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used their everyday life experiences to reflect the authenticity of the drama, showing their 
distrust in the inclusive and harmonious image performed on the stage. On the other hand, 
they also used the idealised image in the Gala Show as a mirror, to reflect on the real 
experiences on the city and express their discontentment towards the existing exclusion 
and deprivation they are struggling with. Despite the lack of power to claim who they are, 
they tried to excise their self-reflection by denying who they are not. This denial 
demonstrated an unease to determine the strangers under an invented name or organise 
them at a fixed position. Under such anti-determination stance, the aura of the ‘peasant 
worker’ identity, which is painfully elevated by the authority, is doomed to decay. In turn, 
whether the rite of status elevation performed in the gala show can really impose a 
hegemonic order onto everyday life become rather uncertain.   

 

 
Photo 8.2. Chuxi night in Lao Lu’s home. The TV set on the right was playing the CCTV 
Spring Festival Gala Show. 
 
 
In the end, if we put content analysis and field investigation together, a dynamic picture is 
unrolled in the media ritual space constructed around the CCTV Spring Festival Gala 
Show. Before the complexities revealed in the process, our previous conceptualisation of 
media ritual solely as a myth-making process of a mediated centre seems to be limited. 
The idea that this myth of mediated centre is principally constructed and sustained by 
categorising what is ‘in’ media and what is not appears less convincing. My study of the 
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CCTV Spring Festival Gala Show and its correlations with Chinese rural migratory 
subjects suggests that the ritualisation of this media rite is a multi-situated and multi-
layered social and cultural process co-produced by both media producer and consumer. At 
least, from the intersection between the Gala Show broadcast and the urban settlement 
trajectory of the Chinese rural migrants, two levels of ritualisation are deployed in parallel: 
the imagined unity and ordering of the ‘national family’ centred on the modern state 
authority through a top-down media manoeuvre; and, the creation of a placed festivity in 
the process of migration through active positioning and appropriating the iconic 
symbolism of the Gala Show in the locality of the urban villages. Each level of 
ritualisation points to a different place making process centred by different social value 
and identification. But they also proceed in resonance with each other. 

 

In both processes, the distinctions between the centre and the margin, the internal and the 
external, do exist. But the ritual making of the centre is more complicated than the 
absolute exclusion of the marginal. Its key technique is to selectively include the marginal 
or external forces and strategically frame them into the creation of a centred place, which 
unavoidably intensifies rather than reduces the confrontations and crashes between the 
central and the marginal. As I spelled out earlier, the social liminality of the rural 
migratory subjects does not drive this inferior group out of the mediated ‘national family’, 
but on the contrary confers them with an outstanding position in the construction of this 
mediated ‘national family’. Similarly, the social distance between the institutional centre 
of the Gala Show and the rural migrants’ settlement in the urban villages has not reduced 
the significance of this iconic broadcast in their festival space. 

 

As an integral element of their home-making project in the urban villages, the active 
engagement of the rural migrants in the festival viewing is not necessarily a submission to 
the symbolism of the Gala Show programmed by the external powers, but the exercise of a 
form of ritual mastery, which invokes flexible sets of cultural schemes in using a cultural 
icon to organise their own festival experiences and more or less orchestrating their 
localised and immediate experiences with the transcendent sacredness of ritual value. At 
the same time, the festival viewing and interpretative practices also enable the rural 
migrants to confront a mediated image of themselves, which affords them a reflexive 
space in knowing the world and themselves better. 
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Conclusions 

 
 
Most of time, we live and work in a place without noticing it. It is only when we find out 
it may not be quite as we think does ‘place’ become an issue. Similarly, when researchers 
do fieldwork in a place, they tend to treat place merely as the context rather than the object 
of the study. My academic interest in place was initially generated by my personal 
encounter with an unknown place in the centre of my own hometown, which revealed the 
existence of a hidden force in making the city different from what we imagined it to be. 
That is why when I made my way into the two urban villages and tried to explore the 
neighbourhood that accommodated thousands of migrants from the countryside who were 
largely unwelcome in the rest of the city, the question of place and place-making 
unarguably stood in the heart of my enquiry. By asking how ‘place’ is in the making by 
the rural migrants’ urban settlement practices and how the migratory identity is negotiated 
through this place-making process, I obtained a theoretical anchor to weave the 
fragmentary snapshots from the local life into a meaningful picture. I hope this picture can 
enrich our knowledge of the transitional urban society in China and provide us with a 
tangible approach to understanding the complexity of modernity under the tension 
between migration and settlement. In the preceding chapters, I focused on different 
aspects of everyday life that contribute to the formation of the place and people’s sense of 
the place, from street life to housing space, from television consumption to festival 
celebrations. After those close-up examinations, it is time for me to pay an overall visit to 
the place-making process that the urban villages underwent and see what we can learn 
from their experiences.  
        
 

The emplacement of the mobile subjects in a progressive sense 

of place  
As a caution against an overwhelming emphasis on the disjunction between the migratory 
subjects and the locality of their settlement places in recent migration studies, my 
exploration in Chinese rural migrants’ settlement practices in urban villages evokes a re-
evaluation of the role the urban settlement place plays in the trans-local movement in 
certain social contexts. It points to an affirmation that, even in our increasingly networked 
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society, the examination into the embedment of the migratory subjects in their settlement 
places and their place-making engagements in the locality still provides a key to unlocking 
the complexity of migrancy in the context of the tension between displacement and 
emplacement, migration and settlement in modernity. As the principal form of urban 
inhabitation for Chinese rural migrants, the existence of the urban village offers a 
geographical expression of the interplay between the individual actions of the migratory 
subjects and the historical transformation of Chinese urban society. Emerging from the 
rupture of the institutionalised urban space, the urban village enlarges the border zone 
between the rural and the urban, blurs the social categorisation boundary between insider 
and outsider. More importantly, it delivers a potential nurturing space where rural migrants, 
who suffer discrimination and exclusion in the urban society, can exercise their agency in 
place-making through creating and maintaining a routinised life and organising a 
supportive neighbourhood environment for themselves. As we have witnessed in the two 
urban villages, with a localised life pattern and rhythm gradually established and 
embedded in the two urban villages, the rural migrant residents indisputably stamped their 
identity on the locality of the urban villages and reshaped the physical and cultural 
landscape of the place. This feeling of emplacement based on the resilient adaptation and 
creativity is crucial for the rural migratory subjects not only because it provides a harbour 
in their migratory trajectory, but also because it solidifies their efforts and struggles to 
claim a just position in the city, to refuse being ideologically constructed as rootless and 
floating outsiders, given that they are largely voiceless in the current political system in 
Chinese cities.    
 
By virtue of these spatial struggles, the greater contribution of Chinese rural migrants in 
urban villages is manifestation of Massey’s (1997) ‘progressive sense of place’ in 21st 
Century Chinese urban society. As demonstrated in my study, what tied the rural migratory 
subjects to the urban village was not a geographically bounded and socially enclosed 
community, but a sense of place dynamical in its multiplicity, fluidity, and connectivity.  
 
First, the two urban villages illustrated very clearly how multi-layered meanings and 
identifications can co-exist and interact in one place. Like many other migrant settlements, 
the urban villages in China, are far from isolated enclaves solely inhabited by the rural 
migrants. Rather, the co-habitation and the intricate interactions between indigenes and 
migrants are constitutive of the neighbourhood life. These two groups had different 
connections with the place but also bonded with each other in their communal interests. 
For the rural migrant residents, seeking settlement in the place evokes a cultural 



 259 

competence to recognise both the conflicts and opportunities in the constant confrontation 
with others, further, to creatively integrate their practices of urban settlement into the co-
production of the urban village undertaken by multiple actors.  
 
Second, in the two urban villages, we witness how a place can be constantly set in motion 
by the power reconfigurations of historical progress. As distinctively exemplified in its 
housing form evolution, the physical landscape and social contents of the place had never 
been static. Multiple social forces in the past decades transformed the place from two rural 
villages into a migrant settlement. Intertwined with this transformation was round after 
round of shifting demographic structures, geographic features, neighbourhood dynamics, 
and dwelling patterns. It can also be reasonably expected that the place will undergo an 
even bigger wave of transformation in the near future. I will detail this later. 
 
Third, the existence of the two urban villages forces us to accept the ductility of place 
beyond its geographic borders. The deeper we look into the rural migrants’ local life in the 
area, the more we realise that the urban village is only one phrase or one site in the rural-
urban migratory trajectories. Its social meanings are both produced and consumed by the 
rural migrants by reference to the social networks that link them to other multiple 
locations. In other words, what happens in the urban village and how it matters has much 
to do with what happens in the migrants’ rural origins and other sites of urban settlement, 
and vice versa. My examinations into their return journey during the festival and their TV 
set possession are particularly effective to visualise the influence of such translocal 
interconnections on their localised life.  
 
Finally, our observation in the area once again points to the huge impact of the networking 
technologies in place-making. But the consequences of this impact seem more complex 
than we used to imagine. What people experienced in the urban village was no longer a 
face-to-face community life solely influenced by who lives next door or in the same street. 
The exposure of the urban village to various forms of mass media and networking 
technologies enable them to establish and maintain distant social relationships on a daily 
basis almost as easily as they deal with their immediate daily existence. But my study also 
suggests that the use of media technologies by the rural migrants does not contradict but 
contributes to their attachment to and embedment in the place of their urban settlement. As 
illustrated in the previous chapters, the public telephone was used not only to reach the 
distant, but also to open up and reinforce close relationships in the neighbourhood; TV set 
possession and placement were exercised as a practice of homing; cable connection was 
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undertaken as a neighbourhood business and household DIY project to counteract the 
uneven distribution of cable access in the city. Putting all these phenomena together, we 
can draw the conclusion that emplacement in the urban villages is not opposite to but at 
the intricate intersection with the power of networking and movement. As an important 
node in the trans-local circuit of migration, the significance of the urban village for the 
rural migrants is exactly associated with its ability in interweaving multiple dimensions of 
social resources and relationships, here or there, present or distant, into a concrete social 
web, a distinct landscape, and a local way of life, whereby the migratory identities can 
both be anchored and extended.  
 
All these features were distinctively demonstrated in the two urban villages, but they are 
not exclusive characteristics of this single area or solely of Chinese urban villages. In 
today’s China, when geographical and social transformations have become increasingly 
intense and frequent, this ‘progressive sense of place’, as proven by the case study in a 
small indigene/migrant co-habited community, can be seen as a model applicable in other 
forms of urban communities.      
       

How do the little things make a place different? 
The emergence of the urban village in China as the settlement place for millions of rural 
migrants is indeed an intriguing phenomenon and deserves exploration from various 
angles. Many insights have been derived from the structural and macro perspectives, such 
as the economic and social divisions between the urban and the rural, the household 
registration system, the land and housing regulations, the social conflicts in city planning 
and reconstruction, and so on and so forth. But we have to notice that, compared with 
other urban communities in China, the existent urban villages are one of the few locales 
that have not been directly controlled by the formal city institutions. Their locality arises 
not from conscious planning, but from un-programmed union of people usually unaware 
of the whole they help create. This forces us to focus more attention on the place-making 
process occurring at the micro level: the ordinary, habitual, banal, personal aspects of 
people’s social life, the daily activities that are pervasive and yet frequently overlooked 
and taken-for-granted. Walking down the street, dwelling at home, making a telephone call, 
turning on the TV, posting a couplet on the door, having a family meal, all these little 
things are put under scrutiny and examined as the bedrock of place formation which 
makes the urban village what it is.  
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The academic fascination with the everyday life lies in its potential in accommodating 
critical alternativeness in modernity. As Lefebvre (1991, 2002) points out, given the 
undeniable ‘colonisation of everyday life by the commodity and the State through the 
imposition of an abstract space’, the richness of everyday life seems always to contain 
‘redemptive possibilities… for more authentic living as well as the potential for radical 
changes and the production of other differential spaces’ (Gregory et al., 2009). From the 
phenomenological perspective, no matter how deeply our relationships with places are 
socially and discursively defined, in the normal daily existence, we are living in a 
‘lifeworld’, where ‘we conduct our day-to-day activities without having to make it 
constantly an object of conscious attention’ (Giorgi, 1970, see in: Seamon, 1980: 149). A 
large portion of our daily activities in this context is directed by what Seamon calls ‘body-
subject’, which has an independent capacity to tackle behaviour in a fluid, habitual and 
thoughtless fashion. Over time, when a set of habitual bodily behaviour is stabilised into a 
time-space routine and many time-space routines join together into a whole, a strong sense 
of place and a supportive space-environment are the result (Seamon, 1979: 143, 1980: 
154-57). In the light of this formulation, the formation of the urban village is essentially 
an automatic or even unnoticed process authored by the people who live here, including 
both indigenes and the rural migrants. The meanings of the urban village to them have 
more to do with everyday living and doing rather than thinking. That means there exists a 
practical space for the ordinary people that power strategies, no matter how all-
encompassing they aim to be, cannot master. It is indeed this non-deprivable agency of 
place-making in everyday life that empowers the rural migrants to shape the urban village 
into a organic dwelling place and a supportive neighbourhood of themselves, despite their 
disadvantages and marginality in the urban mainstream system.  
 
However, the aim of this research is not just to re-emphasise the power of everyday life in 
place-making.  It also sheds light on certain risks attached to such an approach to grasping 
the complexity of place-making in today’s China. First, we should be cautious about the 
exclusive emphasis on routine and taken-for-grantedness in the phenomenological idea of 
lifeworld, which ‘fails to account for the inventiveness, questioning, spontaneity and ad 
hoc problem-solving that also inform everyday experience.’ (Felski, 2002: 641) Especially 
in the situation of a migratory community like Chinese rural migrants in the urban village, 
whose position in the place is in settling, the unquestioned acceptance of habits and 
routines is insufficient. While they did strive to stabilise their daily activities into certain 
time-space routines, very often, they had to challenge the old habitual ways of life and 
invent other time-space routines in order to adapt to the new environment or to solve the 
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problems they encountered. For instance, to make the most of local resources, hot water 
consumption was changed from the private space to the public. Likewise, to orchestrate 
work and entertainment, some migrants did not mind moving their TV sets between 
different locations day in day out. These examples really put the self-evident and 
immutable idea of everyday life into question. They suggest that, in the daily encounters 
between habits and events, people’s behaviours could easily deviate from their existing 
routines and slip to other directions and therefore are always open to new opportunities. 
For the same reason, we have to give up the assumption that there is a universal concept of 
everydayness glossing over cultural and social differences. The everyday life landscape 
and tactics developed by the rural migrants in the urban village are place-specific, for they 
are the responses to the unique nexus of social and spatial movements in the transitional 
Chinese urban society. 
 
The second risk is to use the idea of the ‘everyday’ to promote a ‘depoliticised populism’, 
whereby ‘the question of asymmetries of power and socio-economic inequities is easily 
supplanted’ (Gardiner, 2000: 8). As demonstrated in my research, everyday life in the 
urban village is far from harmonious but a key terrain of struggle. Not only the whole area 
is under surveillance by the local police and the wrenching threat from the government’s 
reconstruction project, but also, within the neighbourhood, the construction of people’s 
daily routines and social boundaries are permeated with the tension between landlords and 
tenants, men and women, as well as conflicts between migrants from different rural 
origins. One of the agendas that is inevitably generated by the focus on daily activities is 
gender politics, which has surfaced in almost every chapter of my writing though I did not 
intend in the beginning to present a feminist study. Because the focus on daily life blurs 
the boundary between work and home, it sheds more light on the role the migrant women 
play in place-making, which used to be undermined by the gender division of work. Those 
migrant women were resourceful in integrating their domesticity and livelihood into the 
local environment, creating and maintaining home comforts for themselves and their 
families. More importantly, they also demonstrated an impressive agency in employing 
the daily activities such as neighbourhood interaction, domestic furnishing, and festival 
returning, to construct their own social networks and to express an independent sense of 
home and belonging. The exercise of this agency in their daily life adds another power 
nexus in the cultural struggle in the migratory and settlement trajectory.  
 
Once we bring politics and power into everyday life, another question arises: does the 
‘everyday’ always promise a bulwark of resistance for the weak against the dominance of 
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the strong? To answer this question, we need to understand power beyond the fixed 
oppositions between the monopoly of power and the powerless, domination versus 
resistance. As Foucault insists, ‘practices that are resistant to a particular strategy of power 
are … never innocent of or outside power, for they are always capable of being tactically 
appropriated and redeployed within another strategy of power, always at risk of slipping 
from resistance against one strategy of power into complicity with another.’ (1990: 101-
102) Michel de Certeau (1984) also writes about everyday life as the unintended 
movements of tactics. In contrast with the constituted and end-oriented political struggle 
of strategies, everyday tactics act without reference to a dominant strategy, without 
intention to disrupt the social whole. It is this inherent undetermined and ‘dilatory 
character’ and the refusal of any external measures that endows everyday life with the 
resistant power to undermine and deflect the totalising ambitions of dominant power 
strategies (Colebrook, 2002: 698,700). From this point of view, the daily practices of the 
rural migrants in the urban village do not begin as directed towards some end or form. 
Neither do they have their own fortresses. They are truly the little things that reside within 
the terrain of a social power system. But by adapting themselves to a place that does not 
belong to them, they make the place more or less different. This is what Henri Lefebvre 
describes as ‘something extraordinary in its very ordinariness.’ (2002: 37) 
     

More to learn and more to take place  
Despite all the findings and reflections above, there are many questions about the actual 
processes and dynamics of place-making in Chinese urban villages that remain untouched. 
The first limitation comes from the research scope of my study. The concentration on the 
two small urban villages allowed me to build up a close acquaintanceship with a certain 
number of informants and go deep into their neighbourhood and household life. But the 
disadvantage of this was to technically separate these two villages from the other three 
villages in the area despite the fact that they were actually no more than ten-minute’s 
walking distance apart. The neighbouring urban villages shared many commonalities with 
Gaowang and Wujiawan, but each had their distinctions in terms of locations, scales, 
population ratios between indigenes and the migrant residents, and the demographic 
characteristics of the rural migrant residents. For example, contrasting to the migrant 
residents living in Gaowang and Wujiawan, who were mainly married migrants with more 
or less complete family structures in the urban settlement, the migrant population in New 
Xiaoling was mainly unmarried single migrants living in shared accommodation. It is 
almost certain that including this group of migrants into my observation, if allowed, would 
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bring many fresh agendas into my discussion. Similarly, although the single-sited study 
has its special strength in illustrating how one small place has been permeated with the 
logic of complex connectivity, its weakness in tracing movements between different 
locations is obvious. The introduction of multi-locational studies that allow the researcher 
to travel with the migratory communities will lead the study to another level. For example, 
more primary data about the experiences of rural migrants during the Spring Festival 
could be collected if my fieldwork could trace those who returned to their rural villages 
during the festival, rather than only by interviewing them when they came back to the city.                       
 
Even in only talking about the two urban villages, my personal observation could only 
catch a very narrow scope in the huge variety of people’s daily activities. There were 
many interesting phenomena that either could not be studied in depth during fieldwork, or 
could not fit easily into any section in this thesis. One example was the waste and one-off 
goods circulation and consumption in the rural migrants’ daily life, which commonly 
existed in Gaowang, Wujiawan, and many other neighbouring urban villages. Although 
this distinguishing element in the local way of life had emerged in my observation and 
was indeed very relevant to my subject, to reflect on its complex social meanings would 
be the topic for another piece of work.  
 
Nothing can make this research field enduringly fascinating better than the rapid, restless, 
at times unexpected transitions that Chinese urban villages and Chinese urban society are 
undergoing. After I finished my first draft, I had a chance to pay my second visit to the 
field in the beginning of 2010. Only two years after the fieldwork the landscape and 
neighbourhood life in the two urban villages had shifted dramatically in many ways.  
 
Although I was worried the whole cluster of urban villages in the Yaojialing area would 
have been demolished it had not yet happened by that time. So luckily, I had a chance 
(probably the last) to meet most of my informants. Every household had undergone many 
changes in these two years. Xiao Liu had found her first job after five years’ full time as a 
housewife; the Xiao Yue couple had to send their two children back to the home village in 
Anhui in order to maintain their bakery business in Wuhan; Xiao Yin had finally shaken 
off part of her burden in caring for two children as her husband had come back from 
Hangzhou and was living with them. In the street, while the majority of business sites had 
managed to survive, quite a few restaurants and corner shops had been either shut down or 
changed hands. One of the hardest hit was the ‘telephone supermarkets’, which had started 
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to decline in the area with the advent of greater use of mobile phones as a result of 
reductions in the cost.  
 
Another notable change in the neighbourhood was the installation of CCTV (closed circuit 
television) cameras at the village entrances and along the main street, one of which 
directly faced the road junction in front of Lu Shifu’s repairing stall. A police office had 
also opened in the most bustling location of the main street. During mid-2008 to mid-2009, 
it had been used as the monitor centre of the CCTV system and the ad hoc base for Ji’an 
Community assistant police team who had been hired to conduct street patrols twice a day 
(more frequently than they did in 2007). The leader of the team told me that these two 
measures were enacted from August 2008 as a heavyweight action to tackle the rise of the 
crime rate in the area.129 Interestingly, such invasive surveillance over the whole public 
space of the two urban villages did not bring about much uproar among the local residents. 
Both indigenes and migrant residents appeared quite indifferent to it. As Lu Shifu said: 
‘we were told the cameras would make the place safer. But everyone knows they are little 
more than a display to scare fools. No burglar would act under a camera.’ And so it turned 
out, Just 14 months after installation, these actions literally turned out to be a mere display. 
In October 2009, the Ji’an Community eventually ‘get rid of this headache place’130 and 
handed it to the Xinxin Community. While the former administrator quickly withdrew its 
personnel and devices from the place, the successor seemed very reluctant to take it over. 
By the time of my second visit, the police post was still empty and the CCTV system was 
not in operation.   
 
In addition to these proximate forces, more shifting powers had also been imposed from 
afar. The global financial crisis since 2008 seemingly had not slowed down the economic 
growth in China very much but it affected Chinese city space in another way. While many 
developed countries were tangling with financial deficit and cutting public expenditure, 
the Chinese government embarked on a course of huge infrastructure projects in an 
attempt to sustain economic growth. Under this policy, city sprawl was not restricted but 
boosted. The acceleration of land grabs in urban villages and other periphery areas was 
consequential. In Wuhan, 12 out of 27 urban villages within the second ring road of the 
city had been successfully demolished in 2009, a great breakthrough in the city’s urban 
village reconstruction project according to the local press.131  In these circumstances, the 

                                                
129 My interview with Liu Shifu, the leader of the Ji’an Community assistant police team on December 19, 
2009.  
130 An expression from the Community policewoman in my interview on 19th December, 2009. 
131 According to Chutian Metropolis Daily, 2007-07-24, 2009-02-17, 2009-03-28, 2009-07-18, 2010-01-03 
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temporary survival of Gaowang, Wujiawan and 3 other urban villages in the Yiaojialing 
area was exceptional. Had these urban villages not been affected by the new round of local 
government re-organisation in the middle of 2009,132 they would have already been 
demolished as their counterparts in other areas. How much longer they could survive just 
depended on how quickly a new reconstruction plan could be adopted by the new 
administration. Even though no wholesale removal had been announced, sporadic changes 
were already taking place. A comparison between 2007 and 2009 Google Earth views 
(Image 9.1. and Image 9.2.) indicates the shrinkage of the two villages under the siege of 
new construction from their surroundings. The road to the north was widened to a dual 
carriangeway.  A new estate community was built in the east. To the south, the grocery 
market run by the migrants was demolished to make way for the establishment of a giant 
office block. The chain of food stalls in front of the entrance to Gaowang village was also 
cleared for the construction of a new arterial road. (See Photo 9.1. and 9.2.) Within a 
stone’s throw, a huge construction site nearly blocked the entrance of another urban 
village, New Yaoling. This was to be the location of one of the hub stations of Wuhan’s 
first underground system, which was under construction and scheduled for opening in 
2012. Apart from the changes in the physical landscape, pressures had been added on the 
life within the urban villages. The demolishment of the nearby urban villages drove 
another wave of rural migrants seeking accommodation into this last preserve of informal 
renting properties in the centre of the city, causing an average increase of 15 to 20 percent 
in 2009 in the rental prices. Three of my informant households were forced to move to 
smaller houses for they could not afford the raised prices. While the local property owners 
hastened their housing extensions to seize this last chance of earning and prepare to 
bargain with the government in the upcoming reconstruction, no particular actions had 
been widely taken by the migrant tenants. Despite the fact that most of them were aware 
of the prospects for this place, few had got any clear plan for the future. To my surprise, 
not many were planning to go back to their rural villages after they would be forced to 
leave these two urban villages, though some admitted it was their last option. Especially 
for those whose children were being schooled in the city, it meant a lot to keep a roof over 
their heads in the city. The general anticipation was that if this place was demolished, 
there would be somewhere in the city, whether central or fringe, big or small, where they 
could squat and re-settle.  
 

                                                                                                                                             
http://news.cnhubei.com 
132 A commonplace experience for the area over recent decades. This time, it was changed from Hongshan 
District to Wuchang District.  
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Image 9.1. The Google Earth view of the two urban villages in 2007. 
 

 
Image 9.2. The Google Earth view of the two urban villages in 2010. 
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Photo 9.1 The entrance to Gaowang village in 2006.   
 

     

Photo 9.2: The new arterial road in front of the entrance to Gaowang village constructed 
at the end of 2009. 
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There is little doubt that the destruction of the two urban villages as a rural migrant 
settlement site in the modernising city is just a matter of time. Sooner or later, they will be 
submerged under the reconstructed urban jungle, as has happened or is happening in 
hundreds of urban villages in Chinese cities. But this does not mean the rural migrants’ 
spatial and social struggle of urban settlement will end here. With the old urban villages 
vanishing in the urban centres, will there be new urban villages emerging on the urban 
fringes? Will there be other forms of housing and neighbourhood life created to 
accommodate the rural migrants in the city?133 How will the second generation of the rural 
migrants define their relationship with the city and find their place in the city?134 When 
will the rural migrant be treated as an equal citizen and no longer be spatially segregated 
or socially castigated as the outsider in the city? These are the questions a modernising 
and urbanising China cannot ignore. The answers depend on the State’s progress in reform 
of the hukou system and other policy changes that are required to narrow rural-urban 
disparities and tranquilise social conflicts.135 Millions of the rural migrants are also 
answering these questions in their daily practices.  
 
One day when Gaowang, Wujiawan, and more and more urban villages like them 
ultimately disappear from the city map, the city might appear neater in the planner’s view, 
as many shabby and unorganised corners are swept away. But also vanishing will be the 
lived worlds based on them, with bustling streets, familiar neighbours, everyday routines, 
and various homes in the making. This loss cannot be easily compensated for by the rise 
of new buildings, squares, straight avenues or estate communities. Somebody might 
contend this is a necessary price that a rapid growing city and a prospering country can 
and must bear. Even so, the city should not take the loss for granted. Indeed, whether the 

                                                
133 One example published recently was underground accommodation in abandoned air-raid shelters. 
http://www.economist.com/node/18184564 
134 The problem of the second generation of ‘peasant labourers’ has been discussed in the No. 1 Document 
of the Central Government in 2010. See: Several suggestions about Enforcing the Balanced Development 
between the Rural and the Urban and Further Compacting the Basis of the Development of the Rural and 
Agricultures, by Central Committee of CCP and the State Council of China, December 31, 2009.  
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2010 01/31/content_12907829.htm   
135 More beneficial policies have been issued by the state since 2009 to protect the rural labourers’ rights in 
the labour market and reduce some extra administrative charges over them, including the issue of the new 
employment contract law, the withdrawal of the temporary residential certification fees and remitting extra 
fees over the rural migrants for their children’s primary education in the city, and so on. For the details, see: 
Law of the People’s Republic of China on Employment Contracts, adopted at the 28th Session of the 
Standing Committee of the 10th National People's Congress on June 29, 2007, effective from January 1, 
2008; The Announcement about Withdrawing and Terminating 100 Items of Administrative Fees, by the 
Ministry of Finance and National Development and Reform Commission of the People’s Republic of China, 
adopted on November 13, 2008, effective from January 1, 2009. http://www.gov.cn/fwxx/sh/2008-
11/20/content_1154633.htm; The People’s Republic of China State Council’s Announcement about 
Remitting Urban Compulsory Education Fees, adopted on August 12, 2008, effective from the autumn 
semester 2008. http://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2008-08/15/content_1072915.htm.  
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city can achieve long-term prosperity and stability depends on how it deals with the social 
costs in the course of its growth. Here, at the end of my dissertation, I wish to present this 
piece of research as a historical archive to carry the memory of a lively and meaningful 
place that once existed in the centre of the city. This memory is not only important for 
thousands of rural migrants who have lived here and shaped the place in this fashion even 
without much consciousness. But also, this is a precious memory for the city. It awakens 
our sense of place in this increasingly placeless age; it teaches us a progressive idea to 
understand every place as complex and fluid; it questions the taken-for-grantedness of 
everyday life and reveals its power in place-making; it uncovers the voices from the 
marginal and demonstrates the creativity of the ordinary people; it also enlightens us on 
the possibility of an alternative urbanity and modernity… 
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Appendix 1: Informant lists *  

List 1: 20 focus migrant households (39 informants) 

 
 Names in 

Chinese 
characters 

Coded 
pinyin names 

Age Rural 
origins 

Occupations 
 

Other 
family 

members  

Years 
living in 
urban 

villages 
小郭 Xiao Guo 33 1 

小郭丈夫 Xiao Guo’s 
husband 

31 

Yiyang 
 Hunan 

 

Food stall 
holders 

 

One 
daughter 
left in 
countryside 

6 
 

小柯 Xiao Ke 31 2 

小柯丈夫 Xiao Ke’s   
husband 

35 

Yangxin 
Hubei 

Hairdressers 
 

One son 
living 
together 

7 

电视鲁师

傅 

Lao Lu 53 Electronic 
appliance 

shop holder 

3 

万师傅 Lao Wan 54 

Gong’an 
Hubei 

Chef 
 

Two adult 
sons living 
together 

9 

汤元 Lao Chen 46 4 

汤元老婆 Lao Chen’s 
wife 

43 

Hanchuan 
Hubei 

Food stall 
holders 

 

Two 
teenage 
sons living 
together 

3 

小岳 Xiao Yue 30 5 

小岳老婆 Xiao Yue’s 
wife 

28 

Fuyang 
Anhui 

Food stall 
holders 

 

One son 
living 
together, 
one 
daughter 
left in the 
countryside  

4 

煤气 Xiao Li 26 6 

煤气丈夫 Xiao Li’s 
husband 

29 

Xiaogan 
Hubei 

Bottled gas 
deliverer 

One 
daughter 
living 
together 

4 

7 鲁师傅 Lu Shifu 61 Tianmen 
Hubei 

Cobbler  
 

Wife and 
daughter 
working in 
other city, 
son 
studying in 
Wuhan 

3 
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小易 Xiao Yi 38 Caidian 
 Hubei 

Newspaper 
deliverer    

 
小易丈夫 Xiao Yi’s 

husband 
40 Caidian 

Hubei 
Grocery shop 

keeper 

6 8 

小易兄弟 Xiao Wei 
(Xiao Yi’s 

brother) 

23 Enshi  
Hubei 

Postman 

Two 
daughters 
living 
together 
 

3 

河南电话

超市老板

老婆 

Xiao Hong 32 9 

河南电话

超市老板 

Xiao Hong’s 
husband 

34 

Xinyang 
Henan 

Public 
telephone   

site holders 

Three 
children 
living 
together 

7 

刘红 Xiao Liu 28 Macheng 
Hubei 

Housewife  10 

胡兵 Xiao Hu 29 Gongan 
Hubei 

Chef 
 

One 
daughter 
living 
together 
 

7 

小万 Xiao Wan 27 Anlu 
Hubei 

Housewife  11 

小万丈夫 Xiao Wan’s 
husband 

30 Huangpi 
Hubei 

Chef 
 

One 
daughter 
living 
together 
 

4 

小芳 Xiao Fang 29 Xishui  
Hubei 

Housewife  12 

小覃 Xiao Qin 30 Zhongxia
ng 

 Hubei 

Chef 
 

One son 
left in 
home 
village  

3 

张师傅 Zhang Shifu 53 13 

张师傅老

婆 

Fu Shifu 
 

51 

Songzi 
Hubei 

Food stall 
holders 

 

One adult 
son living 
together 

11 

文师傅 Xiao Wen 38 Cleaner  14 

周菊仙 Xiao Wen’s 
wife 

35 

Songzi 
Hubei Odd jobber  

One 
daughter 
living 
together 
 

8 

小韩 Xiao Han 32 Cleaner 
 

15 

小韩丈夫 Xiao Han’s 
husband 

31 

Guangshu
i 

 Hubei Doorkeeper  

One son 
living 
together 
 

2 

16 尹丽妈 Xiao Yin 35 Xinyang 
Henan 

Cleaner  Two 
children 
living 

8 
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together, 
husband 
working in 
other city 

小叶 Xiao Ye 32 Housewife 17 

小叶老婆 Xiao Ye’s 
wife 

31 

Dawu 
Hubei Builder   

One child 
and one 
fellow 
villager 
living 
together 
 

0.5 

胡思思 Sisi 22 Puqi 
 Hubei 

Chef 
assistant  

Single  18 

小王 Xiao Wang 25 Huangmei 
Hubei 

Waitress  Husband 
staying in 
countryside 

0.5 

小颜 Xiao Yan 25 Caidian 
Hubei 

Hotel 
waitress  

19  

小颜丈夫 Xiao Yan’s 
husband 

30 Huangshi 
Hubei 

Hotel 
security 
guard 

One son 
and Xiao 
Yan’s 
mother 
living 
together 

2 

王爱枝 Aizhi 35 Waitress 20 

王爱枝丈

夫 

Aizhi’s 
husband 

48 

Xinyang 
Henan Odd jobber  

One 
daughter 
living 
together, 
one son left 
in the 
countryside 

6 

 
 

List 2: 17 Non-focus migrant households (37 persons) 

 
 Name in 

Chinese 
characters 

Coded 
pinyin 
name 

Age Rural 
origin 

Occupatio
n 
 

Other family 
members 

Years 
living 

in 
urban 

villages  
小叶老乡 Lao Huang 39 Builder 1 

 
 

小叶老乡

的老婆 

Lao 
Huang’s 

wife 

36 

Dawu 
Hubei Housewife 

One child left in 
the countryside 

0.5 
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老喻 Lao Yu 35 Builder  

老喻老婆 Lao Yu’s 
wife 

30 

 

Housewife 

One child left in 
the countryside 

 

小莫 Xiao Mo 32 Odd jobber 2 

小莫老婆 Xiao Mo’s 
wife 

32 

Qichun 
Hubei Public 

telephone 
site holder 

One child left in 
the countryside 

1 

小齐 Xiao Qi 33 Newspaper 
deliverer 

3 

小齐公公 Xiao Qi’s 
father-in-

law 

67 

Huangpi 
Hubei 

Jobless 

One child living 
together, 
husband 
working in other 
city 

2 

4 王艳 Wang Yan 23 Huangg
ang 

Hubei 

Shop seller Single    2 

波波爸爸 Li Bo 36 Odd jobber 5 

波波妈妈 Li Bo’s 
wife 

32 

Xinyang 
Henan Housewife 

Two children 
living together 

2 

波波爷爷 Li Bo’s 
Dad 

67 Odd 
jobber  

6 

波波奶奶 Li Bo’s 
Mum 

65 

Xinyang 
Henan 

Housewife 

 2 

尹嫂 Yin Sao 51 Housewife 7 

尹嫂丈夫 Yin Sao’s 
husband 

53 

Xinyang 
Henan Odd jobber 

One son living 
together, one 
married son 
living nearby 

3 

尹嫂的儿

子 

Yin Sao’s 
son 

25 Odd jobber 8 

尹嫂的儿

媳妇 

Yin Sao’s 
daughter-

in-law 

22 

Xinyang 
Henan 

Shop seller 

One child living 
together 

3 

乔大爷 Lao Qiao 70 9 

乔大妈 Lao Qiao’s 
wife 

68 

Xinyang 
Henan 

Boiled 
water room 

holder 

Two married 
sons living 
nearby 

13 

乔家大儿

子 

Lao Qiao’s 
older son 

38 Bottled gas 
deliverer 

 

10 

乔家大儿

媳 

Lao Qiao’s 
older 

daughter-
in-law 

35 

Xinyang 
Henan 

Odd jobber 
 

One daughter 
living together 

13 

11 乔家小儿 Lao Qiao’s 
younger 

34 Xinyang 
Henan 

Boiled 
water room 

Three daughters 
living together 

10 
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子 son 

乔家小儿

媳 

Lao Qiao’s 
younger 

Daughter-
in-law 

33 

holders 

覃师傅 Qin Shifu 45 Hourly paid 
worker 

 

12 

覃师傅丈

夫 

Qin Shifu’s 
husband 

49 

Songzi 
Hubei 

Odd jobber 
 

One adult 
daughter living 
together, one 
teenage son left 
in the 
countryside 

3 

绍银 Shaoyin 46 Songzi 
Hubei 

Recycler 13 

绍银老婆 Shaoyin’s 
wife 

35 Xiaogan 
Hubei 

Housewife 

One son 
working in other 
city 

4 

小孙 Xiao Sun 32 Public 
telephone 
site holder 

14 

小孙父亲 Xiao Sun’s 
Dad 

66 

Xinyang 
Henan 

Odd jobber 

Two children 
living together, 
husband 
working in other 
city 

6 

小李 Li Ping 27 

小李丈夫 Li Ping’s 
husband 

28 

小李公公 Li Ping’s 
father-in-

law 

67 

15 

小李婆婆 Li Ping’s 
mother-in-

law 

64 

Xiaogan 
Hubei 

Recyclers Two children 
living together, 
husband’s 
brother’s family 
living next door 

7 

张师傅妹

妹 

Zhang 
Shifu’s 
sister 

39 16 

张师傅妹

夫 

Zhang 
Shifu’s 
sister’s 

husband 

38 

Songzi 
Hubei 

Car 
washers 

One son living 
together 

6 

小邹 Xiao Zou 31 17 

小邹老婆 Xiao Zou’s 
wife 

30 

Dawu 
Hubei 

Recyclers 
 

One daughter 
living together 

3 
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List 3: Local house owner informants 

 
 Name Age Gender Village 

1 Lao Yu 47 M Wujiawan 
2 Lao Bai 50 F Wujiawan 
3 Yun Shifu 74 M Gaowang 
4 Xiao Wu 35 F Gaowang 
5 Lao Huang 67 F Gaowang 

 

List 4: Local Officer informants 

 
 Name Age Gender Organisation Position 

1 Officer Hong 34 F Dongting Local Police Station Ji’an 
Community Branch 

Local 
policewoman 

2 Liu Shifu 62 M Dongting Local Police Station, Ji’an 
Community Branch 

Police 
assistant 

3 Mr. Chen 34 M Xinxin Community (converted from 
Yaojialing Village Committee) 

Community 
committee 

director 
4 Mr. Li 36 M Xinxin Community (converted from 

Yaojialing Village Committee) 
Community 
committee 

deputy 
director 

5 Li, Sihai 42 M Hongshan Local Police Station, 
Yaojialing Branch 

Local 
policeman 

6 Mr. Zhang 41 M Wuhan Police Station, Household 
Registration Management Office 

Office 
instructor  

7 Mr. Yan 33 M Hubei Public Security Department, 
Household Registration Management 
Office 

Office chief 

8 Wang, 
Jiangang 

45 M Hubei Cable TV Ltd., Wuchang Branch Branch chief 

9 Geng, 
Hongxiang 

43 M Hubei Cable TV Ltd., Shuiguohu 
branch 

Branch chief 

10 Mr. Wei 55 M Sihai Primary and Middle School Vice principal 
11 Mr. Lin 39 M Wuhan Planning and Design Institute Vice-dean 

 
* The data is as of December 2007. 
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Appendix 2: List of Chinese Terms 

 
 
anbao dui 安保队 temporary security team  
bao dianhua 煲电话 hours of telephone chat 
baomu 保姆 house maid 
bixie 避邪 avoiding evil  
cheng 城 city 
chengguan ju 城管局 the Urban Management Bureau  
chengzhongcun 城中村 the urban village  
chuanmenr 串门儿 stringing together doors or family visits 
chunyun 春运 transportation during the Spring Festival 
Chuxi  除夕 the New Year’s Eve  
danyuan fang 单元房 apartment units  
danwei 单位 work unit  
daolu 道路 road 
dayuan 大院 housing compound 
dianhua chaoshi 电话超市 public telephone supermarkets 
duilian, chunlian 对联，春联 matching couplets  
fangdao men  防盗门 anti-theft gate 
fangdong 房东 landlord or landlady  
fangjian 房间 the internal room  
feli 废历 calendar abolishment  
fenjia 分家 dividing family 
fenxiang  分香 dividing family's incense 
fenzao 分灶 dividing family’s stove 
fu 福 good fortune 
ganbu 干部 cadre 
gewu 歌舞 singing and dancing  
geti hu 个体户 small-scale private enterprise sector  
guomin xing 国民性 national character 
houqin ke 后勤科 rear-service department 
hukou 户口 household registration  
jia 家 home 
jiao zi  饺子 stuffed dumpling 



 278 

juzhong 聚众 crowd gathering  
kan re nao  看热闹 watching the scene of bustle 
kejü 科举 the imperial examination system  
la rou 腊肉 cured meat  
la yue 腊月 the last month of the lunar calendar  
laoban  老板 boss, manager or landlord 
laoban niang 老板娘 proprietress or landlady 
lingdao 领导 leader 
liu 流 fluidity 
liudong renkou  流动人口 floating population 
luan 乱 disorder 
mahua 麻花 fried dough twist 
mangliu 盲流 blind drifters 
men 门 door 
mi xin 迷信 superstition 
mingong chao 民工潮 tide of peasant workers 
neiren 内人 the person inside 
nian 年 year 
nianhua 年画 New Year picture 
nianhuo 年货 festival goods  
nongmin 农民 peasantry  
nongmin gong  农民工 peasant labourers 
pijiang 皮匠 cobbler  
pumain 铺面 street houses 
qi 气 cosmic energy  
‘sanwu renyuan’ 三无人员 ‘Three without’ population’:  

  

people who lacked legal residential certification, stable 
income resources and sedentary accommodation  

shaobing 烧饼 sesame seed cake 
shangjie 上街 going to the street 
shequ 社区 community 
shi / min 士／民 the scholar-gentry class and the ordinary people  
shousui  守岁 keeping a vigil 
shourong zhan 收容站 detention station 
shuren shehui 熟人社会 the society of acquaintances 
sushi 素质 personal quality  
tangyuan 汤元 dumpling made from glutinous rice flour 
tangwu 堂屋 the central room  
tuan nian fan 团年饭 family reunion dinner 
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wailai renkou  外来人口 outsider population 

xiaolingtong 小灵通 the Little Smart:  

   

  

a low-end mobile phone, using wireless local loop 
(WLL) technology to connect handsets with traditional 
landline networks 

Xiaonian 小年 the 23rd or 24th of the twelfth month of the lunar year  
Xiangsheng 相声 cross-talk 
xiaopin 小品 comic skits  
yi jia ren 一家人 members of one family 
Yuandan 元旦 the New Year’s Day (1st January) 
Yuanxiao 元宵 the Lantern Festival  
  (the 15th of the first month of the lunar year)  
yuanzi 院子 courtyard 
zanzhu zheng 暂住证 the Temporary Residential Card 
zishi 滋事 trouble making  
zhiqian 纸钱 earth paper 
zongwu ke (chu) 总务科（处） general services department 
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