry. Today, Shenzhen is often called ‘the 
Silicon Valley of hardware’. With the presence of the tech giant Tencent’s headquarter in the 
city, and its high concentration of tech start-ups, it is likely that Shenzhen that will continue 
to increase its global significance as a hub for the growing tech industry. This process of 
globalization through the state promotion of market forces, I argue, further signals how the 
Shenzhen government is active in facilitating neoliberal economic development policies.  

Yet another expression of neoliberalization of the economic development of Shenzhen is 
the increased focus on tourism, festivals, and other ‘urban spectacles’. According to Mayer 
(2016), this feature of neoliberal urbanism aims to increase the attractiveness of the city, and 
simultaneously tends to increase the privatization of public space and urban governance. 
Since the 1990’s, Shenzhen has been dedicated to developing a strong tourism sector, and the 
city already hosts a significant number of theme parks, shopping malls, and other major tourist 
attractions. This is further developed in the SZCP which states that it aims to, “build Shenzhen 
into an international tourism city that is a key destination and distribution center for tourists, 
with a distinct seaside character, and which has an international impact (PGSZ, 2010: 40).” 
With the SZCP promoting the expansion of these private spaces of amusement and the 
experience economy, I mean that the Plan in this regard is indeed an expression of neoliberal 
urbanism ideals.  

 
6.1.2 Demographic Development and Neoliberalism in the SZCP 
The neoliberal ‘growth first’ logic of the SZCP’s economic development strategy is further 
articulated in the Plan’s measures to change the demographic composition of the people of 
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Shenzhen. In sheer numbers, the SZCP anticipates that between 2007-2020 the population of 
Shenzhen will grow from 8,6 million to 11 million (PGSZ, 2010: 117).7 For the same time period, 
though, the SZCP establishes that the city shall, “reduce the speed of population growth, 
control the population size, and maintain a relatively stable population level (Ibid.: 4).” The 
population level target was nevertheless reached already in 2015, as displayed in Figure 2, 
which witnesses of the continued traction of Shenzhen as a migrant city. But beyond the 
quantitative population figures, the SZCP is even more interested in the qualitative 
demographic aspect as it declares that it will, “optimize the population structure, and increase 
the quality and character of the population (Ibid.).”  

Indeed, since the Plan projects that the GDP per capita of Shenzhen will double between 
2007-2020, the local government is committed to see changes in the population take place. 
For example, the share of college graduates and above is anticipated to go from 15% to 30% 
within the same time period. Moreover, and in relation to the increased general education 
level, the composition of the city’s work force will need to change as the SZCP aims to see the 
more high-skilled tertiary service sector grow from 49,8% to make up 60% of its economic 
base in 2020 (Ibid.: 117). Although this type of change in the population composition is not 
exclusive to Shenzhen, but rather a global phenomenon, it still indicates the effect of the 
market driven economy on the urban demographic transformation. Since many low-skilled 
workers become obsolete in the advanced service economy, this segment of the population 
is replaced by more high-skilled and well-educated workers. This ‘citizenship in flux’ under 
neoliberalism corresponds with the argument by Ong (2006: 7) who means that people 
without, “tradable competence or potential become devalued and thus vulnerable to 
exclusionary practice.” In the case of Shenzhen, low-skilled workers in the temporary or 
‘floating’ population are increasingly excluded from the city’s labor market and urban life.  

In practice, nevertheless, this demographic transformation is to a certain degree a state-
led endeavor, and is promoted both structurally through policy reforms and spatially through 
changes in the built environment. In terms of policy, the local government is efficient to make 
adjustments to the population structure by altering and enforcing its hukou household 
registration regulations. The SZCP makes it clear that the Shenzhen government is to, “create 
a new population-management system, and strengthen the management of and service to 
the temporary and floating population (PGSZ, 2010: 10).” This dual nature of ‘management 
and service’ points to a strategy by the local government to implement policy reform from 
two, and potentially contradictory, directions simultaneously: On the one hand, stricter 
control and limitation on the population is to be enforced in order to facilitate the economic 
shift and projected growth over time; On the other hand, social services and more inclusive 
measures are to be offered to the migrant population in order to improve their livelihood. The 
latter is articulated through, for example, the SZCP’s aim to have all migrant workers in 
Shenzhen covered by occupational injury and healthcare insurances (Ibid.: 118). Furthermore, 
the SZCP intend to, “actively develop the social welfare service, establish a social aid system, 
and construct a social safety net that covers all kinds of groups of poor and troubled, and other 
particular groups (Ibid.: 11).” The Plan is explicit with that these efforts are made to ensure a 
social ‘harmonious stability’, which serves to improve the residents’ quality of life but also to 
prevent social unrest to occur. Though the SZCP opens up for a more inclusive hukou policy, 
by which it aims to, “moderately increase the proportion of permanent registered residents 

                                                        
7 The population figures for 2007 in the SZCP correspond with that of 2006 in the Shenzhen Statistical Yearbook 
2017 (Shenzhen Statistics Bureau, 2017: 4). It represents the officially permanent population of Shenzhen, and 
includes both local hukou-holders and non-local hukou residents. See chapter 2.2 for more details.  
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(Ibid.: 112),” the option of obtaining a local Shenzhen hukou will in practice be reserved for 
only a fraction of its residents. With the city’s point-based system, individuals and families 
who can prove that they have established themselves in Shenzhen and contribute to the local 
economy gain points that increase the chances of obtaining a local hukou. While that system 
may be fair in terms of rewarding long-term prospects for work and residency in the city, I still 
argue that it also contributes to exclusionary practices that benefit only a few and 
consequently leave out the recently arrived migrants and the urban marginalized.  

The neoliberal approach to citizenship and urban rights, or the lack thereof, also taps in 
to the globalization discussed in 6.1.1. Again, the SZCP makes it clear that the Shenzhen 
government shall, “control the population numbers, increase the character and quality of the 
population, and implement various kinds of policies that attracts high-quality human talent 
(Ibid.).” The influx of talent to Shenzhen is however not thought to only be of domestic origin. 
Rather, the SZCP encourages the continued building of a good environment in terms of 
business and services, culture, and the natural environment in order to, “attract foreign 
personnel with experience of international culture (…) [and] create an international 
community (Ibid.: 7).” This, in turn, is motivated by the city’s desire to, “increase the 
international competitiveness (Ibid.),” of Shenzhen. While I argue that this openness to 
foreigners and ‘international culture’ is positive in many ways – and simply necessary for 
economic and cultural exchange and collaboration to take place – I also hold that this reflects 
the propensity of neoliberalism to favor the globally privileged, well-educated, rich, and 
spatially flexible, at the expense of the marginalized urban poor. Indeed, Ananya Roy’s claim 
of Shenzhen as, “a site for the making of multiple regimes of globality (2011: 316),” is certainly 
expressed in the SZCP and the city’s production of a new demographic composition.  

To return to the second aspect mentioned above of how this demographic 
transformation is conducted – that is, spatially through state-led yet marked-oriented changes 
in the built environment – the below section analyses the role of housing and spatial 
development in the SZCP.  

 
6.1.3 Housing and Spatial Development and Neoliberalism in the SZCP 
As this thesis has pointed out, housing is an essential element in China when it comes to hukou 
registration and hence the individual’s access to education, social welfare, and other local 
urban services. The SZCP makes clear that the city shall, “carry out the system of management 
services for population registration based on the place of residence (PGSZ, 2010: 10 [emphasis 
added]).” In other words, urban space is employed as an institutional political tool for 
determining access to, or exclusion from, urban life. Once again, this is by no means unique 
to the case of Shenzhen. Yet the rapid nature of the transformation of the city’s built 
environment, and consequently of its population, makes this process particularly visible in 
Shenzhen. On a policy level, I argue, this process is accelerated by the SZCP.  

The Plan’s overall spatial development policy is aiming to both stretch Shenzhen 
outwards and to strengthen connections and flows internally, as highlighted in Figure 9. 
Shenzhen is to grow in more coherence with its neighboring cities, especially Hong Kong and 
other cities in the PRD-region. For example, it is proposed that Shenzhen together with the 
cities in the PRD-region shall create unified labor and land markets, and in regard to this, 
“encourage and guide every economic element according to the market mechanisms of free 
flows (Ibid.: 8).” Simultaneously, the internal development corridors direct the vertical and 
horizontal trajectories of urban development in Shenzhen. These follow key transport lanes 
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and display a multi-center development approach, with a projection of more distributed 
growth in a hierarchy of centers, sub-centers, and clusters (Ibid.: 17-22).  

When it comes to the housing development policy, the SZCP is slightly more concrete. 
The Plan sets out to employ the forces of both the market and the government in order to 
increase density, improve housing quality, and produce more housing opportunities. The 
commercial housing segment, which today mainly caters to local hukou holders, is to be, 
“rationally adjusted,” and the Plan shall, “encourage the development of commercial housing 
of small and medium size, and of low to medium price level (Ibid.: 43).” However, the SZCP 
also calls for more state-led initiatives to develop public housing and other types of rental 
housing solutions for low- and mid-income households (Ibid.: 11).  

As Shenzhen is facing a shortage of land for new developments, urban redevelopment is 
brought forward as a viable key strategy for reaching these housing development aims. The 
logic that underpins the use of urban redevelopment as a key tool in the SZCP can be 
summarized in three motivating factors: The first factor is social and technical in nature and 
aims to, “improve human settlements and the quality of life for the residents (Ibid.: 22),” and 
focuses on fire safety, sanitation, ventilation, access to green and public spaces, etc.; The 
second factor is more market oriented and related to the urban spatial structure, and aims to, 
“increase the returns from land utilization (…) [and] optimize the city’s functional structure 
(Ibid.).” Here the emphasis is on promoting efficiency, coherence, and optimization, which 
also involves formalization of informal urban structures; The third factor can be seen as a 
combination of the two above, yet with a strong focus on the international and global scale, 
and centers around the image of the city and its level of attractivity. As previously pointed out, 
the SZCP promotes the ‘internationalization’ of Shenzhen through a refinement of the urban 
environment, in order to increase the city’s level of attractivity for both domestic and foreign 
individuals (Ibid.: 7). The creation of an image of modernity, progress, and wealth thus 
becomes important for Shenzhen in its global representation, in which scenes of dilapidation, 
irregularity, and poverty do not fit in.  

Furthermore, the SZCP clearly points out four primary targets for urban redevelopment: 
“Urban villages, old industrial sites, old mixed-use sites of industry, commerce, and residential 
areas, and old residential areas (Ibid.: 22).” Especially, urban villages and old industrial sites 
that are centrally located near transportation nodes and along the urban development 
corridors are held as the main targets. As for urban villages, the SZCP defines its urban 
redevelopment approach as, “comprehensive remodeling of the site, carried out step-by-step 
(Ibid.: 23).” In other words, complete demolition and redevelopment of urban villages will be 
carried out, although done in segments. This approach is motivated by the promotion of land 
use efficiency and housing marketization in the sites of urban villages: “Dig out the latent 
capacity of housing supply in the urban villages, and integrate that into the [regular] housing 
supply system (Ibid.: 43).” What is more, the Plan even pinpoints Baishizhou as one of these 
objects to be ‘dug out’: “Vigorously carry forward the complete remodeling of the urban 
villages in the areas of Qingshuihe, Dachong, Baishizhou, etc. (Ibid.: 23).” In terms of 
management of these urban redevelopment efforts, the SZCP aims to, “emphasize the leading 
role of the government, explore a pluralist model for redevelopment, and make effort to 
resolve the bottleneck issues of urban redevelopment policy (Ibid.: 112).” However, although 
the local government expresses its role of leadership in urban redevelopment, still the very 
process of demolition and redevelopment is, as pointed out, in practice highly market driven.  

Hence, what we see in the housing development policy of the SZCP is a growth-oriented 
ambition yet with strong influence and guidance from the local government. Within this policy 
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environment, I argue that neoliberalism is mainly articulated in the aspect of land utilization 
in the SZCP: By razing the urban villages, the government does not simply tackle sanitary or 
safety issues, but is rather and primarily exercising power of spatial control, which determines 
for whom and for what purpose urban space is to be utilized for. Transforming the sites of the 
informally developed urban villages into formal and more regulated spaces both reconfigures 
the socio-economic character of that urban space as well as it expands the city’s real estate 
market and commercial housing stock.  

In my expert interview with professor Liu Ye, at the School of Geography and Planning at 
the Sun Yat-sen University in Guangzhou, he confirms that this spatial control and 
transformation is in part due to land-use quotas that are set by the Ministry of Housing and 
Urban-Rural Development (MOHURD) of the central government. These quotas are then 
implemented locally which put restrictions on the percentage of land for e.g. residential 
housing or nature reserves that is to be maintained in the city. Professor Liu Ye points out that 
the quota control system, which the SZCP expressively mediates, is a, “very top-down [system] 
(…). [The MOHURD] will allocate their quota – the zhibiao (ft target, quota) – to each city. 
That is what they care about (…), the critical things, the essentials (Expert Interview 1, 2017).” 
Hence, this top-down system of land-use control contributes to the aforementioned land 
‘shortage’ in Shenzhen, which makes the sites of urban villages attractive for redevelopment 
purposes. However, I want to reemphasize the political aspect of this: As the SZCP does 
prioritize redevelopment of urban villages over e.g. industrial sites or land used by the 
government, the government pinpoints redevelopment measures to the densely populated 
sites often inhabited by poor and marginalized people. Mary Ann O’Donnell, artist 
ethnographer and Shenzhen expert, highlights this issue in my expert interview with her: “If 
you could demolish a lot of these industrial parks, it makes much more economic sense from 
the point of view of the developer (…). So, in terms of actual development, it does not make 
sense to gentrify the villages, unless you can gentrify elsewhere (Expert Interview 3, 2017).” 
In line with this, I want to stress that the SZCP, in compliance with the MOHURD, plays a key 
role in determining where urban redevelopment takes place and thus who it affects, while the 
private developer controls much of how urban redevelopment will materialize.  

These processes, I suggest, are further emphasized in the creation of the image of 
Shenzhen as a global city, in which the urban village is seen as an anomaly. While the SZCP 
makes effort to solve the housing situation for people with low income through public housing 
schemes, it is uncertain whether that will be available to the majority of migrant workers and 
other non-local hukou holders. Also, these housing projects will not be as centrally located as 
Baishizhou and other urban villages, and are unlikely to integrate the bottom-up economic 
opportunities found in many urban villages, which in turn risks causing urban sprawl and 
dormitory suburbs to emerge. 

In sum, the neoliberal ‘creative destruction’-approach to urban redevelopment found in 
the SZCP represents a radical transformation of space and sheds light on the spatial political 
economy of Shenzhen. That is, it prescribes what kinds of urban life, people, and built 
environment that are given prominence in the development of Shenzhen. Further, the 
privatization and marketization of urban housing and real estate development, under the firm 
guidance of the local government, speaks of increased public-private partnerships in urban 
development. The neoliberalization of space, I argue, is thus clearly visible in the SZCP, and is 
further articulated in the urban redevelopment site plan of Baishizhou.  
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6.2 Neoliberal Urbanism in the Redevelopment Site Plan for Baishizhou 
This policy document differs from the above in that it is site specific and primarily presents 
the spatial features of the redevelopment of Baishizhou. The draft site plan was presented in 
June 2017 by the Nanshan Bureau of Administration of the Urban Planning, Land and Resource 
Commission of Shenzhen Municipality [SZUPLRC], and displays a complete demolition of the 
affected area and a proposal for a new large scale mixed-function development. The analysis 
of the plan is performed similarly to the one above, although here I am mainly highlighting the 
spatial features and implications of neoliberal urbanism in the site plan. To provide an 
overview, Figure 10 shows an excerpt from the plan displaying the location and current spatial 
layout of the site, while Figure 11 displays the functional zoning and proposed development 
plan for the urban redevelopment of Baishizhou. Here, the latter is the main plan document 
of analysis, together with its associated public announcement by the Nanshan Bureau of 
Administration of the SZUPLRC (2017) which outlines the overall planning proposal for the 
site.  
 

 

 

Figure 10. Location and Scope of the Redevelopment Plan for Baishizhou 

Figure 10. This satellite image is a segment from the proposed site redevelopment plan for Baishizhou, by 
the Nanshan Bureau of Administration of the SZUPLRC. The red area highlights the site of Baishizhou that is 
slated for redevelopment. With good connectivity, golf courses to the west, theme parks to the south and 
east, and surrounded by high-end residential areas, the site of Baishizhou has become attractive for 
developers. Note that the urban village south of the horizontal Shennan main road, called lower Baishizhou, 
is not affected by the redevelopment plans, due to differences in administrative and ownership structures. 
(Original image source: Nanshan Bureau of Administration of the Urban Planning, Land and Resource 
Commission of Shenzhen Municipality. Available online: http://www.szpl.gov.cn/xxgk/tzgg/csghgg/201706/ 
P020170615348309171653.jpg [Accessed on: 2017-08-12]. Cropped by the author.)  
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Figure 11. Upper/right half: The proposed site masterplan, indicating the suggested housing typology and layout, 
with the building floor numbers marked ‘F’. Lower/left half: The functional zoning plan after redevelopment 
displays a mix of commercial (red), residential (yellow), and educational (purple) buildings. The majority of the 
yellow zones are marked with ‘R2+C1’ which indicates a mixed-use of both commercial and residential functions. 
A linear public park (green) is found in the middle, and the existing metro station (blue dotted line) is marked out 
in the south. (Source: Nanshan Bureau of Administration of the SZUPLRC. Available online: 
http://www.szpl.gov.cn/xxgk/tzgg/csghgg/201706/P020170615348310578643.jpg [Accessed on: 2017-08-20].) 

Figure 11. The Proposed Functional Zoning and Redevelopment Masterplan for Baishizhou 
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6.2.1 From Urban Village to High-end Housing Estate and Commercial Space 
First of all, it is important to be reminded that the process of urban redevelopment of 
Baishizhou is still ongoing and that this analysis is not dealing with the final outcome of the 
plan but rather with the proposed plan by the local government. Also, the definitive design of 
the plan and housing development is not final, as the developer Lvgem has the ultimate 
mandate for providing the architectural and urban design for the project. However, the plan 
documents still express the fundamental aspirations of the local government on what qualities 
and values that are wanted, as well as those unwanted, in that urban space after 
redevelopment.  

In figures, the size of the site of redevelopment is about 48 hectares and in which almost 
46 hectares are to be demolished, leaving just a number of public roads and other amenities 
untouched. All existing urban village housing will be razed and replaced with new buildings 
with a total of almost 348 hectares floor space (Nanshan Bureau of Administration of the 
SZUPLRC, 2017). What is striking at the first look at the masterplan for after redevelopment, 
in comparison with the existing urban environment, is the formalization of space: Fewer and 
taller building structures in a much less dense disposition will replace the multiple and super-
dense low-rise buildings that make up Baishizhou today. In the site plan, the street grid is 
further formalized and made straight, and car traffic is given more prominence. While the 
erasing of informality will make the site of Baishizhou more coherent with the surrounding 
formally planned urban environment, it is also likely to take away the flexibility and bottom-
up appropriation of space often found in the urban village today. As urban space becomes 
more regulated, controlled, and programmed, the more spontaneous initiatives and tactic 
interventions are expected to diminish. It would, of course, be simplistic to claim that 
neoliberalism is the sole cause behind this development of formalization, since planning laws, 
regulations, and the dominant planning discourse all contribute to the rejection of urban 
informality. Still, I argue that it is fair to say that the ideas of neoliberalism support and propel 
this development. With the aim of neoliberal urbanism to increase economic growth and 
promote privatization and commercialization of space, a formalized urban environment 
becomes a prerequisite for these economic advancements to take place.  

Furthermore, the site plan’s proposal for the introduction of new housing typologies 
constitutes a radical shift towards a neo-modernist built environment, and a ‘verticalization’ 
of urban space. In the southern part of the masterplan, the proposed two towers with offices 
and hotel business, 79 and 78 floors tall respectively, make up a new entrance to Baishizhou 
that symbolizes modernity, wealth, and power. Indeed, the majority of the proposed 
residential buildings are structures of between 53-73 floors each, while the ‘lower’ residential 
towers have 28 floors. Although this proposal can be praised in planning circles for promoting 
a high density and a transit-oriented development, it is nevertheless also evident that it caters 
to individuals with a relatively high income as building tall is generally more expensive than 
constructing low-rise buildings. Hence, the urban redevelopment of Baishizhou marks a sharp 
turn away from affordable housing in that urban space, and instead makes room for private 
real estate developments. I argue that this shall be seen as a part of the very materialization 
of neoliberal urbanism in Baishizhou, in which profit maximization and marketization of urban 
space necessitates a complete replacement of the existing built environment with one of 
higher economic value. Also, this corresponds with Theodore, Peck, and Brenner’s (2011: 22) 
argument of processes of neoliberal ‘creative destruction’, by which low-rent housing is 
replaced by, “new opportunities for speculative investment in central-city real estate markets.” 
In addition to this, both the formalization and verticalization of space create a certain urban 
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image that goes well with the global city strategy of the Shenzhen local government, as 
discussed in section 6.1.3.  

What is more, the proposed site plan expresses an increased privatization of ‘public’ 
space. When looking closely at the site masterplan, the darker green field representing park 
space behind the 79 floors tall office tower in southern Baishizhou is dedicated to be a 
‘commercial rooftop garden’ (shangye wuding huayuan <	S³�=). This green space 
further stretches north and makes up the majority of park space between the buildings, 
creating an elevated semi-private and commercial space. Though the final design and function 
of this space is yet to become manifest after urban redevelopment, still the inclusion of this 
phrase in the proposed site plan, by which the designation of a commercialized ‘public’ space 
entails privatization and exclusionary spatial practices, witness of the neoliberal ideas that are 
embedded in the plan. Certainly, this feature of neoliberal urbanism is in line with Mayer 
(2016: 67), and further points to the argument by Ong (2006) and Leitner et al. (2007) of a 
redefinition of citizenship under neoliberalism where one’s right to the city is increasingly 
defined and granted through consumption and entrepreneurship rather than being a universal 
right.  

However, the plan does dedicate residential housing units to be so called ‘security 
housing’, which is a type of social housing provided by the government for people and groups 
with low-income. Though this would indicate a more state-led interventionist approach, the 
actual share of this type of housing makes up a mere 4%, or 5 out of 125 hectares, of the total 
residential floor area set out in the plan (Nanshan Bureau of Administration of the SZUPLRC, 
2017). Thus, I mean that the provision of security housing in this case should be seen more as 
a symbolic act and not as a swing towards solutions of affordable housing. Instead, the 
commercial nature of the planned development again speaks of whom that will get access to 
life in Baishizhou after redevelopment: owners rather than tenants, high-incomers rather than 
low-incomers, local hukou-holders rather than non-local. While the original villagers of 
Baishizhou are rightly to be compensated with new housing at the redeveloped site, this can 
only maintain the community of these villager-landlords, but not the community of the 
majority of current residents of the urban village, i.e. low-income migrant tenants. Therefore, 
I suggest that the site masterplan for the Baishizhou urban redevelopment can be read as 
providing keys to the question raised by Gotham (2001b: 429): “[Urban] Redevelopment for 
whom and for what purpose?” In relation, the proposed economic upgrading of the built 
environment of Baishizhou, and consequent eviction of its current residents, demonstrates an 
ongoing and escalating process of gentrification, which is further analyzed and discussed in 
the following chapter below.  
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7 The Gentrification of an Urban Village: Voices from Baishizhou 
 
As stated in chapter 4, this thesis subscribes to the assumption that neoliberal urbanism is 
promoting processes of gentrification through its favoring of market forces in urban 
redevelopment, real estate speculation, and commodification of urban space (Clark, 2005; He 
and Wu, 2009; Smith, 2002; Theodore, Peck, and Brenner, 2011). Given that condition, this 
chapter presents the result and analysis of the interview case study that was conducted by 
me in Baishizhou during November-December in 2017. The chapter is concluded by a brief 
evaluation of the processes of gentrification and urban redevelopment in Baishizhou in the 
light of the New Urban Agenda (NUA). In contrast yet in compliment to the above top-down 
analysis, this chapter employs a bottom-up perspective and thus adheres to the post-colonial 
ambition to move beyond the, “parochial experience of EuroAmerican cities (Roy, 2009: 820),” 
by presenting the voices of the residents and users of Baishizhou. Important to point out here 
is that the interviews were conducted during an ongoing process of urban redevelopment and 
gentrification. As we have not yet seen the final result of the redevelopment process of 
Baishizhou, it is not possible to make claims about the actual outcome of this process. 
However, with the experience of urban redevelopment of other urban villages in Shenzhen, 
and their consequent processes of gentrification, it is highly reasonable to expect and discuss 
an ongoing gentrification of Baishizhou. As such, the perceptions, opinions, and values 
expressed amid this ongoing process provide a certain and important kind of information and 
knowledge. The themes of the interview questions were designed following a temporal logic 
– the current condition of Baishizhou; the ongoing and coming redevelopment and 
gentrification processes; and the future outlooks and strategies towards the coming evictions 
and planning participation – which will also be used broadly as the thematic outline for the 
analysis below. However, as these different temporalities intersect in practice, the divisions 
here are not seen as strict but are rather used for facilitating the analysis. Coupled with the 
concluding NUA evaluation, this chapter answers to the second research sub-question.  
 
7.1 The Current Condition and Experience of Baishizhou 
In order to understand what kind of urban space and life that is becoming gentrified in the 
case of Baishizhou, and how that plays into the narrative of urban redevelopment of that site, 
it is vital to ask how the current condition of the urban village is perceived by its residents and 
users. All of the interviewees point out both positive and negative factors in Baishizhou. On 
the positive side, the reoccurring themes in the interviews are affordability, livelihood 
opportunities, good location and communication options, closeness to services and stores, 
cheap and a great variety of food, and a vibrant street life and community. One interviewee 
for example tells that: “I think that it is pretty good [here]. It is convenient, you have 
everything, everything is nearby. (…) Basically, things are cheaper here compared to outside 
[of the urban village] (Interview 4).” This is echoed by another interviewee who highlights that: 
“It’s quite convenient for the children to go to school here, and the kindergarten, elementary 
school, they are all convenient [to reach] (Interview 1).” The proximity and density are highly 
valued in Baishizhou, which is further manifested in the liveliness and vibrancy of the urban 
village:  
 

I think Baishizhou is a very well-populated place that is very energetic. That is, everybody coexist 
here, all kinds of people. No matter if you go out to shop here, or to the small booths and food 
stands, there are people from all over. People from the lower walks of life, as well as those from 
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the mid- and high-levels, all coexist here. So, I believe that Baishizhou is a very tolerant place 
(Interview 8).  

 
This perception of Baishizhou touches upon aspects of class, identity, and tolerance, and links 
that to the urban environment and life in the urban village. 

However, the same interviewee also points out a negative aspect of the density: “There 
is a lot of people living here, so it is almost impossible to regulate things here. There are too 
many people here. And also, the environment is pretty dirty (Ibid.).” This situation has made 
another interviewee to not choose to live in Baishizhou, even though he runs his business in 
the urban village. He expresses that Baishizhou has a:  

 
Bad environment, and there is no garden. Maybe the housing price is a bit cheaper here, but… 
In fact, in Shenzhen, the housing [market] is divided into different segments of people and class. 
In general, if you are a worker, and for example work in construction, then you might live here. 
Because, they rent together (…) and pay like 1000 yuan [≈148 USD] per month each. (…) 
Generally speaking, in case you are able to not live in an urban village, you would choose to not 
live here (Interview 7).  

 
Again, class and income are brought up as determining factors for the choice to live in 
Baishizhou. Although people from all socio-economic classes may utilize the urban space and 
services of Baishizhou, it is made clear that it is almost exclusively people with low socio-
economic status that inhabit Baishizhou. The interviewee above continues by pointing to an 
up-scale apartment complex adjacent with Baishizhou and says that you need to earn 10 000–
20 000 yuan [≈1 475–2 950 USD] per month in order to afford the living cost there (Ibid.). This 
situation is described by another interviewee as: “The division of a city. That is, the distance 
between Baishizhou and [the up-scale district] Overseas Chinese Town (OCT) is not long, but 
the two places are completely different from one another. In general, over there at OCT, it is 
a rich peoples’ place. Baishizhou is a poor peoples’ place (Interview 8).”  

Furthermore, the dirty and messy environment and dilapidated buildings are recurrently 
brought forward as negative aspects of life in Baishizhou, which cause feelings of insecurity 
and discomfort in the urban village: “You have to pay attention to safety. (…) Look, these 
buildings are all really tight, that is their particular design. Because, they are all privately built 
buildings, it is the people that have built them themselves. (…) The ventilation, the lighting, 
etc., it is certainly not that good. It is not made in a standardized manner (Interview 4).” Indeed, 
the ‘informal’ and self-made features inherent in the urban village’s design and life are seen 
as contributing to creating this less ordered and somewhat unpredictable urban environment.  

On the other hand, these informalities also make Baishizhou a less fixed and more socially 
fluid space, and is therefore seen as being very adaptive to newly arrived residents. In fact, all 
of the interviewees in this study have migrated to Shenzhen from different parts of China and 
found Baishizhou to be an accommodating place of arrival. With Shenzhen being a migrant 
city, this experience is not unusual. What is striking in the case of Baishizhou, though, is that 
it not only attracts the aforementioned construction and manufacturing industry workers, but 
increasingly also university graduates and young white-collar workers with relatively low 
income. One interviewee, who is a software engineer and lives in Baishizhou, points out the 
geographical proximity with his workplace in the High-Tech Park district, just west of the urban 
village, as motivating his choice of residence (Interview 2). Another interviewee expresses that 
there are many, “young people with dreams here (Interview 4),” which makes it a good place 
to connect with likeminded both privately and professionally. She, just as several other 
interviewees, also brings up the famous local expression: ‘Come, and you are a Shenzhen’er’ 
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(laile dou shi shenzhenren r�ªn�A�), which for decades has signaled the welcoming 
nature of Shenzhen. However, this sense of inclusion is perceived as currently undergoing 
change, with the demise of arrival points such as Baishizhou. Eventually, though, the urban 
village is mainly viewed as a temporary space, and as a site of transition: “Perhaps I am just 
living here temporarily, then later I will find a better [place] for sure (Ibid.).”  

 
In conclusion, this section has illustrated the object that is being destructed in the neoliberal 
process of ‘creative destruction’ through gentrification (Theodore, Peck, and Brenner, 2011). 
The interviews paint an image of Baishizhou as an urban space that is well-located and 
relatively convenient, with a tolerant atmosphere and an accommodating rental housing 
market, and that is home to a diverse and vibrant community. However, the urban village is 
also perceived as a place of ‘low class’, that is messy and unsafe, and which informal and 
dilapidated housing stock makes it a transitional space. As such, it makes a suitable target for 
gentrification: with its low rents relative to the attractive location, it is subject to a situation 
of substantial rent-gap; its vibrant community and a lively local food scene makes it attractive 
as a site of lifestyle-oriented consumption choices; and its low-rent accommodation makes it 
a site dominated by the working-class, migrants, and young new graduates. However, the 
informality of the urban village, as expressed in part by its somewhat unorganized and 
dilapidated urban environment, constitutes an obstacle for gentrification to take place in its 
current state. Gradual gentrification through piecemeal individual renovation upgrading, as 
the ‘classical’ notion of gentrification may suggest, is not likely to take place in the case of 
Baishizhou or other urban villages. This is due to the legal status of the urban village (as 
explained in section 2.4 and 2.5) and since its housing stock does not match the demand of 
the middle-class, which in very generalized terms would be the so called ‘garden-housing 
estates’ (huayuan xiaoqu �=Q2) that are semi-gated community high-rise complex with 
private gardens. Hence, a complete demolition and redevelopment program is therefore put 
into effect.  
 
7.2 Notions and Opinions on the Ongoing and Coming Redevelopment and Gentrification 
Processes of Baishizhou 
Although none of the interviewees explicitly use the term gentrification for describing the 
ongoing process of demolition, redevelopment, and socioeconomic change in Baishizhou, 
everyone I speak to are aware that it is indeed occurring. One interviewee, for example, makes 
it clear that: “After they have demolished [Baishizhou], the [new] housing prices will be higher, 
as will the rent be. So, the people that live here now need to move away. They cannot afford 
to live here anymore then (Interview 7).” The awareness among the interviewees of the high-
end nature of the coming development after the current demolitions is unmistakable. Also, 
an attentiveness to class and profit is pervading in the interviews. For example, one 
interviewee explains that the local government wants to demolish Baishizhou in order to build 
high-rises. When asked why, the person simply replies: “If they build high-rises, they make 
money. That is the idea. The big bosses, do they not live in high-rises (Interview 6)?” In 
accordance, another interviewee puts it that: “They want to develop this land plot and 
develop the city. They are building apartments [here] that the ‘low-end’ population (diduan 
renkou ���8) cannot afford, [instead] they are for the ‘high-end’ [population] (gaoduan 
renkou ¶��8) (Interview 9).”  
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Moreover, several of the interviewed individuals point out that gentrification is already 
taking place in Baishizhou, as rents have been rising which gradually leads to increased 
unaffordability. One of the interviewees explains that:  

 
In the last two years, after the redevelopment of Baishizhou had begun, the rents here have 
gradually increased. There is a saying now (…) – not only in Baishizhou, but in many other urban 
villages in Shenzhen – that they think that, ‘if you want to buy a flat in Shenzhen, you cannot 
afford it; if you want to rent a flat [in Shenzhen], now you cannot afford that either’. Because of 
the urban redevelopment project. All the landlords are trying to make the most of this time. 
(Interview 8) 

 
Thus, the market mechanisms that encourage gentrification is already at play in Baishizhou, 
even though, and due to that, demolition awaits. However, it is made clear that Baishizhou is 
still a place primarily inhabited by migrant workers and other people with low-income. The 
rent increase therefore mainly affects the already existing residents in the village, and is not 
due to any influx of people with higher socioeconomic status and spending power, as the 
classical gentrification theories would suggest (e.g. Glass, 1964; Ley, 1994). Rather, as Liu et 
al. (2017) has demonstrated, the already occurring gentrification process in Baishizhou is 
chiefly due to a price-shadowing effect, through which the reduced supply of affordable 
housing after urban redevelopment of nearby districts leads to the ability of landlords to 
increase rents. As such, the gentrification process that currently occurs in Baishizhou takes 
place within the lower socioeconomic strata, where the very poor are evicted and compelled 
to find accommodation in a less expensive urban village. Still, the more radical gentrification 
process of Baishizhou through demolition and redevelopment is yet to be fully materialized. 
The experience, anticipation, and concern over this development is however already palpable 
in Baishizhou, and the perceptions and opinions regarding this are somewhat diverse with 
both negative and positive aspects being expressed.  

In general, and perhaps unsurprisingly, the interviewees that are directly affected by the 
demolition and redevelopment are more negative towards this process. Worry over and 
reluctance towards the impending eviction is a recurring theme. However, everyone I speak 
to have adapted some level of acceptance towards the eviction and move elsewhere, 
encapsulated in the everyday-phrase: “There is nothing to do about it (meibanfa |/~) 
(Interview 2).” Yet what is causing even more anxiousness is financial loss due to the 
redevelopment. One interviewee’s account reveals that the person has invested around 
300 000 yuan [≈44 280 USD] for setting up its business in Baishizhou, a sum that will not be 
compensated for when eviction eventually takes place. In addition, the same interviewee 
highlights that the business has already been affected by the demolition of an area nearby:  

 
There are much less people here now. That [now demolished] piece of land used to have rental 
apartment buildings which migrant workers rented, and there were factories there too. Now 
both the people and the factories have moved away. So of course, now our business has 
decreased significantly. Compared to back then, our business is now only half of what it used to 
be. (Interview 1)  

 
Other interviewees raise concern over the livelihoods of street vendors and other informal 
workers in Baishizhou:  
 

After they have demolished this place, the people selling food in the streets will not have a place 
to do their business anymore. (…) So, for them, some elements for their survival will be taken 
away, since this whole place will be gone. Later, when they carry out the formal plan of urban 
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redevelopment here, [the street vendors] will not have the space as now that allows them to sell 
their stuff. (Interview 4) 

 
Thus, here the formalization of space through redevelopment is regarded as the demise of 
economic opportunities for informal workers, and furthermore of the vibrant street life that 
has been characteristic for the urban village. This notion also taps into a concern over loss of 
history and culture with the razing of Baishizhou, as one interviewee puts it: “The urban 
villages have their own history, so by making a complete demolition and redevelopment, their 
culture will gradually be forgotten and lost (Interview 5).” Although this fear of loss is not 
widespread among the interviewees, it still speaks of the high sense of place and historical 
significance that Baishizhou holds.  

Overall, though, there is a consensus among the interviewees that the redevelopment of 
Baishizhou and the entailing process of gentrification will have a negative impact on the 
‘common’ and poor people that live in and utilize that urban space today. Indeed, recurring in 
the interviews is an acknowledgement of the existing power dynamics in urban 
redevelopment which contribute in producing processes of gentrification. One interviewee 
sums up this current situation using a Chinese idiom: “It is just like, ‘the weak are falling victim 
to the strong’ (ruo rou qiang shi _�`´) (Interview 7).”  

 
Interestingly, this sentiment regarding the negative impacts of gentrification does, however, 
often come together with a simultaneous positive view on that very process. In general terms, 
there is a thoroughgoing notion among many of the interviewees that holds the urban 
redevelopment and gentrification processes as something positive when viewed in a broader 
perspective, as it is regarded as being beneficial to the development of both the city and the 
nation at large. The arguments for this can be summed up in three interrelated themes: 
sanitary and safety issues; overall planning and formalization; and beautification and image.  

As the previous section has pointed out, the urban village is often experienced as dirty 
and intrinsically unsafe, which makes demolishing and upgrading seem logic. As argued by one 
of the interviewees: “If you go inside the urban village and see it for yourself, you will think 
that it would be pretty good to demolish it. Because, it is very dirty inside (…) some places are 
really smelly. (…) The fire safety is not very good inside, it is really bad, since the buildings are 
placed very tightly together (Interview 3).” This argument is in particular visible among 
younger people who do not want to identify with what they consider to be a ‘backwards’ and 
messy environment in the urban village. In this light, gentrification is seen as something 
positive, as it brings about change towards a modern and progressive social development.  

This perception also goes into the demand for a more coherent and robust overall 
planning for Shenzhen, which is seen as key to the economic development of the city. For 
example, one interviewee expresses that: “I think that [the demolition and redevelopment] 
ought to be a good thing for the city as a whole. (…) Because, the city needs an overall planning, 
and many of the urban villages have no planning whatsoever (Interview 4).” Another 
interviewee points to the central location of Baishizhou and states that: “I think that the 
demolition is for the sake of making better use of this piece of land (Interview 3).” Yet another 
one means that: “After the redevelopment, it will be better for the industry and trade in the 
city (Interview 5).” This is further tied to a socioeconomic change through gentrification: “The 
quality of the people will increase. Because, after the redevelopment, the people who will live 
here will have a quite high consumption power. (…) It is a good direction for the government 
to carry out redevelopment or a complete reconstruction of the area (Ibid.).” This social and 
economic development is many times put forward with a nationalistic rhetoric that places the 
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nation’s interests at the center: “[The redevelopment and gentrification] implies a not so good 
situation for the common people of Shenzhen. However, for the country at large, it is a matter 
of changing the country to the better (Interview 7).”  

Thus, in this broader and long-term perspective, urban redevelopment and gentrification 
is seen as being put in practice for the greater good. Further, this also involves beautification 
measures and the creation of a modern image of Baishizhou, Shenzhen, and ultimately China. 
Several of the interviewees bring up Dachong as an example – a nearby former urban village 
that was demolished and redeveloped a few years ago: “Dachong used to be just like this 
village [Baishizhou] (Interview 6)!” Likewise, one interviewee describes that:  

 
In Dachong, before it was young people who lived there, and people with not so much money. 
And now when they have redeveloped that place, it is relatively rich people that live in the 
houses over there. Because, the buildings have become nicer, and the environment too, so the 
rent has increased. (Interview 4) 

 
This process of gentrification is here praised by the interviewee as it brings about change in 
the built environment of Shenzhen that reflects a modern, and subjectively more beautiful, 
urban image. Therefore, the interviewee states that:  
 

I think that this is a normal and successful development. Let us say that if there would be a lot of 
people here struggling [for their livelihood], then all simply would not be able to stay here. 
Maybe staying here is not such a good choice then, maybe going back to their home town is a 
better choice. (…) In the end, this is a matter of individual choice. (Interview 4)  

 
In this viewpoint, the gentrification trajectory of Baishizhou is normalized with reference to 
the general economic development, and by a ‘survival of the fittest’ reasoning. Here, by 
distancing oneself from the ‘losers’ who return to their home towns, and thus placing oneself 
among the ‘survivors’ of the city, the interviewee is in effect obligated to subscribe to the idea 
of gentrification in the name of economic development.  

Indeed, economic development through marketization of space of the urban village is 
regarded as interconnected with the beautification practices and image upgrading of 
Baishizhou. As put by one interviewee:  
 

The main objective [of urban redevelopment] is to change this place into a place of higher 
standard. And then, I also think that it is about making profit. (…) It is about making money. (…) 
But then again, the people that will live more comfortably [in the new buildings] are the ones 
who are already rich. The poor people do not even think about having that kind of wonderful 
life. (Interview 7) 

 
Again, this interviewee’s class-sensitive analysis highlights the recurring notion of how the 
upgrading of urban space is primarily catered to the individuals and groups with strong 
financial resources, as profit-making rather than beautification per se is seen as the main 
driver behind the ongoing urban redevelopment. However, the value statements expressed 
regarding this situation varies. In general, I mean that the interviews indicate that whether 
this process of gentrification is being viewed as more positive or negative depends on one’s 
perception concerning the national economic development, life chances, socioeconomic 
status, individual aspirations, identification, and other sets of values. Moreover, if we follow 
Wu’s (2016a) argument that the current dominant urban restructuring in China is the 
formalization of informal space, the processes of urban redevelopment and gentrification are 
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to be viewed as parts of a larger strategy in the country’s spatial political economy. Under that 
condition, evictions and displacement become elements of a state-led endeavor to formalize, 
control, and marketize urban space.  

Additionally, in my expert interview with artist ethnographer and Shenzhen expert Mary 
Ann O’Donnell, she speaks of these processes in terms of a ‘collective gentrification’: The 
subject of redevelopment in Shenzhen is and has always been collective, that is villages, 
industries, and other kinds of collective groups. This, in turn, is arranged and monitored by 
the local state, which makes it a process of state-led gentrification (Expert Interview 2, 2017). 
The argument is further developed in my second interview with her, where she argues that: 
“The only right that you have is [if] the entire village sells all of its property to a developer who 
is going to do a complete demolition and restructuring of the area. So, gentrification in 
Shenzhen happens at a much larger scale (Expert Interview 3, 2017).” This large-scale stand in 
contrast to the general Western context, where single housing units are often bought, 
‘flipped’, and gentrified. I suggest that this notion of redevelopment and gentrification should 
be considered in order to better understand the individual experiences and perceptions 
expressed above: If large-scale complete demolition and gentrification through urban 
redevelopment is understood by the residents to be ‘the only alternative’, then ideas of small-
scale and piecemeal redevelopment are simply being ruled out. After all, as a migrant tenant 
in the urban village, you have minimal if any legal rights that could affect the redevelopment 
process, which leaves you in a position of (inflicted) relative acceptance that instead mandates 
individual strategies and tactics.  
 
7.3 Outlooks and Strategies regarding the Coming Evictions, and (Non-)Participation in the 
Redevelopment Planning Process 
Regardless of one’s opinion on the gentrification process in Baishizhou, the forthcoming 
evictions are inevitable for the tenant residents of the urban village. This, naturally, calls for 
responses from the residents who will need to find new accommodation elsewhere, and from 
business owners who, if possible, will need to relocate. The interviews display a number of 
strategies for coping with the eviction, yet these are generally quite vague and not perceived 
as being urgent. One interviewee, for example, tells that: “I do not have a lot of thoughts 
about that. When they demolish, I can only move to another place, for example to Xixiang, 
Guimiao, Nantou… Maybe to Xixiang, since there is a larger park over there (Interview 2).” 
Notably, these are all subdistricts in Shenzhen with other urban villages, hence the demolition 
of Baishizhou is seemingly causing an influx of residents to other urban villages in the city. 
Another interviewee speculates about the future of Baishizhou and expresses that:  
 

This is a very good place for young people, and for other people with not so much money, to be 
able to cover their living costs. But then, when this place will not exist anymore, then they all 
must go and look for another place. Either they go to any other urban village, or they return back 
to their home towns. (Interview 4) 

 
This sentiment is echoed in the other interviews – in order to remain in the city, you need to 
find accommodation in another urban village. If not, you will have to return to your home 
town and find accommodation there. In this sense, the access to the city is becoming 
increasingly limited with every urban village that is demolished, since the villages in practice 
have constituted the widely available affordable housing in Shenzhen. In addition, with the 
demise of centrally located urban villages such as Baishizhou, several of the interviewees 
explain that they will have to move out to the ‘outer districts’ (guanwai &I) of Shenzhen, 
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e.g. to the Bao’an and Longgang districts. This displacement, they fear, will imply longer daily 
commutes and generate dormitory towns in these suburban areas, causing concern over both 
inconvenience and dull living environments.  

Further, another strategy that is presented for remaining in Shenzhen after the evictions 
is to buy an apartment. However, this option is out of reach for the majority of the residents 
of Baishizhou that I speak with. The skyrocketing real estate prices in Shenzhen is only one 
obstacle, yet another major hurdle is the hukou system. As put plainly by one interviewee: “In 
order to buy an apartment [here], you need a Shenzhen hukou. You simply cannot buy one 
without that (Interview 7).” The same interviewee goes on to explain the hukou points system: 
“For each month you collect some points to the social security system, and when you reach 
100 points you are able to apply for a Shenzhen hukou. It is harder if you do not have that 
(Ibid.).” As the interviewee identifies as possessing an in-demand occupational skill, which can 
serve to add further points, the points system is here regarded as reasonable and good. 
Though, another interviewee, who originates from the Chaoshan region in eastern Guangdong 
province, is more critical towards the hukou system:  

 
China has a hukou divide. The hukou of Shenzhen, Shanghai, or Beijing are all quite valuable, but 
the hukou of where I am from is not valuable. (…) On a city level, the impact this has on Shenzhen 
is that it feels a bit xenophobic, and not so warm. (…) Sure, you can have [hukou] requirements, 
but not for all things. (…) Regardless of what hukou you have, you should be able to come here 
with ease. (Interview 8) 

 
Certainly, this perception of xenophobia and division is a recurring theme. For example, in a 
conversation with a young woman who lives in Shenzhen and often visits Baishizhou, she 
describes this practice as setting up a kind of ‘admission fee’ for entering the city, where one’s 
financial resources, hukou rights, and consequent possibility of housing ownership determine 
who can live in the more central districts of the city. Thus, the exclusionary practice of the 
hukou system is perceived as further accelerating the processes of gentrification that 
increasingly divides the residents into fractions of different income and institutional access. 
This further underscores the key importance of the hukou system in obtaining, “a more 
contextually relevant understanding of urban inequality (Ren, 2015: 342),” when discussing 
gentrification and displacement through urban redevelopment in China. The direct 
interventions by the government into the lives of individuals, facilitated by the hukou system, 
speaks of the indisputably state-led nature of the socioeconomic processes at play.  
 
As pointed out in the previous section, it is evident that the interviewees at large adopt a 
stance of relative acceptance regarding the evictions. This is often characterized by a strain of 
indifference and feeling of powerlessness in impacting the situation. Yet another example of 
this is one interviewee’s plan to simply, “move somewhere else (Interview 9),” when the 
evictions will take place. When asked whether the interviewee has any concrete plan on 
where to move, the reply is candidly: “No. We will see then (Ibid.).” This common approach 
towards the evictions, I argue, should be seen as demonstrating the very weak, or rather non-
existent, power of influence over the actual redevelopment planning process, as well as the 
imperative condition of seizing the opportunities that emerge over time.  

Indeed, the interviews point out a widespread detachment from the actual process of 
urban village redevelopment in Baishizhou. As migrant tenants who lack institutional access, 
and do not possess any significant tenant rights, the interviewees share that they have had no 
influence or participatory power whatsoever in the planning process of the redevelopment. 
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This is by no means to be seen as unique to this case, since the local government together 
with the developer only negotiate with the original villagers, i.e. the owners of the buildings, 
for compensation matters and other areas where the villagers may have a say. Still, though, 
this situation again displays the lack of power of the interviewees in terms of influencing the 
course of development. This is further expressed in the interviewees’ uncertainty over both 
how and when the remaining redevelopment project will be carried out, which is due to a 
combination of absence of information from the government and developer side, and a lack 
of interest among the interviewees to actually retrieve the information available.  

Oftentimes, the information concerning the redevelopment that do reach the 
interviewees does so through unofficial channels. One interviewee explains that: “No one 
special told me [about the redevelopment]. But, for example, I heard some on the news, and 
also from just small talk. But the government has not made any public announcement about 
it yet, it is not like that, not that formal (Interview 2).” In fact, at the time for the interview, 
the public announcement by the government had been issued over five months prior but had 
evidently been inadequate to reach the effected residents. Though, another interviewee tells 
that: “In general, you just pick up that information. (…) There is always some friend who knows 
where they will demolish. Sure, [the government] will put up some notes about it but there is 
no one who sees them, only the landlords who live here will see them (Interview 3).” In 
addition, when asked about the timeframe of the coming redevelopment and eviction, the 
interviewees express a high level of uncertainty: “They say in two to three years, or five years, 
something like that. But it is not clear, we do not know the exact [date]. But many people say 
three years. My neighbor said next year, but I do not know (Interview 1).” There had indeed 
not been any official announcement of exact timeframe for the demolitions at the time of the 
interviews. Nonetheless, this uncertainty puts the tenant residents of Baishizhou in a state of 
precarity. Hence, taken together, I suggest that this situation of detachment and non-
participation highlights the prevailing legal condition in which the urban village tenants are 
not considered to be a concerned party in the redevelopment process – neither by the 
government and developer, nor by the tenants themselves.  

This non-participatory approach described here must be viewed in the light of China’s 
current authoritarian political system, in which the sociopolitical space of resistance and 
dissidence is strictly limited by the state power. The compliance that is formed under this 
condition does, however, have two sides: On the one side, the Communist Party’s ability to 
gradually improve the overall quality of life in China is at large highly trusted by the Chinese 
people, which in turn facilitates compliance and allowing personal inconvenience for the sake 
of the ‘greater good’ for the nation (as displayed in the previous section); On the other side, 
fueled by the country’s relatively weak rule of law, dissent is being widely suppressed by the 
Chinese state and police apparatus, causing compliance through threats and fear. One 
example of the latter is articulated in a conversation that I had with an individual in Baishizhou. 
The person tells about the former Shahe hospital that was demolished as part of the ongoing 
redevelopment of Baishizhou. At the time of evictions, the hospital staff had protested against 
the redevelopment plans by refusing to leave the hospital and instead stood guard at the 
hospital building. Instead of generating a dialogue, the hospital staff were beaten up by a ‘gang 
from the underworld’. When the staff were forced to seek medical treatment at another 
hospital, the Shahe hospital was immediately demolished. This story is confirmed by several 
other people that I spoke with in Baishizhou. However, I want to point out that there are, 
naturally, no official report on the incident available, and that more facts and details are 
needed in order to fully evaluate what took place. Also, there is no evidence that this was 
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sanctioned by the government or the developer, and my aim is not to speculate here. 
Nevertheless, what is still of value to point out here is that there are indeed stories, or 
accounts, like these circulating in Baishizhou which I argue should at the least be seen as 
expressions of fear and limitations to expression of dissent. And as a result, the tenant 
residents of Baishizhou recognize that they have nothing to gain from protesting or trying to 
influence the course of development. This phenomenon is also brought up in the expert 
interview with PhD candidate Yi Wenyuan at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, who 
specializes in the urban redevelopment of Baishizhou, in which she points out that: “[The 
migrant workers] just come here to find a life, a better life. [They] cannot [afford] to spend 
this time to protest for these things. (…) This will be the first ‘station’ for some of the migrant 
workers. (…) So, no one [of them] will use this time to fight with the government (Expert 
Interview 4).” Undoubtedly, placing the responsibility on the migrant tenants to bring about 
effective counter-strategies and to even protest would be highly unfair and unreasonable. 
Although every tenant resident of Baishizhou have their own agency and share of individual 
and collective social power, as has been displayed through the interviews, they are all situated 
in, and to different degrees constrained by, larger political economic structures. ‘Simply’ 
moving to another urban village in the wake of eviction is, I argue, to be seen as a powerful 
strategy for navigating in this political economic landscape. Thus, the agency of the tenant 
residents of Baishizhou may not necessarily be expressed in grand gestures through planning 
participation, but may be found in the everyday life and space of the urban village, which will 
be further explored in chapter 9. First, however, in order to evaluate the experiences and 
opinions that have been expressed in this chapter within an institutional normative 
framework, the thesis puts it in relation to the UN’s New Urban Agenda and its ambition of 
sustainable urban development.  

 
7.4 The New Urban Agenda of Inclusive Urbanization: A Sustainable Urban Development 
Evaluation of the Redevelopment and Gentrification of Baishizhou  
With the interview accounts above at hand, this section briefly analyses and evaluates the 
processes of urban redevelopment and gentrification in Baishizhou, as explored in the 
previous sections, through the lens of the UN’s New Urban Agenda and the 11th Sustainable 
Development Goal of inclusive urbanization (outlined in section 4.4 and summarized in Figure 
7). By conducting this evaluation, it is possible to generate a more normative statement on 
these processes in terms of sustainable urban development as consensually conceived in the 
international institutional context of the UN. What this, in turn, provides for the thesis is a 
basis for further discussion on the influence and impact of neoliberal urbanism in China, on 
what direction the country is heading in terms of sustainable urban development, and on 
relevant policy recommendations and future development trajectories. Ultimately, this will 
contribute to answering the second sub-question of the thesis. Though the thesis does 
certainly not discard the environmental aspects of the policy framework, urban sustainable 
development is here primarily focused on social and economic aspects, since this thesis mainly 
deals with issues of socio-spatial and economic character. Again, as we have not yet seen the 
final outcome of the processes under scrutiny, but are rather dealing with ongoing processes 
here, this brief evaluation will be carried out bearing this in mind and therefore speak more 
of tendencies instead of definite outcomes. 
 
The redevelopment process of Baishizhou has proved the relative negotiating power of the 
original village inhabitants, i.e. the current landlords of the urban village. Village 
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representatives have indeed been included in the planning process and participated in the 
negotiations over compensation and future in situ relocation. However, the large majority of 
the actual current residents of Baishizhou are, as highlighted in the interviews, completely left 
out from the planning process. The exclusion of tenants from this process speaks of a weak 
level of planning participation when it comes to the stakeholders that are directly and 
physically affected by the demolition and redevelopment. Moreover, the exclusion is openly 
discriminating vulnerable groups and individuals, such as migrants, low-skilled workers, and 
informal settlement-dwellers. With regards to the desired integrated and participatory 
planning process of the NUA, then, the process in Baishizhou is certainly not up to standard, 
although signs of progress may be seen in the participation by the original villagers.  

In a top-down planning perspective, it could be argued that the process of urban 
redevelopment in Baishizhou is to some extent in line with the NUA, as it promotes the 
upgrading of informal settlements and slums. Yet, the ‘upgrading’ of Baishizhou equals a 
complete demolition and replacement of the built environment, and should rather be seen, I 
argue, as an expression of the formalization of informal urban space and a top-down ‘slum-
clearance’ project. The interviews have shown that although the redevelopment of Baishizhou 
is, “promoting high-quality buildings and public spaces (United Nations, 2017a: 17),” it is still 
reasonable to view this ‘upgrading’ as an exclusionary practice that mainly caters to the upper-
middle class and wealthy people that are to inhabit Baishizhou in the future. While the actual 
outcome of the redevelopment is still to be observed in terms of socioeconomic mix, spatial 
utilization, and urban inclusion, the interviews as well as the existing relevant policy and 
planning documents indicate a radical transformation of Baishizhou from a working class 
neighborhood into an upscale one.  

Indeed, the interview study of this chapter has shed light on the experiences of ongoing 
gentrification processes in Baishizhou, which is already causing stress for the tenant residents. 
Contrary to the ambition of the NUA, processes of gentrification have been propelled by the 
urban redevelopment of Baishizhou, and the effects of these processes are undoubtedly 
expected to become augmented with the forthcoming complete demolition and tenant 
evictions. What the interviews have also shown is the concern over urban sprawl, which also 
opposes the ideals of the NUA. As the evicted migrant tenants of the former urban villages are 
increasingly forced to live further away from the central city districts, sprawling suburban 
dormitory towns are expected to increase in Shenzhen.  

Furthermore, urban redevelopment in the NUA framework is also concerned with 
preservation, by which the cultural heritage of a place should be maintained when reshaping 
its spatial arrangement and built environment. In the case of Baishizhou, the built 
environment has already changed dramatically in comparison to what originally made up the 
five agricultural villages occupying that space. Still, though, some features of the urban 
village’s rural past are visible in Baishizhou, especially with the Mao-era Tangtou rowhouses 
located in the middle of the southern part of the site (which will be further described in the 
next chapter). The razing of Baishizhou, then, not only erases the recent history of the urban 
village, which indeed symbolizes the emergence and growth of Shenzhen and China’s 
economic expansion at large, but also further obscures the established village life that took 
place there long before the birth of the modern Shenzhen. I argue that the fact that the 
historical and cultural heritage of Baishizhou is not mentioned in government documents 
points at the ambition to fully ‘urbanize’ Shenzhen and thus reject its rural past and cultural 
heritage, which clearly is not in compliance with the NUA. As the interviews have highlighted, 
modernization through urban redevelopment is often regarded as a positive process and as 
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being beneficial for the city’s overall development. Thus, the fast-paced urban development, 
and the common sentiment which demands modern urban design and architecture, in China 
risk undermining historical preservation and neighborhood development that relates to the 
past of the place.  

However, from a government and developer point of view, it can still be argued that the 
redevelopment of Baishizhou tackles issues regarding safety, sanitation, building codes, 
coherence of the built environment, etc., by providing, “sustainable population densities and 
compact design and integration of new neighbourhoods into the urban fabric (Ibid.: 11),” in 
accordance with the NUA. Also, the positive sides of gentrification, or perhaps rather that of 
beautification, are lifted by several interviewees as a constructive and needed development 
for Baishizhou. Indeed, if the government was to not address any of the highlighted negative 
issues of the urban village, that too would be inconsistent with the NUA. Thus, in this 
viewpoint – under an authoritarian political regime that subscribes to the ideals of neoliberal 
urbanism – the upgrading of informal settlements and integration of the built environment 
with the surrounding urban fabric through demolition and redevelopment, could be seen as 
complying with the NUA. Here lies a possible constraint of the NUA, I argue: The room for 
interpretation in the NUA policy document implies that what in one perspective is deemed as 
an arguably unsustainable practices can in another perspective be viewed as an expression of 
sustainable urban development. Also, the classical neoliberal argument can be posed here 
which claims that the economic growth generated from the redevelopment of Baishizhou will 
benefit everyone in society, as the economic gain will eventually ‘trickle down’ and reach also 
the marginalized and poor. Though, any potential city-wide economic growth from the 
redevelopment of Baishizhou is, again, not yet possible to measure. However, in a larger 
perspective, I argue that the NUA clearly points out a general direction of sustainable urban 
development that is not being fulfilled the case of Baishizhou. Especially, the planned radical 
gentrification through urban redevelopment will definitely increase segregation, and further 
discriminate the already vulnerable groups and individuals of Baishizhou, as the interviews 
have indicated. Indeed, the redevelopment of urban villages in Shenzhen more broadly 
signalizes who has a right to the city, and who is refused from that right.  

 
In conclusion, although the redevelopment of Baishizhou may to some extent strive to fulfill 
the ambitions of the NUA from a top-down perspective, it is evident that the resultant 
processes of gentrification has a largely negative impact on the majority of the residents of 
the urban village. The bottom-up perspective provided by the interview case study of this 
chapter highlights critical discrepancies with the NUA framework, which calls for emergent 
and alternative trajectories on urban (re)development that truly promotes sustainable 
urbanization of inclusion. Hence, the following chapter advocates for this by exploring the 
everyday life and space of the urban village of Baishizhou.  
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8 Bottom-Up Urbanism: Everyday Life in the Urban Village 
 
As highlighted in the previous chapters, neoliberal urbanism and processes of gentrification 
are active in the urban redevelopment of Baishizhou. These features, I argue, have a 
substantial impact on the residents and users of the urban village, and thus contributes to the 
production of certain ‘modes of livelihood’. This chapter highlights a number of such ‘modes’ 
through an ethnographic exploration of the everyday urban space and life in Baishizhou, which 
in turn points out alternative urban (re)development trajectories that answer to the third sub-
question of the thesis. It does so by employing the theoretical framework of alternative 
bottom-up urbanism approaches as outlined in chapter 4.5 and summarized in Figure 8.  

Note that the real names of individuals in the accounts below have been changed into 
fictional ones, due to privacy and safety reasons.  

Image 2. A grey wall surrounds a site that undergoes urban redevelopment in a section of Baishizhou. In the 
distance, newly-built skyscrapers stand on the site of what used to be Dachong urban village. (Source: The author) 

 
8.1 Transitional Space: The Constant Transformations of Urban Life 
In the northern part of Baishizhou, west of Shahe road, urban redevelopment of a substantial 
part of the village is already ongoing. Surrounded by a grey metallic wall, this approximately 
five hectares large land plot used to be the site of industrial, commercial, and residential 
buildings up until 2016 when demolitions begun. Today, the site hosts a number of building 
cranes and drilling units that rise towards the sky, while hundreds of construction workers 
work on the ground to prepare the land for future developments. It is dusty and noisy. People 
outside of the construction zone walk alongside the grey wall without stopping, everyone are 
on their way to somewhere – the sharp edges created by the wall has made the immediate 
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surrounding area to spaces of passing, simply pushing people and vehicles away and further 
on to their end destinations. When you stand on the other side of Shahe road and try to look 
into the construction site, your gaze is likely to be distracted by all the gleaming skyscrapers 
in the not too distant horizon. They stand on what used to be the Dachong urban village, which 
now instead hosts new office towers, shopping malls, and upper-end commercial housing 
property. There is, of course, a striking connection between these modern skyscrapers and 
the dusty construction site: In a very tangible sense, Dachong represents the future of 
Baishizhou. While everyday life goes on in the urban village of Baishizhou, the future 
demolition and redevelopment of the village looms in the horizon.  

Change, however, is nothing new to the urban village, but is rather a constant feature of 
life in the village. As an urban environment that tolerates and even encourages change, 
through its many ad hoc fixes and flexible use of street space, the streetscapes here are 
constantly evolving. So is the mix of people living here too. The wide range of restaurants 
serving local cuisines from all over China – lamian noodles from Lanzhou, shuijiao dumplings 
from Harbin, fried baozi pork buns from Hunan, etc. – are symbols of the flows of people, 
cultures, and ideas that run through the village and leave their marks. The urban village is a 
hybrid space of multiple flows, essentially crafted out of change.  

 

 
Image 3. A busy street-side food stall in Baishizhou selling meat rolls from Wuhan, Hubei province, witnessing of 
the influence of migrant culture in the everyday life in Baishizhou.  (Source: The author) 

 
Nearby the grey-fenced construction site of the ongoing urban redevelopment project, Ms. 
Wang runs one of the many small convenience stores in the neighborhood. It offers bottled 
water, cigarettes, chocolate snacks, instant noodles, baijiu liquor, dried fruit, and other things 
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for sale. Ms. Wang, who is in her forties, originates from the countryside in the Jiangxi province 
in south-eastern China and holds a rural hukou. She is, however, not new to Shenzhen. Having 
lived here for about fourteen years, she has experienced significant changes both in her own 
life and in the city’s built environment. When she first came to Shenzhen in the early 2000’s 
with her husband, Ms. Wang tells me, they had very little money but was still able to settle in 
an urban village in the northern Longgang district. Initially, to make a living and save up some 
capital, she started to cook and sell soup from their street-side stall. But after having their 
business harassed by the local police at several occasions they eventually switched to selling 
fruit. Through hard work, and since their storefront in the urban village was well-located, their 
business went well and they were able to raise some capital. Also around that time, the couple 
had a baby. Ms. Wang smiles gently as she recalls those early days in Shenzhen, then sighs as 
she tells me how that urban village in Longgang eventually had to be demolished due to an 
urban redevelopment program. Since their fruit business was literally razed, they had to start 
looking for new business opportunities and finally found a suitable locale located in a busy 
area of Baishizhou. Ms. Wang and her husband moved into a three-room apartment in 
Baishizhou and set up the convenience store in the new locale nearby their home. She pauses 
briefly, then explains that: “I had not done this type of business before, so the first half year 
after we started it was all pretty unfamiliar, but then we gradually got used to it. Now we have 
been doing this [business] for four years, and now they are telling us that they will demolish 
this place (Interview 1).”  

Ms. Wang’s story portrays a life in constant transition. As a rural migrant, she is 
structurally excluded from settling permanently in the city, and has been constantly on the 
move with the knowledge of that her home soon may be demolished. With the current speed 
and political ambition for urban village redevelopment in Shenzhen, it is not unlikely that her 
next home will face the threat of demolition too. Indeed, this causes a mode of constant 
transition that is active both in the lives of individuals and in terms of urban development. Ms. 
Wang represents one of the many million migrants in China, i.e. the floating population, whose 
lives are shaped by, in the words of Lefebvre, the ‘modern’ mode of existence (Crawford, 
2008). This reality, which is driven by a seemingly unrestrained socio-political and 
environmental change through technological development, constitutes a state in which the 
urban environment is continuously being unsettled, transgressed, and transformed.  

As an integral part and product of this modern mode of reality, the urban village is a 
distinctive site of emergence. Viren Brahmbhatt (2015), in one of the chapters of Now 
Urbanism (Hou et al., 2015), calls this condition ‘messy urbanism’ and states that:  

 
Emerging large cities of the world today are grappling with the conflicting logic of globalization 
and localization. Propelled by the infusion of international investment, finance, technology, and 
services, these cities are at a crossroads in terms of growth, development, diversity, income, and 
social divide. Developer-friendly policy, planning, and financial incentives are appropriating 
contemporary discourses about new cultural alternatives and identities in such mega-cities, 
while producing hitherto unknown urban forms that blur cultural boundaries (Viren Brahmbhatt, 
2015: 13).  

 
This societal crossroad, then, not only shapes the urban development trajectory and built 
environment, but even more impacts individuals and groups in their life courses. And under 
these circumstances, the emerging spaces of transition and transformation become 
increasingly ‘permanent’ as a feature in the urban landscape. The urban village, being one 
such space, is thus essential to better understand and to constructively engage with.  



 91 

Situated in this context of transition, what Ms. Wang’s account also conveys is the power of 
storytelling in urban planning. By listening to her story, it is evident that the urban villages in 
Shenzhen have not only functioned as sites of affordable housing but are also places of 
economic opportunities and vital social networks. Therefore, following Sandercock’s (2003) 
envisioning of building a multicultural society of inclusion and coexistence of different socio-
economic classes, in which migration takes on a central role, urban spaces such as the urban 
village are to be seen as a necessity in the city.  

This notion was to some degree reflected in a public workshop discussion organized by 
the SZUPLRC that I attended in November 2017. The workshop was a part of a series of public 
hearings and discussions which aimed to support the development of the city’s next 
comprehensive plan for 2016-2035 (not yet released). Suitably, the theme of that day’s 
workshop was ‘Urban villages – the place where dreams begin’. In the brief program 
introduction for the event, one can read:  

 
Shenzhen is a migrant city. Every migrant carries a beautiful dream, and for the most part their 
dreams begin in an urban village. Some people say that the urban village gave birth to the force 
that drive Shenzhen-people’s desire of change. Some people say that in the reconstruction of 
urban villages, one must keep in mind the all the homesickness that could contain all those 
dreams. What is your view on urban villages? (SZUPLRC, 2017) 

 
The fact that the planning bureau of Shenzhen includes this evaluation and appreciation of 
the urban village in its official documents speaks of a shift of tone in its dealing with the issue. 
Also, by pointing out change as an essential element of the urban village, through which 
dreams can be fulfilled, the SZUPLRC touches upon the transitional state of these urban spaces. 
However, given the strong economical impetus and the Shenzhen government’s political 
determination to redevelop all urban villages in the city, I do not find it likely that the outcome 
of the workshop will have any substantial impact, if any, on the next comprehensive plan.  

The workshop was arranged by first giving an introductory overview and official speeches, 
followed by the input of a number of invited experts from the government and academia, and 
lastly opened up for input from the public who attended the meeting. Although many 
problems and challenges were pointed out, the majority of the participants highlighted the 
importance of urban villages for the existence of Shenzhen, and expressed critique or 
reluctance towards the demolition and urban redevelopment programs that now target these 
sites. For example, one man that had lived and raised his children in an urban village for 
several years emphasized how strong and supportive the local community in that village had 
been, and that his current home in a newer development felt lonely and isolated. Later, a 
woman rhetorically asks the attendees whether we think the urban village is dirty and slum-
like, and tells us that it in contrast is much nicer than what she was used to in her hometown. 
Yet another elderly woman asks where everyone is supposed to live when all urban villages 
are demolished, and calls for a more careful urban development that is building for the 
‘common people’ (laobaixing ��M).  

In the current Chinese authoritarian political context, the workshop showcases what may 
be seen as a meaningful level of transparency and planning participation, by formally 
acknowledging local community voices and to some extent even opening up for critique. In 
this sense, it can constitute an example for the future development of the comprehensive 
planning system in China, and inspire to a more bottom-up approach and participatory 
planning practice. However, it is still far away from what Sandercock (2003) would call 
transformative planning. The design of the workshop still reflected a top-down approach 
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where the planning power was clearly demonstrated to be situated within the local 
government, and not in the community. Also, although some room for storytelling was 
provided at the workshop, it was unclear how that was perceived and potentially could have 
affected the planning process. As no feedback was offered by the organizers of the workshop, 
a dialogue did not take place. Thus, the stories told and opinions uttered at the event felt 
more as part of yet another tick box in the planning process to be checked, I argue.  
 
Back in Baishizhou, I take a walk to the south-eastern part of the village where another section 
has been demolished and is now undergoing urban redevelopment. The wall surrounding this 
construction site is covered in plastic panels with propaganda messages from the state 
broadcasting network China Central Television (CCTV), echoing the common Communist Party 
rhetoric: ‘China’s dream – My dream’; ‘Hard work – Greater fortune’; ‘One drop of sweat – 
One seed of rice’. The slogans, which are paired with traditional Chinese symbols, paintings, 
and landscapes, clearly aim to encourage patriotism and mediates that the urban 
redevelopment taking place behind the wall is done with the best of interest for the country 
and thus the Chinese people at large. In reference to the catchphrase of a nationalistic 
ambition coined by China’s current president Xi Jinping, ‘the Chinese Dream’ (zhongguo meng 

>w) is partially being fulfilled through the urban redevelopment of Baishizhou. Hence, I 
argue that the transformation and erasure of the urban village goes hand in hand with the 
national means of transition to a modern and prosperous nation.  
 

 
Image 4. Yet another construction site in Baishizhou that undergoes redevelopment is surrounded by walls 
covered with CCP slogans. Here, the message roughly translates to, ‘Fulfil the dream – China besprinkled in 
sunlight’, and, ‘The Chinese Dream’. The site is reflected in the golden skyscraper standing in the background. 
(Source: The author) 
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As people enter or leave Baishizhou, walking by the propaganda panels on the wall, a group 
of migrant workers play cards on a table by the curb on the opposite side of the road. Next to 
them, a person in suite buys oranges from street vendor. A nearby skyscraper, with an exterior 
constructed in ‘golden’ glass, overlooks the construction site and casts its shadow on the edge 
of the village. I am reminded of when I asked Ms. Wang what she and her husband will do 
when the demolition of Baishizhou reaches the buildings of their store and home, and she 
simply replied: “We will just search for another area with a suitable place to set up a shop, or 
something like that. That is our plan, just like that. (…) When they start to demolish, there is 
nothing else to do (Interview 1).” For her and her family, a life in perpetual transition and 
change has become the norm.  
 
8.2 Agency and Precarity: The Everyday Life of the Entrepreneurial Self  
 

A genealogy of the entrepreneurial self reveals that it is the relationship, promoted by neo-
liberalism, that one establishes to oneself through forms of personal investment (for example, 
user charges, student loans) and insurance that becomes the central ethical component of a new 
individualised and privatised consumer welfare economy. In this novel form of governance, 
responsibilised individuals are called upon to apply certain management, economic, and 
actuarial techniques to themselves as subjects of a newly privatised welfare regime. (Peters, 
2001: 60 [emphasis in original]) 

 
The above quote by Michael Peters echoes the argument by Leitner et al. (2007) presented in 
section 4.2.2, and further elaborates on the Foucauldian idea of the neoliberal entrepreneurial 
self. Although the expressions of this concept of self varies significantly between different 
cultural and sociopolitical contexts, the symptom of responsibilized individuals is a 
fundamental element in all neoliberalizing societies.  

When walking down the streets and lanes of Baishizhou, the bustling entrepreneurial 
activity at street-level can sometimes be overwhelming. Butchers stand next to fruit vendors 
who in turn stand next to shoemakers and carpenter workshops. The lively business activity 
that takes place at the spaces on ground level witnesses of the urban village’s powerful ability 
to encourage and facilitate entrepreneurship. The creativity and energy of the many self-
employed individuals is celebrated in Baishizhou, and it is evident that the site provides 
economic opportunities that respond to the bottom-up quality of the urban village. However, 
the positive entrepreneurial aspects notwithstanding, it is also evident that many of these 
entrepreneurial selves face a situation of precarity. The forthcoming evictions and demolition 
of Baishizhou cause a state of uncertainty, in which long-term business decisions are made 
less conceivable, and where temporariness becomes an integral part of everyday life.  
 
Just a three minutes’ walk from Shahe Street, there is a north-south running lane in Baishizhou 
that functions as a food market. Being one of the comparatively wider lanes of the urban 
village, yet closed to car traffic, the linear market is highly pedestrian oriented – you stop, look, 
smell, feel, bargain, chat, laugh, and all else that comes with engaging in a lively marketplace. 
Oranges, lychees, and mangoes are piled up next to walnuts and dried mushrooms. 
Passionfruit sells ten for 10 yuan [≈1,5 USD]. Pieces of meat are chopped up after one’s 
demand; live fish move in small tanks and are sold together with dried shrimps; fresh bok choy 
cabbage and lotus root are on offer beside stacks of bright yellow corncobs and ginger. The 
market follows a rhythm where the business intensity peaks in the morning hours before lunch, 
then ebbs away to return again in the afternoon.  



 94 

Image 5. The wet-market street in Baishizhou, on a calmer afternoon. (Source: The author) 

 
Today, I am walking down the lane again just to observe the life and activities on a busy 

afternoon, I come across a man who is selling dried fruit, nuts, spices, and all sorts of 
ingredients for Chinese medicine. We start to interact and eventually I am able to interview 
him. Mr. Lin, who is in his forties, tells me that his business has been passed onto him through 
previous generations of his family. Originally from the Chaoshan area in Guangdong province, 
he has now lived in Baishizhou for over ten years. This is his home. Mr. Lin does not rent one 
of the many commercial spaces in the ground level of the apartment buildings, but instead 
puts up tables along the side of the market lane where he displays his products. Given the 
lane’s function of a public space, Mr. Lin’s business activity should be seen as a direct 
appropriation of space, which reflects, “the ability of citizen groups and individuals to play a 
distinct role in shaping the contemporary urban environment in defiance of the official rules 
and regulations (Hou, 2010: 15).” Indeed, he is occupying urban space, making it ‘his own’ for 
the day. The barred window above his table is used for hanging his sign with information as 
well as plastic bags. In the words of de Certeau, Mr. Lin’s stall further represents the ‘tactic 
operational mode’, as employed in Everyday Urbanism, by which seized opportunities enables 
bottom-up urban interventions (Crawford, 2008). Certainly, the tactic mode is common 
practice in Baishizhou, where store space extends out to the streets and lanes, food stalls 
become restaurants by placing plastic stools on the curb, chilis on drying beds are hung to dry 
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on one of the many electric wires running across the buildings, and so forth. These 
interventions constitute ‘insurgent public spaces’, which are facilitated by the flexibility of the 
urban village.  

Mr. Lin shows me a tool made of wood with a sharp metallic edge. He proudly tells me 
that it is type of meat cleaver from his home town: “It is from the 70’s, from the Mao Zedong-
era (Interview 6)!” Before we finish our interview, he is keen to ask me to add him on WeChat 
– the largest social media platform and mobile payment app in China – as he now also uses 
that platform to promote and sell his Chinese medicine from. And as we say farewell and I 
continue my walk down the lane, I start thinking that Mr. Lin is situated in a position of both 
precarity and strong agency: From lacking formal business facilities, he constantly needs to 
negotiate the space that he daily occupies, and will ultimately be left behind when his home 
in Baishizhou is to be demolished. Still, though, Mr. Lin’s business has proved to be resilient, 
and him expanding the reach of his business via WeChat speaks of entrepreneurial agency 
that moves beyond the physical environment of the urban village.  
A few days later, I return to Ms. Wang’s convenience store. She greets with a big smile and 
offers me water. Inside her small store, I realize that the layout has changed and that the 
section that used to hold bags of crisps and large bottles of water is now instead occupied by 
a wooden sofa and a shelf displaying new products. She explains that since her profit has 
decreased after the redevelopment started, she needs to find new business opportunities that 
can compensate for that loss. I am walked through the variety of health-related products that 
she now retails, as I sit down on the new sofa which is used for health consultation sessions. 
This form of economic hedging, as a counter measure to the ongoing redevelopment, 
resonates with that of Mr. Lin. Indeed, Ms. Wang too primarily uses WeChat to market her 
goods and offers delivery to all parts of China – a tactic that also makes her less dependent on 
physical space, with the demolition approaching. Again, the precarity of the entrepreneurial 
self is here coupled with a strong sense of agency and creative tactic economic arrangements. 
Ultimately, though, Ms. Wang directs the responsibility of her precarious situation towards 
herself, and explains that since she has not studied in university or acquired any special skill, 
she must be an entrepreneur in order to make it in society, and to give her child a better future. 
Thus, this status of neoliberal ‘citizenship’ and concept of self both drives her ability of 
economic initiatives, yet simultaneously risks making her, “become devaluated and thus 
vulnerable to exclusionary practice (Ong, 2006: 7).”  
 
It is a slightly chilly evening in Baishizhou as I go to have dinner at a small restaurant. To call 
the place a ‘hole in the wall’ would be exaggerating, as its few square meters still host three 
small tables to sit by. The Chinese everyday food served here is both delicious and cheap, and 
on a busy evening like this, many customers come by to pick up boxes for take away. As I am 
enjoying my dinner, the chef and owner of the restaurant runs out of gas for the cooking stove 
and therefore loudly calls out to the neighboring store across the street that sells and delivers 
gas. When the neighbor immediately comes over with a refilled can of gas, the owner smilingly 
looks at me and says: ‘Convenient, isn’t it?’ Indeed, the social and business networks are often 
very tangible in the urban village. I reflect over this as the street outside the restaurant 
gradually fills with even more people going for dinner. In a sense, I argue, the proximity and 
sense of community that the urban village offers contribute to a form of collective agency. 
Baishizhou facilitates networks based on economic activities, sociocultural ties, and nearness 
through high density, which arguably provides economic opportunities for the relatively poor 
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and otherwise disadvantaged groups in the city. Here, the state of precarity can be alleviated 
through collectiveness.  
 
8.3 Edge Living: ‘Small Gentrifiers’ and ‘In-Betweens’ at the Edge of the Urban Village  
Every urban village has edges. Looking at aerial photos of Baishizhou, the sharp contrast 
between the super-dense building arrangement of the village and the surrounding ‘formal’ 
urban environment is strikingly visible. From exploring the urban village on foot, I observe a 
number of bars and cafés that are catering to a young hip crowd, and also more middle-class 
oriented in terms of pricing and aesthetics. Craft beer, specialty coffee, and Japan-influenced 
cocktails are served to attract the new generation of residents of Baishizhou as well as people 
from outside the urban village, both Chinese and foreign. In common for these places is that 
they are all located at, or nearby, the edges of the village.  
 

 
Image 6. An ‘organic supermarket’ is found at the southern edge of Baishizhou, located in one of the newly-built 
residential compounds. The price level and conscious aesthetics makes it primarily catered to the area’s new 
middle class. (Source: The author) 

 
One of these cafés is to be found not far away from the Shennan Avenue – the motorway that 
marks out one of these edges and divides the northern and southern parts of Baishizhou. Here, 
over a cup of coffee, I get to know Ms. Qing, who is in her late twenties and have lived in 
Baishizhou for six months. As a young professional who is just a few years into her career in 
economics, she cannot afford to buy a home yet, and therefore rents a room in the urban 
village in order to manage livelihood costs. During my interview with her, it does however 
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become evident that she does not identify with the urban village, and thus does not wish to 
fully integrate with the community there:  

 
Before, I did not wish to live in this kind of [place]. (…) I thought that the people living here [in 
the urban village] were a bit messy, and that you had to much pay attention to safety and other 
similar issues. (…) But since my friend already lived here, I moved into his place and now stay 
together with him, so I do not need to worry about that. Also, the location [of the apartment] is 
just next to the street, so I do not meet the hazards of the village here. (Interview 4) 

 
Living at the edge – which is marked out by the street – makes Ms. Qing reap the benefits of 
life in the urban village, though not experiencing to be a part of it. Her apartment literally faces 
the verge that divides Baishizhou from the more modern and posher surrounding urban 
environment. Ms. Qing’s account represents a common notion that I come across among her 
cohort, in which the urban village is use as a stepping stone and a springboard towards 
something else, and desirably better in material terms. For her and her peers, the time in 
Baishizhou is both geographically and mentally a life ‘in-between’.  

The café that we meet at can in itself be seen as a symbol of gentrification in the more 
classical notion, in which life-style oriented consumption patterns are seen as a central driving 
force (Ley, 1994). Indeed, the emergence of a middle-class café culture in Baishizhou would 
suggest a literal expression of what Sharon Zukin (1995: 28) calls ‘pacification by cappuccino’. 
However, these ‘small gentrifiers’ at the edges of Baishizhou are not mere tokens of capital 
revaluation and rent gap speculation (Smith, 1979). Rather, similar to Ms. Qing, the café too 
is facing the impending demolitions and is simply making use of the time and space that the 
urban village offers at this moment in the development course of Shenzhen. Thus, as the, 
“change in the built environment through a reinvestment in fixed capital (Clark, 2005: 258),” 
is materialized in Baishizhou by a large-scale complete demolition and redevelopment scheme, 
these ‘small gentrifiers’ will also fall victim to the gentrification process. This points at a 
different scale and course of gentrification than what the established Western gentrification 
literature suggests. Even though market driven societies globally facilitate and encourage 
similar actors and processes in terms of commodification of space and transformations of the 
urban environment, the case of Baishizhou suggests a tendency to more radical and large-
scale gentrification processes through urban redevelopment, propelled by the local 
government’s comprehensive plan and related urban policies.  
 
Another day, I make my way to southern Baishizhou, located on the south side of Shennan 
Avenue. This part of the urban village is similar in appearance to its northern counterpart, yet 
it not currently slated for redevelopment, due partly to different land-use ownership 
structures and village politics. Still, a small section of land immediate to the Shannan Avenue 
has been redeveloped relatively recently and now hosts commercial spaces and more modern 
residential housing compounds. The building typology and activities of the newer 
development is in stark contrast to that of the urban village, here again creating an edge 
condition of difference. Put otherwise, in reference to Everyday Urbanism and the 
terminology employed by de Certeau (Crawford, 2008): the new development represents the 
strategic operational mode in which a place is shaped by formal top-down planning and power 
dynamics; whereas the urban village represents the tactic operational mode in which time and 
seized opportunities are central aspects for facilitating bottom-up tactic intervention in the 
urban environment by marginalized people with less institutional power.  
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Image 7. A street vendor at the edge of the urban village. (Source: The author) 

 
As I linger at the edge of the urban village, I notice a street vendor standing at the point 

where the urban village overlaps with the modern housing estate, her pushcart being fully 
loaded with grapes, oranges, and bananas. A woman, dressed in business suite, approaches 
the street vendor lady and loudly shouts: “You cannot just stand here and block the gate for 
cars to enter – take your things and go away!” The street vendor gently smiles and kindly 
replies: “I do not come here every day, and I do not block the gate.” Yet, the street vendor still 
moves her pushcart one meter back to meet the request by the business woman. Right after, 
a shiny black Honda exits the gate, which leads into the housing estate. As the business woman 
takes off, another man walks up to the street vendor lady to buy fruit.  

This everyday experience may seem trivial and not extraordinary, yet it can shed light on 
the state of difference which is made visible through the conflicting operational modes that 
take place at the edges of the urban village. In line with Sandercock (2003), the edges are 
indeed, “sites of struggle (…) [which] are part of the landscape of postmodernity, which is a 
landscape marked by difference (Ibid.: 21 [emphasis in original]).” These ‘sites of struggle’, 
then, are places that demand urban policies and planning practice that are informed by a 
‘transformative planning’ approach, in order to promote cities of coexistence and tolerance 
(Ibid.). Certainly, the edge condition of the urban village is produced by a distinct 
socioeconomic segregation, where the relatively low standard of urban village housing ‘push’ 
more well-off residents out to the modern developments that surround the village, and ‘pull’ 
poor and marginalized groups of people into the village. Although the urban village is 
portrayed by their residents as a place of internal coexistence, its segregated nature in relation 
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to the surrounding urban environment becomes evident at the edges. This, I argue, calls for 
new urban policies and interventions, implemented both from above and below. In this 
respect, I suggest that the action of the street vendor to a certain extent can be seen as an 
expression of ‘transformative planning’, in which the local community is engaged in 
transforming its urban space. Furthermore, the scene of the street vendor practically 
illustrates what Hou (2010) describes as the making of insurgent public space: “a mode of city 
making that is different from the institutionalized notion of urbanism (…) [and] suggests the 
ability of citizen groups and individuals to play a distinctive role in shaping the contemporary 
urban environment (Ibid.: 15).” In the contestation and appropriation of urban space, through 
the practice of temporarily selling fruit outside a semi-gated housing estate, lies a potentiality 
that points out alternative urban (re)development trajectories, and still more, “potential 
revolutions in the individual everyday life (Crawford, 2008: 9).”  

In the evening, I write the following in my research diary: ‘The informality of urban space 
in the urban village is a prerequisite for the livelihood and local economy of that place, and in 
turn also for the integration of the migrant population into urban life.’ The tactic operational 
mode, facilitated by informality, encapsulates a critical aspect in everyday urban life which, I 
argue, should be considered in policy making and everyday political economic practice. In 
particular, measures that address the processes and effects of gentrification benefit from 
adopting a viewpoint that appreciates the capacity of informality and tactic interventions in 
promoting social inclusion and spatial justice. Oftentimes, these features of urban life are 
indeed particularly visible at the edges.  
 

 
Image 8. A lady is hanging linen and clothes to dry on lines that are attached to the Tangtou rowhouses in 
Baishizhou. These buildings, which were raised in 1959, are since a few years back closed up due to poor 
maintenance and safety concerns, making them to an adapt site for tactical interventions. (Source: The author)  
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8.4 The Quotidian vs. the Modern: The Art of Hanging Clothes to Dry  
The Tangtou rowhouses constitute a humble yet distinct landmark in Baishizhou. These one-
story dormitory houses with small roof-top balconies are placed in five horizontal rows with 
one wide vertical lane dividing them into two sections. Built in 1959, during Mao’s Great Leap 
Forward campaign, the rowhouses are juxtaposed with the surrounding newer, taller, and 
super-dense residential buildings of the urban village, and are one of the few remaining 
features of Baishizhou that witness of the place’s rural past. In fact, the rowhouses were 
constructed as resettlement housing for the Tangtou villagers who were relocated due to the 
planned construction and flooding from a water reservoir project at the original village site. 
The Tangtou villagers thus moved into the rowhouses and became a part of the Shahe State 
Farm agricultural work unit under the agricultural quota system (Bolchover, 2018). Once 
hosting 86 households, all the houses are since a few years back closed and blocked by the 
local government, due to safety reasons. Sadly, these roof tiled houses, with discreetly 
decorated balconies, are in a dilapidated condition, and the state of pending demolitions has 
made renovations implausible.  

On a sunny and relatively dry day, I walk across the small square in front of the rowhouses 
and into the middle lane with the rows of one-story houses on each side. Today, the lane is 
occupied with clothes and bedsheets hanging from lines that have been temporarily attached 
to the short sides of the rowhouses. A man untroubledly zig-zags his way around the large 
sheets, which are just about to touch the ground but instead gently sway in the breeze. The 
low profile of the rowhouses makes this space a particularly good spot for letting clothes dry, 
being one of the larger sites in Baishizhou where sun is not blocked by the densely built 
handshake buildings. A lady, who is hanging her laundry to dry, tactfully folds up yet another 
blanket over the clothes line. Clearly, this is common practice, carried out both in defiance of 
and in compliance with the design of the row houses. As such, the hanging of clothes is here 
a responsive act, which in its simplicity highlights everyday needs, agency, and creativity 
among the residents of Baishizhou. This is a hands-one initiative of insurgent public space 
practice, a tactic arrangement that answers to an everyday necessity (Hou, 2010). I ask the 
lady when the houses were evacuated and closed up, who replies: “Last year, I think. Before 
that, people used to live there, it was cheaper there. I do not know when they will demolish 
them, but [I think] it is a pity.” Indeed, the sense of community that the small communal 
courtyards in front of every rowhouse offered is easy to imagine today, as I peak in through 
the enclosed fences.  

Employing the Everyday Urbanism framework (Crawford, 2008), the rowhouses 
themselves do in a sense represent the quotidian reality, as described by Lefebvre, with their 
original function to serve the farming of land and following the repeating patterns of seasons 
and harvests. The art of hanging clothes, too, can be quotidian in its timeless and repetitive 
nature. In contrast, the surrounding neighborhoods of glaring skyscrapers and tech startups 
represent the modern reality, signified by change and the speed of time. In this regard, the 
rowhouses contrast with the immediate buildings of the urban village, just as the urban village 
in turn contrasts with the more modern, rational, and posh urban environment of 
contemporary Shenzhen. Here, dialogization takes place (Bakhtin, 1981; Crawford, 2008): The 
very existence of the urban village works to contest and question the otherwise top-down 
planned and economically upgraded city of Shenzhen. Thus, the urban village relativizes the 
urban norm through demonstrating difference, and points out a parallel and alternative 
trajectory of urban development. In Baishizhou, a competing definition for what is ‘urban’ 
becomes apparent.  
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Furthermore, the hanging of clothes represents one of many layers that make up a ‘thick 
city framework’ (Hou et al., 2015). What the spatial appropriation of the rowhouses conveys 
– modestly expressed in the temporary clothes lines – is that an urban space never dies, but 
is rather constantly reimagined and emerging. By observing and genuinely seeking to 
appreciate the seemingly messy and overlapping qualities of the urban village, one can begin 
engaging in a ‘thick’ knowledge production, which is based on the complexities of lived 
experiences and environments rather than on biased norms, programs, and regulations. The 
micro-actions of appropriation of space in Baishizhou all carries the potentiality of changing 
the course of urban (re)development in the city. However, with the prevailing authoritarian 
neoliberal discourse on urban redevelopment in Shenzhen, as well as in China at large, the 
forthcoming demolitions of the urban village are likely to further establish the dominant urban 
norm and development trajectory of economic upgrading through creative destruction.  

 

 
Image 9. The Tangtou rowhouses viewed from the adjacent square, with the densely built ‘newer’ residential 
buildings of the urban village in the background. (Source: The author)   

 
8.5 Concluding Remarks on the Bottom-Up Urbanism Approaches  
The above observations of different ‘modes of livelihood’ have been illustrated by everyday 
scenes in Baishizhou and Shenzhen at large. Though these scenes can at times be subtle in 
character, and even hardly noticeable, they nevertheless constitute the building of a 
framework that can provide powerful insights to the lived everyday reality of the urban village. 
These everyday activities and spaces thus highlight what challenges and opportunities that 
the urban village presents to its residents, and also how the upcoming demolitions, evictions, 
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and redevelopment affects the life courses of the people of Baishizhou. Moreover, the 
bottom-up urbanism approaches which the above sections have employed provide theoretical 
and practical tools to constructively observe, analyze, and conceptualize the ongoing 
processes of the urban village amid a time of city-wide rapid change and urban development.  

In sum, then, these ethnographic observations contribute to the thesis in two main ways: 
First, they shed light on the experiences and activities of the people of Baishizhou that point 
out existing qualities as well as needs and desires among the residents, which in turn can 
support policy making and planning practice that is sensitive to the extant urban condition 
and promotes a more sustainable urban (re)development trajectory; Second, they suggest 
alternative methods for identifying and dealing with issues related to urban migration, 
marginalization, evictions, and gentrification in urban redevelopment programs, thus 
complementing the commonly employed top-down approach in planning practice. Indeed, 
the bottom-up urbanism approaches do naturally not offer a complete picture of the ongoing 
processes and redevelopment plans at hand, and therefore need to be coupled with overall 
planning methodologies at different scales in order to create a more robust planning 
framework. Still, as this chapter has suggested, the ethnographic accounts are powerful in the 
sense that they give faces and voices to the spatial political economy of urban 
(re)development.  
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9 Concluding Discussion and Recommendations 
 
This chapter concludes the thesis by discussing the main findings of the study, in light of the 
research questions and the theoretical framework, and extracts the new knowledge produced 
in the course of the thesis. Although discussions have already been presented continuously in 
the case study of chapter 6, 7, and 8, relevant to the specific outcomes and contexts found in 
those chapters, this concluding chapter contributes with a more general discussion that 
strings together the key topics of the thesis. Importantly, this section also discusses issues on 
generalizability and the limitations of the thesis. Lastly, with this at hand, a conclusion is 
provided which also offers policy recommendations and suggestions for further research.  
 
9.1 Discussion: The Spatial Political Economy of the Urban Redevelopment of Baishizhou 
By returning to the argument of Lefebvre that urban space, “has always been political and 
strategic (…) [and] is a product literally filled with ideologies (Lefebvre, 1976: 31),” it becomes 
evident that Shenzhen and Baishizhou are indeed expressions of certain political processes, 
ideas, and power struggles, through which spatially underpinned social relations have been 
constructed and are continuously being reconstructed (Lefebvre, 1991 [1974]; Cuthbert, 
2006). Employing this viewpoint of spatial political economy, this thesis deals with issues of 
urban inequality, marginalization, sustainability, the right to the city, etc., by displaying how 
neoliberal urbanism is at play in urban redevelopment policy and practice in China today. 
Further, it sheds light on how this ideology, in the context of an authoritarian political system, 
has radical social impacts on the local communities and beyond, especially in terms of 
processes of gentrification. Also, adopting bottom-up urbanism perspectives suggests how 
explorations of alternative ideas and paths of urban (re)development can take place. Through 
a case study methodology, involving policy analysis, interview study, and ethnographic 
observation, the thesis answers the research questions initially posed in section 1.1 with the 
following key findings:  
 
§ The ideas and rationale of neoliberalism is clearly expressed in both the city 

comprehensive plan of Shenzhen and the urban redevelopment site plan for Baishizhou 
urban village. This is articulated especially in their economic growth strategy of increased 
privatization, global city ambitions, and precedence of market forces in urban 
redevelopment. Also, the aim to ‘improve the quality’ of the demographic composition in 
the city speaks of the significance of class and other socioeconomic attributes in urban 
redevelopment in China, which is materialized in the built environment through 
representations of power. Housing provision is key here as a driver of urban inclusion and 
exclusion. However, the power of the Chinese state and the CCP to intervene in urban 
redevelopment still points at a heavily state-led neoliberal urbanism in effect, which is 
further entangled by the complexities of the hukou system, migration patterns, and urban 
village politics.  
 

§ Processes of gentrification are, partly due to the impact of neoliberal urbanism, active in 
the case of Baishizhou, and the overall social impacts from urban redevelopment of the 
urban village are far-reaching. In particular, uncertainty caused by the coming evictions, 
lack of tenant rights and participatory planning, unaffordability and other financial set-
backs, and loss of community are highlighted as the main negative impacts among the 
affected residents. However, the thesis also reveals positive notions of gentrification held 
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by a significant number of informants, where beautification, sanitation, and formalization 
of the built environment are appreciated effects from urban redevelopment. In relation 
to this, the case study displays a high level of acceptance among the residents regarding 
the demolition and evictions, by which a ‘survival of the fittest’-rationale has become 
norm and ties into the nationalistic CCP rhetoric of national growth. Although elements of 
the case study may be seen as compliant with the NUA, the thesis shows that the urban 
redevelopment of Baishizhou does not fulfill the sustainability ambitions of the NUA.  
 

§ The thesis’ ethnographic account of bottom-up urbanism further explores the everyday 
complexities, constraints, and opportunities of everyday life in the urban village amid 
urban redevelopment. Here, discrepancy between comprehensive planning values and 
everyday needs and desires becomes visible. The tactic urban interventions and creative 
counter-strategies unveiled in this study represent the strong agency of the often 
marginalized migrant tenants of Baishizhou, which indicates at the strength and potential 
of the inclusiveness and flexibility offered by the urban village. Indeed, the temporal and 
spatial analytical tools offered by the theoretical framework of the study suggests that 
aspects involving identity, class, and gender intersect with socio-spatial features as 
proximity, modifiability, and connectivity in the urban village. By bringing these aspects 
and ‘modes of livelihood’ to the fore, the case study shows that production of new 
knowledge for alternative urban redevelopment trajectories is possible, which, crucially, 
can inform future urban planning and sustainable redevelopment initiatives in China.  

 
These key findings are elaborated on, connected, and further discussed in the following sub 
sections.  
 
9.1.1 Neoliberalizing Urban Redevelopment, the Relational Approach, and Party Legitimacy  
I argue that, in general terms, the neoliberal policies found in urban redevelopment in China 
contribute to processes of gentrification and other social impacts that afflict vulnerable groups 
in society, which in turn produces certain modes of livelihood that involves both precarity and 
agency among the affected individuals. However, viewing this as a linear causal relationship 
would be simplistic, as state interventions, structural and legal arrangements, and social 
networks and linkages all impact the above processes too. This multitude of impacting factors 
on urban redevelopment calls for a broader analytical perspective. Hence, rather than being 
a linear process, urban redevelopment in China should be seen as a field of networks where 
different actors, economies, and spaces produce certain spatial political economic outcomes. 
This relational analytical approach is particularly helpful in the case of China, as neoliberal 
market-driven urban redevelopment programs are here often deeply interconnected with the 
political power, and forms constellations of state-led redevelopment processes that propels 
the market-effects of gentrification. Neoliberalism is thus not the sole ideational force that is 
shaping contemporary urban China, yet it is undoubtedly a dominant ideology that underpins 
much of the linkages and processes within present-day urban redevelopment practice.  

As such, urban redevelopment under neoliberal urbanism in the Chinese context 
resembles much of what the established Western theories present, in terms of privatization 
and marketization of space, transformation of the built environment through ‘creative 
destruction’, and reconfiguration of citizenship (Mayer, 2006; Leitner et al., 2007; Ong, 2006; 
Peck, Theodore and Brenner, 2012). Still, though, the particular state-led characteristic of 
urban redevelopment in China, which reflects the authoritarian political system of the country, 
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must be emphasized in order to move beyond descriptions of neoliberalism as a fixed 
condition. Indeed, the case study of this thesis confirms the predominance of what He and 
Wu (2009) calls a ‘hidden form of neoliberalization’ in China, in which the state employs a 
flexible approach towards neoliberal policy implementation and maintains an interventionist 
role in the market and in society. This gradualist approach, which Chu and So (2010) labels as 
‘state neoliberalism’, is certainly visible in the policy documents analyzed in the case study 
where both liberal market reforms and strong government control go hand in hand. Moreover, 
in line with Wu (2016b), I want to stress that this flexibility in neoliberal policy implementation 
regarding urban redevelopment should be seen in the light of the CCP’s driving ambition to 
remain in power: “Chinese local development shows a hybrid form [of neoliberalism], 
combining the features of the developmental state with instruments created in the market. 
Pragmatism is adopted to legitimize the state as a key driver for economic growth (Ibid.: 345).” 

By putting economic growth first in its urban (re)development policy, the local 
government of Shenzhen both contributes to fulfilling national growth targets while 
simultaneously legitimizing the party’s power position in the city. I mean that the spatial 
expression of the comprehensive plan, arguably articulated in the redevelopment master plan 
for Baishizhou, manifests these power ambitions through the raising of skyscraper mansions 
and upper end shopping malls on the ground of the former urban village. As symbols of 
modernity and top-down power, these proposed buildings in the urban design of the 
redeveloped Baishizhou should be contrasted with the current environment of the urban 
village, which facilitates more human scale interaction and bottom-up tactic initiatives. This, I 
want to highlight, demonstrates the spatial political economy that is active in the ongoing 
urban redevelopment practice in Shenzhen, which may to some extent represents that 
practice in China at large.  

 
9.1.2 Collective Gentrification, Post-Political Acceptance, and Expulsing Practices  
When observing and interacting with life in Baishizhou, it is, as a privileged outsider, inviting 
to romanticize, or even fetishize, the urban village. The experience as a first-time visitor to 
Baishizhou can be almost overwhelming, with its compact urban massiveness and vibrant 
energy along its narrow lanes, which contain many desirable urban features that modern and 
overly planned urban spaces often lack. However, it is crucial to also move beyond these 
features in order to address the disadvantages and hardships of the urban village. By spending 
a significant amount time in Baishizhou, and primarily by listening to the stories of its residents, 
this thesis contributes with a more balanced understanding of the urban village as the object 
for urban redevelopment and gentrification. I argue that it is vital that we also discuss the 
many potential positive aspects of redevelopment of urban villages, which in some cases is 
urgently needed, without losing sight of the negative social impacts that it may entail. Material 
upgrading and safety measures are certainly necessary to be carried out in many urban villages, 
and to allow continued dilapidation by not redeveloping would in itself be a political action of 
indifference towards the marginalized urban poor residing in these spaces. Hence, 
community-oriented partial redevelopment and small-scale refurbishments must be further 
included in the debate on urban village redevelopment in China, that can alter the modernist 
tabula rasa-approach currently held by the local government. For this to occur, though, the 
local government will need to focus less on its ambition of large scale formalization schemes, 
by incorporating the urban villages into the formal housing market, and instead pay more 
attention to the actual housing and livelihood needs of the majority of the city’s residents.  
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As mentioned, though, the thesis’ case study reveals a somewhat unexpected positive 
notion among several of the interviewees regarding the ongoing processes of gentrification 
and the planned complete demolition and redevelopment. Although substantially affected by 
the increased rents, demolitions, and coming evictions, many of the residents of Baishizhou 
that are represented in this study still express a positive, or at least accepting, attitude 
towards the transformation of the urban village. These sentiments, too, must naturally be 
taken into account when analyzing the social impacts of urban redevelopment. The demand 
by parts of its residents for beautification, formalization, and sanitation measures in the urban 
village is indeed grounded in lived experiences and sets of values among these individuals. 
However, speaking of a ‘positive gentrification’ here may be misleading, as the phrase 
‘gentrification’ is hardly used in the everyday language. Yet, upgrading or refurbishment of 
the urban village is nevertheless referred to as something positive. The fact that some 
residents also stand positive towards the complete demolition and redevelopment of 
Baishizhou both points, I argue, to the notion of temporariness of the urban village, as well as 
it taps in to the nationalist project of modernization and economic growth guided by the party 
state.  

The latter also relates to the aforementioned high level of acceptance among the 
interviewees regarding the negative social impacts from urban redevelopment. Although 
protests and critique against unjust urban redevelopment programs do take place in China, 
processes of gentrification and evictions are increasingly seen as normal under the current 
political paradigm. In reference to the theoretical framework of the thesis, I argue that this 
accepting stance should be seen in the light of what Swyngedouw (2011) describes as the 
post-political condition, by which the neoliberal consensus has, “eliminated a genuine political 
space of disagreement (Ibid.: 27).” In addition, I mean that this condition is actively 
augmented and enforced by the authoritarian political system in China, in which dissent is 
commonly being suppressed. The expressed acceptance should, I suggest, therefore not be 
seen as a normalization of the negative social consequences experienced by the interviewees, 
but may rather be viewed as a mechanism of internalized control that adjusts to the Chinese 
political context. However, knowing and ‘accepting’ one’s position in society, and the limited 
legal rights, does not simply imply a state of individual indifference. In opposite, this thesis 
shows that the migrant tenants of Baishizhou exercise a broad range of tactics and active 
agency to cope with the effects of gentrification and the impending evictions.  

Furthermore, this thesis underscores the importance of adapting a post-colonial 
approach towards gentrification when analyzing these processes in China (Robinson, 2006; 
Roy, 2009; Ren, 2015). By generating new knowledge based on local experiences, rather than 
based on fixed theoretical terms, the thesis contributes to the theory building on 
gentrification in China. However, and accordingly, the employment of the term ‘gentrification’ 
in the study of this thesis needs to be further problematized and discussed here. While Clark’s 
(2005: 258) definition of gentrification (see section 4.3.1) is generally applicable to the Chinese 
context, and theoretical concepts as ‘state-sponsored gentrification’ may be even more 
relevant in this context (He, 2007: 195), they still can obscure other underlying features that 
impact the spatial economic upgrading and socio-economic change in Chinese cities caused 
by urban redevelopment. Hukou status, village affiliations and politics, and developer driven 
urban design are some additional aspects that have deep impact on processes of 
‘gentrification’ in China. And while Wu (2016a) is right to call the spatial political process of 
urban redevelopment in China primarily one of, “formalization of informal settlements (Ibid.: 
652),” he fails to fully engage with the socioeconomic change that this formalization implies. 



 107 

Moreover, the ‘gentry’, i.e. the gentrifying subject, in the gentrification terminology puts 
prominence on the individual actor, which, I argue, is generally not well suited when used 
standalone to describe the Chinese context. Instead, I want to reemphasize the arguments 
made by O’Donnell (Expert interview 2 and 3, 2017), which views the urban redevelopment 
of Baishizhou as a process of ‘collective gentrification’. The large-scale demolition, 
redevelopment, and radical socioeconomic change in Baishizhou does indeed stand in 
contrast to the more gradual gentrification processes found in the common Western 
theoretical connotation. I want to stress that this collective aspect must be brought into the 
analysis of these processes within the Chinese context, as this also helps highlighting the 
driving political power and financial capital than are able to facilitate such large-scale projects, 
i.e. the local state and the developer corporation.  

Moreover, and finally, it is, I argue, stimulating to return to Sassen’s (2014) concept of 
‘expulsions’ and bring it in to the debate and theory building on gentrification in China. While 
she does not explicitly mention neoliberalism as a driving ideology, or gentrification as a 
resultant process, Sassen still points out these very dynamics: “[T]he move from Keynesianism 
to the global, era of privatizations, deregulation, and open borders for some, entailed a switch 
from dynamics that brought people in to dynamics that push people out (Ibid.: 211).” The 
‘expulsions’ of migrant tenants from Baishizhou may indeed be a more appropriate 
conceptualization compared with ‘gentrification’, as the former aims to encapsulate a broader 
political economic switch and its spatial and socioeconomic consequences. While 
‘neoliberalism’ and ‘gentrification’ are valuable as concepts that can easily connect with global 
political economic phenomena and have broad theoretical application, ‘expulsions’ is less 
burdened by Western-contextual theoretical connotations and may thus be employed to 
liberate the discussion from (Western) hegemonic and fixed concepts. Indeed, this thesis 
confirms that processes of ‘gentrification’ by urban redevelopment has become a global 
economic growth strategy (Smith, 2002). Yet the features and underlying driving forces of 
these processes are always particular to the local conditions and power dynamics, which, I 
argue, need to be better acknowledged, conceptualized, and further used as basis in urban 
theory construction.  

 
9.1.3 The New Urban Agenda and the Neoliberal Transformation of Baishizhou  
While this thesis sheds light on how neoliberal urbanism propels processes of gentrification 
and other social impacts through urban redevelopment practice, it can still be difficult to pin 
down these processes in relation to the NUA. One challenge, and perhaps also advantage, 
with policy documents such as the NUA is the relatively large room for interpretation. Given 
the nature of the NUA as a development guideline for nations and cities in all parts of the 
world, the less specific and more general language of the document is a necessity for local 
implementation to be possible. However, as section 7.4 points out, the urban redevelopment 
of Baishizhou can be evaluated as both compliant with and discrepant from the NUA, 
depending on one’s perspective of interpretation. Further, the government policy documents 
analyzed in chapter 6 argue that the urban redevelopment of Baishizhou and of other urban 
villages promotes health and safety, as the new developments will pave the way for more 
rationally planned and thus more manageable urban environments. This is also seen as 
supporting a more resilient urban development, where following building codes and better 
integrating the new development into the existing urban system leads to a more robust and 
coherent overall city structure. The current trend of urban village redevelopment in Shenzhen 
will likely lead to a general increase in material quality in its built environment, which will 
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further reflect its status of modernity and progress. Indeed, the new developments on the 
sites of former urban villages will become in-demand housing for high skilled workers and also 
provide space where the city’s tech-oriented industries can grow.  

Nevertheless, it is here vital to again ask for whom the city is developing for. The ongoing 
urban redevelopment and gentrification processes in Shenzhen are certainly not aimed at 
promoting affordability. While the SZCP states that the city is to accommodate basic housing 
needs, not enough counter-measure are made to meet the affordable housing-gap that 
emerges with the demise of urban villages in Shenzhen. In a citywide perspective, urban 
redevelopment occurs with the aim to change the demography of Shenzhen, which makes the 
city more accessible for wealthy people with institutional access, on the expense of the more 
vulnerable groups in society. In this sense, the development of Shenzhen does not represent 
a sustainable urban development that produces, “cities for all (United Nations, 2017a: 3).” 
Also, it is debatable whether the current urban development of Shenzhen subscribes to the 
notion of the NUA that, “underlines the linkage between good urbanization and job creation, 
livelihood opportunities, and improved quality of life, which should be included in every urban 
renewal policy and strategy (United Nations, 2017b: iv).” I mean that this ‘linkage’ is 
somewhat fragmented in the case of Shenzhen, where the city’s current development rather 
represents a good urbanization ‘for some’. Therefore, to better comply with the NUA and 
fulfill the 11th SDG, I suggest, Shenzhen needs to better balance the forces of the market and 
the state, and through that ensure that the spatial political economy of the city comprises an 
inclusive and sustainable urban development. In order to achieve this, I mean that the city 
needs to adopt a more comprehensive use of bottom-up perspectives, oriented around 
inclusion and the right to the city, in its policymaking.  

The current political system in China gives the central and, primarily, the local 
governments a very large operating space and influence on urban redevelopment and land 
use issues in general. As the case of Baishizhou illustrates, the redevelopment process of the 
urban village is to a high degree state-led yet forcefully driven by market forces. The great 
pressure on local governments to generate economic revenue drives much of Chinese cities’ 
focus on urban redevelopment and the speculative real estate economy. Moreover, the 
growth first policies of local governments have in turn promoted private enterprises and 
developers to enjoy a very extensive influence in urban redevelopment. These corporate 
actors – which often have invested vast amounts of capital in land use-rights, demolition 
measures, compensation schemes, etc. – face high expectations to deliver economic growth 
through reshaping the built environment into one that can generate high profit. Consequently, 
central features in the NUA, such as affordable housing, limits on gentrification, and ‘cities for 
all’, are therefore somewhat discarded in the case of Baishizhou, as well as in many other 
similar projects in Shenzhen.  

Thus, unsustainable urban development practices are, of course, not simply due to urban 
redevelopment programs per se, but are rather, as shown, consequences of multiple factors 
on different scales. For example, in order to promote the participatory inclusion of tenants, 
and not only the original villagers, in urban village redevelopment, tenancy policy reform 
needs to take place first. Also, to tackle issues of gentrification that are incompliant with the 
NUA, one needs to address the underlying forces of marketization of space and land 
distribution policy in China. The urban redevelopment of Baishizhou, then, may not be seen 
as generally compliant with the NUA, yet this in turn must be viewed in the light of the 
dominant spatial political economy of the city and the nation, to fully engage with sustainable 
urban development policy work.  
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9.1.4 Bottom-Up Urbanism, Inter-Scale Analysis, and the Potential of the Everyday  
The ethnographic accounts on micro-level in the case study of the thesis are, as suggested, to 
be viewed in relation to the dominant macro-level spatial political economy, i.e. neoliberal 
urbanism under an authoritarian political system. In the words of Aihwa Ong (2006: 12), “[t]he 
challenge for ethnographic research is not to find an ’appropriate’ scale of action – national, 
global, or local – but to identify an analytical angle that allows us to examine the shifting lines 
of mutation that the neoliberal exception generates.” Indeed, by going deeper into the 
everyday spaces and lives of Baishizhou, through the analytical angle of ‘modes of livelihood’, 
the thesis visualizes the connections between macro policy and its resultant lived reality on 
the micro-level. As such, the study sheds light on potential gaps between policy directions and 
actual needs, which in turn can suggest alternative urban (re)development trajectories. 
Visualizing the compliance and discrepancy between policy and actual everyday life further 
helps to inform future policymaking and redevelopment programs. This, I want to stress, is a 
vital function of the ethnographic methodology. The thesis thus contributes both to the policy 
impact analysis in the particular case of Baishizhou, as well as it establishes a model of how 
future policymaking and evaluation can be informed.  

However, employing the bottom-up urbanism theoretical approach may be criticized for 
not delivering concrete suggestions and outcomes in its analysis. In a similar manner, Everyday 
Urbanism has indeed been critiqued by Michael Speaks for being, “not so concerned with what 
any particular urban design can do (…); rather, it is concerned with what particular urban 
designs mean. (…) That is why ultimately Everyday Urbanism is a commentator on the city, an 
interpreter rather than a force of transformation (Mehrotra, 2005: 35-36).” While I agree that 
the approach emphases interpretation of meaning in everyday urban space, I do argue that 
this interpretation does not need to, and should not, end up in mere abstract linguistics but 
rather be the starting point for analysis that can engage forces of transformation. In other 
words, the ethnographic bottom-up urbanism account needs to be coupled with other 
methods and policy tools, which together can formulate concrete outcomes that respond to 
actual needs.  

Accordingly, and importantly, I suggest that the bottom-up urbanism theoretical 
framework is suitable for developing strategies on policy implementation of the NUA in China. 
The ‘thick’ knowledge that the framework aims to extract, based on emerging and experiential 
urban realities (Hou et al., 2015), is valuable for identifying means for local implementation of 
the NUA. In line with Sandercock (2003), the employment of storytelling in the case study 
deepens the understanding of the lived spatial political economy in Baishizhou, and reveals 
fragments of its complexities and potentialities.  

On a final note, I want to underscore the significance of studying spaces such as the urban 
villages, especially as a growing number of villages currently face redevelopment. The 
everyday space of the urban village relates to the post-political neoliberal landscape 
illustrated by Swyngedou (2011):  

 
The post-political ‘glocal’ city is fragmented and kaleidoscopic. (…) Within the tensions, 
inconsistencies and exclusions forged through these kaleidoscopic yet incoherent 
transformations, all manner of frictions, cracks, fissures, gaps, and ‘vacant’ spaces arise; spaces 
that, although an integral part of the ‘police’ order of the existing state of the situation, are 
simultaneously outside of it. These fissures, cracks, and ‘free’ spaces form ‘quilting’ points, nodes 
for experimentation with new urban possibilities. It is indeed precisely in these ‘marginal’ spaces 
(…) that all manner of new urban social and cultural energies and practices emerge; where new 
forms of urbanity come to life (Ibid.: 31-32).  
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Further, these marginal spaces overlap with what Sassen (2014), in her conceptualization of 
expulsions, refers to as the ‘systemic edge’ – “the site where general conditions take extreme 
forms precisely because it is the site for expulsions or incorporation (Ibid.: 211).” In a later 
article, Sassen (2018) returns to the global city where this form of ‘edge’ spaces and frontiers 
are emerging primarily. Moreover, she holds that, “[t]he disadvantaged and excluded can gain 
presence in such cities, presence vis-à-vis power and, even more important, vis-à-vis each 
other,” which make up, “(…) spaces where the powerless can make history, even without 
becoming empowered (Ibid.).” The urban village, I argue, should be seen as one such marginal 
edge space, in which power struggles, experimentations, and tactics make historical imprints 
simply through presence, while crucially also producing new emergent urban conditions. 
Hence, these sites and their internal and inter-scalar processes demand our attention and 
need to be better understood as indicators on future urban development trajectories. In this 
effort, employing a bottom-up perspective will be key.  
 
9.1.5 Generalizability, Limitations, and Methodological Concerns 
Shenzhen holds a unique position in China and the world, given its recent history as a SEZ and 
function as a manufacturing and technological node in the global capitalist system. Similarly, 
Baishizhou is a particular case within the city, and is composed of site-specific features and 
socio-economic constellations. The case study of this thesis is therefore to some degree 
particular to this context, which in itself constitute valuable knowledge. However, I mean that 
the case study is still generalizable in a broader perspective, since its deep integration with 
the theoretical framework makes it possible, “to move from a purely empirical level of 
exposition to a level of general statements (Moses and Knutsen, 2007: 139).” By connecting 
the spatial political economy of Baishizhou and Shenzhen with neoliberalism as a global 
ideology, the thesis situates the case study in the context of contemporary globalization and 
the interrelated proliferation of market-driven economic policy, which makes it relate to 
similar political economic structures that are materializing in other places. Further, the thesis 
views processes of gentrification through urban redevelopment as a global strategy of 
economic growth, which makes the case study comparable with other places that undergo 
similar processes. Although the case study displays a radical form of gentrification and 
expulsions, which may not be equivalent with the gradualist approach more commonly seen 
in Western societies, they are still products of the same underlying dynamics. Also, by viewing 
the case study in the light of modernism, rationalism, and formalization, the razing of 
Baishizhou can be generalized and spatially connect with, or diverge from, large-scale slum 
clearance projects and other tabula rasa approaches to urban redevelopment. Nevertheless, 
the urban villages of China are as phenomenon rather particular to the country and its rapid 
urbanization process, which makes that very aspect generalizable on a national scale but less 
so globally. As we have seen, though, there are significant variations within China regarding 
urban village housing quality, villager negotiation power, urban redevelopment compensation 
schemes, etc., which should remind us that local implementation always requires careful 
considerations of the site-specific features and path-dependencies. The urban redevelopment 
process of Baishizhou may therefore naturally not be viewed as representative of all 
redevelopment programs in China and beyond, but general aspects of the case study still 
conveys very well the spatial political economic dynamics of the process. Hence, the 
theoretical framework both expands the reach of the case study, and is simultaneously 
confronted with local particular variations, which together produce new generalized 
knowledge.  
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However, I acknowledge that the thesis does have a number of limitations and shortcomings, 
partly related to generalizability, which I would like to address. The relatively limited number 
of interviewees put constraints on representation, and inclusion of a broader range of voices 
would be necessary to obtain a more nuanced understanding of the research issues. The case 
study is however not quantitative in character and does not aim to cover a specific percentage 
of the population of Baishizhou or make statistical claims. Although my nine interviews and 
multiple conversations and observations are within the limits initially set up in the research 
design, I believe that some more voices would have been beneficial to the study. Gaining 
access and building relations of trust, within a limited period of time, was challenging and was 
made even more difficult under the country’s authoritarian structure and restrictions on 
freedom of speech. In relation to this, a major limitation of the study concerning data access 
is the absence of voices from other key actors in urban redevelopment in China, namely 
government representatives, urban village representatives, and not least the developers. 
Though attempts were made to gain access to some of these actors during the field research 
they proved to be unsuccessful. While the thesis’ aim now deliberately focuses on the tenant 
residents of Baishizhou, to also include the viewpoint directly from e.g. the developer Lvgem 
would have been of great value to the study. Moreover, concerning methodology, this thesis 
answers the research questions of ‘how’ and ‘to what extent’ from a qualitative approach, 
which, I consider, can make it somewhat challenging to present more specific and comparable 
results. Although I still argue that the research questions align well with the methods and 
results of the thesis, I would like to explore involving quantitative methods too in the analysis. 
For example, setting up an index that measure aspects of ‘the extent of neoliberalism’ in the 
case study, and perhaps also in a comparative analysis, might have been beneficial to the 
thesis. Furthermore, the theoretical limitations by assuming neoliberalism as the predominant 
analytical lens leaves out other potential models of explanations. While this delimitation is 
necessary in order to concentrate the study, additional theoretical perspectives such as ‘The 
Urban Growth Machine’ (Molotch, 1976), and models of authoritarianism (Linz, 2000), for 
example would have been contributing with alternative insights and uncovering other major 
underlying forces in relation to urban redevelopment that this thesis does not shed enough 
light on. Finally – also relating to methodology and self-reflexivity – although I throughout the 
thesis aim to apply a post-colonial analytical standpoint, in which all cities are seen as ‘ordinary’ 
and freed from Western biases and fixed concepts (Robinson, 2006), I certainly do not fully 
overcome the barrier of subjective preconceptions and comparative valuations. The thesis is 
still a view from the outside, yet actively striving to engage a bottom-up perspective from 
within the urban village.  
 
9.2 Conclusion: The Right to the City in Urban Redevelopment, Policy Recommendations, and 
Suggestions for Further Research 
The spatial political economy of urban redevelopment in China is one guided by neoliberal 
ideas, further molded by the country’s authoritarian political structure, and has radical and 
far-reaching social impacts especially on already marginalized people and groups. This thesis 
contributes to fill the research gap in this field by connecting top-down urban policy with 
bottom-up perspectives that highlight precarity, agency, and micropolitical counter-measures 
within the realm of everyday space. The urban village is presented as a site of inclusion, 
coexistence, and opportunity, but also as a place of dilapidation, unsanitariness, and 
temporariness, following global and local forces of urbanization and land politics. This critical 
reading of urban redevelopment in China in general and Shenzhen in particular ultimately 
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raises the questions of whose life matters in contemporary urban China, and who has the right 
to the city. Indeed, this field of research needs to be further explored and studied in order to 
better address these broader issues of urban inequality and, importantly, to facilitate policy 
implementation that truly reflects a trajectory of sustainable urban development.  

In the endeavor to formulate and carry out policies of sustainability, particularly 
concerning socioeconomic issues, China needs to expand and deepen its reform work, to 
which I would like to propose some general policy recommendations: First, the thesis’ 
demonstration of strong liberal market forces, coupled with strong state power as market 
facilitator, in China further exposes the relative absence of the ‘third sector’ in urban 
redevelopment, that is the civil society. In order to realize participatory planning processes, 
introduce checks and balances in the planning system, and better balance the forces of the 
market and the state, civil society organizations must be given larger space in society and in 
urban redevelopment practice; Second, the Chinese central and local governments must 
review its legal framework regarding tenancy rights, expand the security system for tenure, 
and apply institutional protection from evictions for individuals who cannot, or do not want 
to, own their property. In addition, this should be coupled with more inclusive hukou 
legislation that discourage social stratification between the country’s different tiers of cities, 
and that eventually leads to complete inclusion of rural migrants into the urban systems, if so 
requested; Third, if evictions do take place under urban redevelopment, the government must 
provide additional measures that cover the emerging demand for both affordable housing and 
economic opportunities for the evicted; Fourth, the local government needs to thoroughly 
examine and evaluate the extant housing stock of the urban villages and where possible 
consider partial and more pinpointed renovations or small-scale redevelopment, instead of 
performing complete demolitions per default. The qualities of the urban villages should be 
built on and expanded into the surrounding urban fabric.  

While this thesis contributes to filling a part of the research gap in the field, more research 
is certainly needed. I would like to suggest the following key topics for further research in the 
field: First, the role and implication of comprehensive planning in China, and its relevance to 
urban redevelopment, needs to be further investigated. By analyzing the spatial political 
economy of comprehensive planning in a variety of Chinese cities that undergo rapid 
transformation, comparative studies would be possible that could lead to better knowledge 
of macro trends and local variations; Second, the political space for participatory planning in 
China needs to be better understood and conceptualized, in order to explore the possibilities 
of extended leeway for citizen-driven urban redevelopment initiatives, which further respond 
to the NUA framework; Third, the research and debate on neoliberalism, as well as on 
gentrification, in China needs to be deepened and reach beyond conventional perceptions of 
these ideas and processes. Especially, neoliberal urbanism under an increasingly authoritarian 
regime, and gentrification as a collective process, needs to be shed further light on; Fourth, 
and finally, with the continued course of urban redevelopment and razing of urban villages in 
China, research need to be made on where new marginal spaces emerge and how 
intensification of evictions materializes and is responded to. Here, aspects of new migration 
patterns, urban inclusion and exclusion, and the potentiality of everyday space should be 
given special attention.  

 
In ending, what this thesis demonstrates is the advantage and necessity to involve bottom-up 
perspectives on urban redevelopment in China, both politically, methodologically, and in 
urban theory building. Linking macro and micro processes in the spatial political economy of 
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China can help us to better match policymaking with actual needs of everyday life and space, 
which in turn can shape future trajectories of sustainable urban (re)development in the 
country. Indeed, the current political landscape and the heated real estate market in China 
make relevant urban policy development less predictable, which calls for further explorations, 
interventions, and research in the field.  
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