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ABSTRACT 

In China, the past few decades have witnessed institutional and legislative 
transitions that have profoundly reshaped land relations in the country. 
Urban-centred growth goals and policies have created space for local states to 
accumulate revenue from land leasing and associated large-scale real estate 
construction, while the so-called urban villages, located in former agricultural 
land now swallowed by urbanization, have become the targets for land 
requisition for the urban developments. As a key group of actors analyzed in 
this doctoral dissertation, the village collectives and native villagers have also 
been involved in land development, typically via a cooperative shareholding 
system. Meanwhile, rural migrants have relocated to cities as flexible laborers, 
and millions of them have settled in the urban villages, offering them 
affordable but continually threatened settlements. Thus, the land requisitions 
and redevelopments in urban villages have had effects on both the de jure 
owners of rural land, which are village collectives, and the de facto residents, 
the rural migrants. In this dissertation, I have focused on these two “urbanized” 
actor groups by analyzing their responses to land-related institutional, 
economic and social transformations in the Chinese urban context.   

Framed by urban studies literature, in general, and debates in urban 
economics on land property rights, in particular, the dissertation analyzes 
local mechanisms as well as direct and indirect consequences of this 
governmentally-sanctioned land and real estate investment boom. The 
objective is to expand knowledge on the economic, social and cultural aspects 
of urban change in contemporary China, with particular attention paid to the 
political-economic processes and culturally-embedded collective values 
involved in land-related actions, and decisions by actors such as original urban 
villagers’ shareholding companies or disadvantaged rural migrants living in 
urban villages. In particular, the dissertation contributes to debates in urban 
economics in which many neoclassical and neo-institutionalist scholars have 
equated collective landownership with ambiguous property rights and seen it 
as the barrier for efficient land development in the market-socialist China. 
Instead, this dissertation draws from the “original” institutional economics 
(influenced by Polanyi and Haila, among other scholars) and argues that 
economic activities and associated land relations are always embedded in the 
wider society and its power relations. Through real-world empirical 
investigations of five urban villages in Chaoyang, north-eastern China, and 
Xiamen, south-eastern China, the thesis questions the simplicity of the 
axiomatic thinking that discards, a priori, the collective land ownership and 
arrangements as inefficient and conflictual.  

In this dissertation, the following research questions are explored: What 
are the economic and social consequences of the land-related institutional 
changes that have occurred in the post-Mao era China? How have different 
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actors associated with urban villages, including the village collectives and 
original villagers who have started developing their remaining land, and rural 
migrants (without local hukou), reacted to the economic, institutional and 
social transformations, specifically land and housing reforms? To answer 
these two questions, this thesis consists of four publications, each adopting an 
agency- and culturally-sensitized case study approach. 

Article I is a discussion on ambiguous land property rights in the context of 
Xiamen’s Lin Village, and its original villagers’ project of developing a 
shopping mall. In this article, I address the question “do ambiguous property 
rights matter in land development,” and end up in criticizing the 
aforementioned axiomatic conception according to which a clearly defined 
private property rights system is the prerequisite for transformative and 
economically successful urban development.  

In Article II on Chaoyang’s Xiaojia urban village, the theoretical focus is on 
the concept of property mind and its cultural and social embeddedness. I 
analyze decisions and motivations related to how the previous peasants 
became housing real estate developers, influenced by a series of legal and 
institutional changes with effects on their collectively owned landed property.  

Turning to Chaoyang’s urban village of Mengke as an instance of how the 
theories of neoclassical urban economics and new institutional economics 
tend to mischaracterize collectively owned enterprises, Article III casts light 
on how the villagers’ shareholding cooperative system has helped them to 
resist external threats such as land loss, and to maintain the collective’s 
identity.  

In the final Article IV, utilizing Henri Lefebvre’s (1974/1991) theorization 
of the conceived, practiced and lived aspects of the production of space, the 
focus is rather on the de facto residents—rural migrants who have chosen to 
live in Xiamen’s urban villages of An’dou and Caitang, and analyzing their 
everyday practices, valuations and life expectations. 

In the first three articles, the results point towards several conclusions, 
including: 1) markets are not independent, they are conditioned by the 
institutional context;  2) property rights are social relations and constructed 
socially and institutionally; 3) a private property rights system is not a 
prerequisite for transformative urban development irrespective of context; 4) 
the collective value logic offers an alternative to the private, exclusionary 
model of urban development; 5) collective economic activities do not simply 
seek the maximization of profits; and 6) a collective economic organization 
based on common properties can contribute to maintaining the identity of the 
collective. In the final article, it is shown that 7) the Chinese rural migrants’ 
urban lives are conditioned by programmatic rationales of market-socialist 
China, yet not monocausally but through their own agency, culturally-
embedded social networks and choices concerning housing, work, and 
consumption. Taken together, the dissertation’s case studies demonstrate that 
8) the land, real estate and housing policy related institutional changes have 
not only reshaped the physical urban landscape, but also played a key role in 
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restructuring the social and economic relations among Chinese people. During 
the urban-centred transitions in the market-socialist China, 9) the land-
related fates of the two urbanized actor groups (the original villagers vs. rural 
migrants) analyzed in this dissertation have been mutually dependent but 
highly diverging in socio-economic terms.  
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TIIVISTELMÄ 
 
 
 

Viime vuosikymmeninä toteutetuilla institutionaalisilla ja lainsäädännöllisillä 
muutoksilla on ollut perustavanlaatuisia seurauksia maankäytölle ja maan 
hallintasuhteille kiinalaiskaupungeissa. Kaupunkikeskeisen kasvupolitiikan 
tuloksena paikallishallinnot keräävät tuloja maan vuokraamisesta ja tähän 
liittyvästä laajamittaisesta kiinteistörakentamisesta. Niin kutsutuista 
kaupunkikylistä, jotka sijaitsevat kaupunkikasvun saavuttamalla entisellä 
maatalousmaalla, on tullut tärkeitä maanhankinnan ja pakkoluovutusten 
kohteita uusille rakentamisprojekteille. Tässä väitöstutkimuksessa 
analysoidaan kaupunkikylien syntyperäisiä asukkaita, heidän 
kyläkollektiivejaan ja näiden perustamia yhteistoiminnallisia osakeyhtiöitä 
yhtenä keskeisenä kiinalaiskaupunkien maankäyttömuutoksiin osallistuneena 
toimijaryhmänä. Samanaikaisesti kaupunkeihin on muuttanut työn perässä 
maaseutuväestöä. Siirtotyöläisväestöstä miljoonat ovat asettuneet asumaan 
kaupunkikyliin, joissa asuminen on edullista mutta asuinpaikan pysyvyys alati 
uhattuna. Kaupunkialueilla tehdyt maan pakkolunastukset ja 
rakennushankkeet ovat siis vaikuttaneet sekä alkuperäisiin kyläyhteisöihin 
entisen maatalousmaan de jure kollektiivisena omistajaryhmänä että 
kaupunkikylien de facto asukkaisiin, maaseudun muuttajiin. Väitöskirjassa 
tarkastelen näiden kahden ”urbanisoituneeseen” ryhmän toimintaa suhteessa 
kaupunkimaan institutionaalisiin, taloudellisiin ja sosiaalisiin muutoksiin 
kiinalaisessa kontekstissa. 

Kaupunkitutkimuksen teoriakeskusteluihin ja erityisesti 
kaupunkitaloustieteen näkemyksiin maanomistusoikeuksista tukeutuva 
väitöstutkimus analysoi paikallisia mekanismeja, jotka liittyvät edellä 
mainittuun, keskushallinnon hyväksymään kaupunkimaan kehittämis- ja 
kiinteistöinvestointibuumiin. Tutkimuksen tavoitteena on lisätä tietoa 
Kiinassa käynnissä olevan kaupunkimuutoksen taloudellisista, sosiaalisista ja 
kulttuurisista ulottuvuuksista. Painopiste on kaupunkimaan 
poliittistaloudellisissa prosesseissa sekä kulttuurisidonnaisissa kollektiivisissa 
arvoissa, toiminnassa ja päätöksenteossa erityisesti kaupunkikylien 
alkuperäisten asukkaiden perustamia osakeyhtiöitä ja huono-osaisia 
maaltamuuttajia koskien. Tutkimuksen erityinen kontribuutio liittyy debattiin, 
jossa neoklassisen ja neoinstitutionaalisen (kaupunki)taloustieteen edustajat 
ovat rinnastaneet kollektiivisen maanomistajuuden epäselkeästi 
määriteltyihin omistusoikeuksiin ja väittäneet kollektiivisen 
maanomistajuuden olevan este tehokkaalle kaupunkikehittämiselle ja 
maapolitiikalle markkinasosialistisessa Kiinassa. ”Alkuperäisestä” 
institutionaalisesta taloustieteestä (kehittäjinään muun muassa Polanyi ja 
Haila) inspiroituneen väitöskirjan argumentti sitä vastoin on, että 
taloudelliset toiminnot ja niihin kytkeytyvät maakysymykset ovat aina osa 
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laajempaa yhteiskuntaa ja sen valtasuhteita. Viittä kaupunkikylää Koillis-
Kiinan Chaoyangissa ja Kaakkois-Kiinan Xiamenissa koskevien empiiristen 
tutkimusten kautta opinnäytetyö kyseenalaistaa yksinkertaistavan 
aksiomaattisen oletuksen, jonka mukaan kollektiivinen maanomistus ja –
järjestelyt ovat lähtökohtaisesti epätehokkaita ja alttiita konflikteille.  

Väitöskirjassa tarkastellaan seuraavia tutkimuskysymyksiä: Mitä 
taloudellisia ja sosiaalisia seurauksia kaupunkimaahan liittyvillä 
institutionaalisilla muutoksilla on ollut Maon jälkeisessä Kiinassa? Millä 
tavoin kaupunkikyliin liittyvät toimijat – kylien alkuperäiset asukkaat ja 
kyläkollektiivit jäljellä olevien maa-alueidensa kehittäjinä sekä kylissä asuvat 
maaltamuuttajat ilman paikallisia hukou-oikeuksia –  ovat reagoineet 
taloudellisiin, institutionaalisiin ja sosiaalisiin muutoksiin, erityisesti maa- ja 
asuntoreformeihin? Väitöstutkimus vastaa näihin kysymyksiin neljän 
artikkelijulkaisun kautta, joiden tapaustutkimuksissa hyödynnetään toiminta- 
ja kulttuurisensitiivistä lähestymistapaa.  

Artikkeli I kommentoi debattia epäselkeistä maanomistusoikeuksista 
tutkimuskohteenaan Xiamenin Lin-kaupunkikylä, jossa alkuperäisten 
asukkaiden kehittämisprojekti koski kauppakeskuksen rakentamista.  Esitän 
artikkelissa kysymyksen: ”Onko epäselkeästi määritellyillä omistusoikeuksilla 
merkitystä kaupunkimaan kehittämisessä?” Päädyn kritisoimaan edellä 
mainittua aksiomaattista käsitystä jonka mukaan yksiselitteisesti määritellyt 
yksityiset omistusoikeudet ovat edellytys uudistusvoimaiselle ja taloudellisesti 
onnistuneelle kaupunkikehittämiselle.       

Artikkelin II tutkimuskohteena on Chaoyangin Xiaojia-kaupunkikylä. 
Teoreettinen painopiste on käsitteessä omistusmentaliteetti (property mind) 
sekä tämän kulttuurisesti ja sosiaalisesti sidonnaisessa luonteessa. Analyysi 
keskittyy päätöksiin ja pyrkimyksiin, jotka ohjasivat entisten maatyöläisten 
päätymistä asuntokiinteistökehittäjiksi, ja lukuisiin heidän toimintansa 
taustalla vaikuttaneisiin kollektiivista maanomistusta koskeviin laki- ja 
institutionaalisiin muutoksiin. 

Esimerkkinään Chaoyangin Mengken kaupunkikylä Artikkeli III valottaa, 
miten neoklassiset ja neoinstitutionaaliset (kaupunki)taloustieteen teoriat 
tyypillisesti kuvaavat kollektiiviomisteisia yrityksiä harhaanjohtavasti. 
Mengken yhteistoiminnallinen osakeyhtiöjärjestely auttoi kyläläisiä 
vastustamaan ulkoisia uhkia (kuten kylän maiden menettämistä) ja 
ylläpitämään kylän kollektiivista identiteettiä.   

Artikkeli IV hyödyntää Henri Lefebvren teoriaa tilan tuottamisen 
käsitetyistä, käytännöllisistä ja eletyistä ulottuvuuksista. Se keskittyy 
edellisistä artikkeleista poiketen kaupunkikylien tosiasiallisiin asukkaisiin — 
maaltamuuttajiin jotka ovat valinneet asuinalueekseen Xiamenin An’doun tai 
Caitangin, ja analysoi heidän arkisia käytäntöjään, arvostuksiaan ja 
elämälleen asettamia odotuksia. 

Kolmen ensimmäisen artikkelin tulokset viittaavat useisiin päätelmiin, 
mukaan lukien: 1) markkinat eivät ole riippumattomia, ne ovat 
institutionaalisen kontekstin ehdollistamia; 2) omistusoikeudet ovat 
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sosiaalisesti ja institutionaalisesti rakennettuja sosiaalisia suhteita; 3) 
yksityinen omistusoikeusjärjestelmä ei ole edellytys uudistusvoimaiselle 
kaupunkikehitykselle kontekstista riippumatta; 4) kollektiivinen arvologiikka 
tarjoaa vaihtoehdon yksityiselle, poissulkevalle kaupunkikehityksen mallille; 
5) kollektiivinen taloudellinen toiminta ei pyri pelkästään voittojen 
maksimointiin; ja 6) yhteiseen omistukseen perustuva kollektiivinen 
taloudellinen organisaatio voi edesauttaa kollektiivin identiteetin säilymistä. 
Viimeisessä artikkelissa osoitetaan, että 7) kiinalaisten maaltamuuttajien 
kaupunkielämää säätelevät markkinasosialistisen Kiinan ohjelmalliset 
rationaliteetit, mutta eivät kuitenkaan monokausaalisesti, vaan muuttajien 
oman toiminnan, kulttuurisidonnaisten sosiaalisten verkostojen sekä 
asumista, ansiotyötä ja kulutusta koskevien valintojen kautta. 
Kokonaisuutena opinnäytetyön tapaustutkimukset osoittavat, että maa-, 
kiinteistö- ja asumispolitiikkaan liittyvät institutionaaliset muutokset eivät ole 
vain muokanneet fyysistä kaupunkimaisemaa, vaan vaikuttaneet 
perustavanlaatuisella tavalla myös kiinalaisten väestöryhmien välisiin 
sosiaalisiin ja taloudellisiiin suhteisiin. Väitöskirjassa analysoitujen 9) kahden 
urbanisoituneen toimijaryhmän (kaupunkikylien alkuperäisten asukkaiden vs. 
maaltamuuttajien) maahan liittyvät elämänkohtalot ovat olleet toisistaan 
riippuvaisia, mutta sosioekonomisesti voimakkaasti eriytyneitä 
markkinasosialistisessa Kiinassa toteutettujen muutosten aikana.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 

During the past few decades, China has experienced significant institutional 
changes, with economic imperatives and growth goals in the lead. At once 
oiling the national economy and invoking deep-seated social contradictions 
and inequalities within the Chinese society, in David Harvey’s phrase China’s 
trajectory has been “the fearlessness of the pell-mell urbanization and 
infrastructural investment boom that [has] completely reconfigure[d] the 
geography of Chinese national space” (Harvey 2012, p. 58). A series of 
legislative and institutional reforms in the new market-socialist China have 
opened the floodgates for local states to benefit from land leasing and large-
scale real estate construction. As a result, various new types of urban spaces 
driven by wealth accumulation have mushroomed. In the meantime, millions 
of poor rural migrants have relocated to Chinese cities in search of job 
opportunities, causing tremendous need for affordable housing and the 
consequent rise of the so-called urban villages1 (chengzhongcun). How these 
processes and involved actors are related to the questions of land, is the subject 
of this dissertation.  

Framed by urban studies literature (from Henri Lefebvre, David Harvey 
and Anne Haila to Yan Hairong and Fulong Wu), and debates in political 
economy of land (from Karl Polanyi to Haila and Brett Christophers), this 
dissertation analyses local mechanisms as well as direct and indirect 
consequences of government-sanctioned land and real estate investment 
boom in China. One of the major instruments to stimulate urban growth and 
accumulate urban fortune is through land leasing (Haila, 2016). In China, land 
use changes have been dramatic during the past few decades. However, the de 
jure ban of private land ownership has persisted. According to laws, all urban 
land belongs to the state and all rural land is owned by rural collectives. In 
addition, the Chinese land use planning system is strongly centralized. Despite 
the ubiquitous marketization of society, all land use must formally follow the 
so-called comprehensive land use plans (tudi liyong zongti guihua), and the 
annual land use plans (tudi liyong niandu jihua) must be approved by the 
designated government unit and reported to a higher-level governmental body. 
In fact, however, clandestine deals and land grabs frequently occur (Ho, 2013). 
This is because of the high economic gains from land. According to Ho (2013, 
p.1111), local governments sell and auction land use rights to attract 
investment and boost growth, and “it is estimated that up to 40 percent of local 
government budgets originates from the sale of land use rights.”  For instance, 

                                                           
1 The meaning of the term “urban village” in the Chinese context differs from its usage in other national 
settings, as with the UK or India. It is a translated term from Chinese word chengzhongcun. Instead of 
this widely used translation, some scholars prefer “urbanizing village” (Wong et al., 2021) or “village-
in-the-city” (Chung, 2010). With the exception of the article IV that adopts the term “village-in-the-
city” (due to editorial feedback from Eurasian Geography and Economics), this dissertation’s articles 
I, II and III stick with the term “urban village.”  
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the annual increase from land sale revenues by local governments exploded 
from just nine percent in 2006 to 116 percent in 2010 (Ho, 2013). To delve 
more deeply into these processes, and how formerly agriculture-bound 
urbanized actor groups (urban villagers and their collectives, and rural 
migrants) are reacting to ongoing land-related institutional, economic and 
social transformations in urban China, this qualitative study investigates five 
urban villages in Chaoyang, north-eastern China, and Xiamen, south-eastern 
China.  

Requisitioning rural land from land-owning collectives is one of the main 
ways for local governments to gain new parcels of land and sell their use rights 
to developers. Because of their location within or next to cities, urban villages 
are the key targets for requisition. These requisitions have immense effects to 
the de jure owner of rural land that are village collectives and original villagers, 
and the de facto residents who are typically rural migrants. Previously, many 
economically-focused studies on Chinese urbanization have criticized 
collective land ownership as the barrier for land development and economic 
growth. According to scholars associated with the broad “schools” of 
neoclassical economics and new institutional economics, and more specifically 
with the so-called property rights theory represented by scholars like Ronald 
Coase and Hernando De Soto (Alchian & Demsetz, 1973; see also Christophers, 
2010; Haila, 2016). According to them, collective land ownership equals 
ambiguous property rights. Further, so the argument goes, ambiguous 
property rights are leading to a series of problems, including social conflicts, 
inefficient land use and corruption. As a kind of miraculous solution for China 
to get rid of its problems, these studies have advocated defining private 
property rights in the western-style manner of capitalist economies. Following 
Polanyi (1944/2001) and other scholars linked with the so-called “original” (or 
“old”) institutional economics (Hodgson, 1989; 2014; Parada, 2001), however, 
this dissertation argues that economic activities and associated land relations 
are always embedded in the wider society and its power relations. Through 
real-world empirical examples, it questions the simplicity of the axiomatic 
discarding of the collective land ownership and arrangements, and 
investigates not only the economic and institutional aspects, but also the social 
and cultural underpinnings and effects, of recent land use changes in two 
Chinese cities.  

As Haila (2007) argues, the property rights theory-influenced studies have 
applied western concepts to the Chinese context without paying attention to 
inherited cultural and social value systems that regularly have a significant 
impact on how land is treated, and how urbanization occurs in contemporary 
China. In this dissertation, I have applied an approach which criticizes the 
arguments and patent solutions influenced by the property rights theory, takes 
seriously the economic, social and cultural aspects of urban change, and 
underscores collective values involved in land-related actions and decisions by 
actors such as original urban villagers’ shareholding companies or 
disadvantaged rural migrants living in urban villages. To give initial examples, 
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the first (Article I, published in Land Use Policy) and third articles (Article III, 
published in American Journal of Economics and Sociology) in the 
dissertation demonstrate the importance of locally-grounded and culturally-
influenced agency in the face of rapid urban growth: the analyzed shareholding 
companies founded by original villagers were reactions to overcome the 
obstacles they met in a new situation, and considerably different from 
companies that only seek to maximize profits (as presumed in neoclassical 
economics).  Similarly, the second article (Article II, published in Housing 
Studies) in this study addresses an important question neglected in previous 
studies: How and why Chinese peasants, who used to rely on farming land that 
is now engulfed by urbanization, turned to real estate developers and endorsed 
a version of what Haila (2016; 2017) called the “property mind.” The results 
show that while the ex-peasants made real estate development their main 
profit-garnering business through a shareholding company, their decisions 
were simultaneously not only influenced by an array of changes in the 
institutional and legal environment, but also influenced by culturally-
embedded collective values and social concerns, such as guaranteeing better 
quality housing and job opportunities for the collective’s members. As a 
further initial illumination of this study’s empirics, a sizeable literature has 
concentrated on Chinese rural migrants as flexible laborers and outsiders in 
cities (Solinger, 1999). Rural migrants are the de facto residents in many urban 
villages, especially in bigger and thriving cities like Xiamen. Through 
analyzing their everyday lives via the lens of Lefebvre’s (1991) theory of the 
production of space, Article IV (submitted to Eurasian Geography and 
Economics) shows how the post-Mao era policies, urban developments and 
land use re-arrangements are reflected in the ambivalent life situations of 
young adult rural migrants. Complementing the first three articles’ focus on 
ex-peasant developers and landlords (the original villagers) as an urbanized 
actor group, the final article takes seriously the rural migrants’ own agency as 
labor market actors and urban village residents who tend to utilize their co-
ethnic socio-cultural networks to overcome uncertainties and anxieties 
associated with their urban lives. At the same time, the article demonstrates 
that China’s new land regime is interconnected to other policies and discourses 
(specifically related to entrepreneurialism and flexibility of labor, urban 
beautification, housing reform and new housing ideals) that are 
simultaneously guiding the country’s urban growth, with deep-going impacts 
on people’s actions and life-expectations.   

Adopting an agency- and culturally-sensitized case study approach to the 
phenomenon of Chinese urban villages, in this dissertation I sought to answer 
the following research questions: What are the economic and social 
consequences of the land-related institutional changes that have occurred in 
the post-Mao era China? How have different actors, including rural migrants, 
rural collectives, and original villagers in urban villages reacted to the 
economic, institutional and social transformations? To answer these two 
questions, this thesis consists of four publications focusing on urban villages 
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in the cities of Chaoyang and Xiamen. Specifically, Article I is a discussion on 
ambiguous land property rights in the context of Xiamen’s Lin Village (the 
village is pseudonymized for research ethics purposes), and its original 
villagers’ project of developing a shopping mall. In this article, I show that 
what I call the collective value logic challenges the aforementioned axiomatic 
conception according to which clearly defined private property rights are the 
prerequisite for transformative and economically successful urban 
development. In Article II on Chaoyang’s Xiaojia village, the theoretical focus 
is on the concept of property mind and its cultural and social embeddedness. 
I analyzed decisions and motivations related to how the previous peasants 
became housing real estate developers, influenced by a series of legal and 
institutional changes with effects on their collectively owned landed property.  

Turning to Chaoyang’s urban village of Mengke as an instance of how the 
theories of neoclassical urban economics and new institutional economics 
tend to mischaracterize collectively-organized enterprises as inefficient and 
conflictual, Article III casts light on how the villagers’ shareholding 
cooperative system has helped them to resist external threats such as land loss, 
and to maintain the collective’s identity. In the final Article IV, the focus is 
rather on the de facto residents—rural migrants who have chosen to live in 
Xiamen’s urban villages of An’dou and Caitang, and analyzing their everyday 
practices, valuations and life expectations, again embedded not only in 
ongoing wider political-economic transitions but also in culturally-inherited 
but reworked collective values. Taken together, the articles in the dissertation 
show that the land-related fates of the two analyzed urbanized actor groups 
(the original villagers vs. rural migrants) have been mutually dependent but 
highly diverging in socio-economic terms.  

While bringing together case study-based insights into the institutional-
legal and economic circumstances of contemporary Chinese urbanization, and 
urban villages as its “spontaneous” or “other” manifestations (in the sense of 
being separate from the realms and goals of official city planning), the results 
of this thesis and its articles are not generalizable to the rest of contemporary 
China. Also, in urban studies, as Flyvbjerg (2011,p.303) puts it, “the closeness 
of the case study to real-life situations and its multiple wealth of details are 
important” – “not in the hope of proving anything, but rather in the hope of 
learning something” (Eysenck, 1976, p. 9; cited in Flyvbjerg 2011, p. 303). Not 
all urban villages and associated shareholding companies run by ex-peasants 
across China (as highlighted in the Articles I, II, III) are similar, and the 
dissertation’s window into rural migrants’ urban lives (Article IV) only 
concern a qualitative sample of young adult migrants in two Xiamen urban 
villages, opening a far from complete picture of the life situations of Chinese 
rural migrants.  

Nonetheless, through its empirical cases and theoretical conceptualizations, 
my aim with this dissertation is to contribute to the debates on property rights 
as well as urban villages as real estate development areas and as habitats for 
rural migrants in contemporary China. Through its four articles, the 
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dissertation highlights several key themes: landed property rights, the social 
constructions of the property mind, collective enterprises and their cultural 
values, internal rural migrants and everyday urban social spaces. In the first 
three articles, the results point towards several important conclusions, 
including; 1) markets are not independent, they are conditioned by the 
institutional context;  2) property rights are social relations and constructed 
socially and institutionally; 3) a private property rights system is not a 
prerequisite for transformative urban development irrespective of context; 4) 
the collective value logic, mainly implicitly defended by land economists of the 
original institutional economics school, offers an alternative to the private, 
exclusionary model of urban development; 5) collective economic activities do 
not simply seek the maximization of profits; 6) a collective economic 
organization based on common properties can contribute to maintaining the 
identity of the collective. In the final article, it is shown that 7) the Chinese 
rural migrants’ urban lives are conditioned by programmatic rationales of 
market-socialist China, yet not monocausally but through their own agency, 
social networks and choices concerning housing, work, and consumption. 

The structure of this dissertation summary is organized as follows. The next 
two theoretical sections (sections 2 & 3) introduce the study’s key concepts and 
theoretical approach. In the second section, I detail on the aforementioned 
debates on property rights, and cast light on how these debates have been 
applied and contested in the Chinese political and academic context. The next 
section conceptualizes urban transformations in market-socialist China, with 
foci on landed-related institutional changes, the hukou system, and urban 
villages both as areas of real estate development by native villagers and as 
everyday living spaces for rural migrants. Then, I explain the study’s field site 
selection, research method, data collection, data analysis and self-reflexivity 
applied in carrying out the research. In the fifth section, the main findings of 
this dissertation are summarized article by article. The final section 
summarizes the dissertation’s findings at a higher abstraction level, and points 
out directions for a better understanding of China’s urbanization, landed 
property rights and their links to fates of people inhabiting Chinese cities.  
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2. THE DEBATES ON LANDED PROPERTY 
RIGHTS INTERNATIONALLY AND IN 
CHINA 

2.1. THE LAND QUESTION AS AN ECONOMIC AND 
SOCIAL QUESTION 

 
As Christophers (2016) argues, there are at least two important reasons for 
comprehending capitalist political-economic structures and dynamics, and 
their wider societal repercussions, from the perspective of land relations. The 
first reason is transhistorical: “land was, of course, integral to the political 
economy of the mode of production that preceded capitalism in the West: 
feudalism” (Christophers, 2016, p.135). Since then, “as capitalist societies have 
historically passed through mercantilist, industrial and, latterly, post-
industrial phases, economic activities relating directly to land and its 
ownership and exploitation – resource extraction, property development, 
construction, real estate brokerage, rental, and so forth – have typically 
become more rather than less economically material” (Lefebvre, 1994, 
pp.323–342; cited in Christophers, 2016, p.135). The second reason is that 
outside the political economic theorizations, the role(s) of land in economic 
and social urban transformations has too rarely received the attention it 
deserves (Christophers, 2016). As Haila (2016, p.xxi) noted, “land matters, yet 
it is all too often ignored in contemporary economic and social theories.”  

Following political-economic scholars like Christophers and Haila, in this 
dissertation the land question is taken as crucial for the analysis of Chinese 
urban transformations not only in the sense of location and its fixed peculiarity, 
but also because “land [is] occupied by people” (Haila, 2016, p.xxi). Moreover, 
“land tenure makes land development processes social, political and cultural 
processes” (Haila, 2016, p.xxi). Land is not only a natural resource, or about 
“original and indestructible powers of the soil” (Haila, 2016, p.21), but a social 
relation affected by laws and customs (Polanyi, 1944/2001). To produce 
theoretically relevant and societally meaningful insights, its different types of 
societally consequential mobilizations, such as extending the use of land, 
redevelopment, densification, or erecting high-rise buildings, should be 
analyzed (Haila, 2016).  

Overall, property in land is one of the key issues in social science. In recent 
decades, the debates on property rights over land have been particularly acute 
in countries that are experiencing post-socialist or market-socialist 
transformations, as with China as the subject of this dissertation.  
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2.2. DEBATES ON LAND PROPERTY RIGHTS 
INTERNATIONALLY 

 
The question of the relationship between the arrangement of property rights 
and the efficient use of resources has been strenuously debated over the last 
few decades. Property rights scholars emphasize the importance of private 
property rights (Alchian 1961), believing that these should be well-defined, 
because leaving resources in the public domain will result in waste of resources 
(Hardin, 1968). From this perspective, well-defined property rights based on 
private ownership are superior (see critically: e.g., Christophers, 2010; Haila, 
2016, pp. 81-82; Bromley, 2019; Sa, 2020). For many influential scholars, 
defining property rights is the key to prosperity and even alleviating poverty. 
For instance, De Soto (2000, p. 46-47) argued:  
 

“What the poor lack is the easy access to the property mechanisms that 
could legally fix the economic potential of their assets so that they could 
be used to produce, secure, or guarantee greater value in the expanded 
market…. [M]ost of the people in Third World and former communist 
countries are cut off from these essential effects.”   

 
Also at the core of this dissertation, the debates tend to pivot around the 

distinct but interrelated, concepts of market, land, institutions and property 
rights. These concepts defy simple characterizations because their meanings 
are tied to their ontological foundations in neoclassical, new institutional, and 
original institutional economics, all of which have been influenced by much 
earlier philosophical positions (e.g., Hodgson, 1989; 2014; Parada 2001; Haila, 
2016; Obeng-Odoom, 2016a; 2016b). Table 1 summarizes the main conceptual 
tenets of these three schools of economics. 
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Table 1. Differing conceptualizations between the neoclassical school, new institutional school and 
original institutional school 
 

 Neoclassical  
School 

New Institutional 
School 

Original Institutional 
School Key references 

Market 

Spheres of free exchange 
between autonomous, asocial 
individuals; 
supply and demand 
determines the price 

Markets are institutions; 
sets of the rules besides 
the price mechanism 

Social Institutions 
Libecap (1989); 
Cahill & Paton (2011); 
Christophers (2016)  

Land Commodity 

Special commodity 
because of its 
heterogeneity, low 
liquidity, high transaction 
cost and location fixity 

Fictitious commodity 
Polanyi (1944/2001); 
Zhu (2004); 
Haila (2016) 

Institutions  Exogenous 
“Rules of the game” in a 
society; institutions 
emerge to reduce 
transaction costs 

Involves social relations, 
necessitates 
acknowledging others, 
and is backed up by 
customs and legal 
sanctions 

Hodgson (2001); 
Bowles & Gintis (2002); 
Ho (2017)  

Property rights 

Guiding incentives to achieve 
greater internalization of 
externalities and play an 
important role in economic 
growth 

Assigned to reduce 
transaction costs Socially constructed 

Coase (1960); 
Demsetz (1967); 
Blomley (2004); 
Haila (2016); 
Bromley (2019) 

Methodological 
approach Methodological individualism Methodological 

individualism Holism Haila (2016) 

 
 
Neoclassical economists created their arguments based on methodological 

individualism, and view market as a space for voluntary exchange among 
autonomous, utility-maximizing individuals. The demand, and desires of such 
atomistic utility-maximizers, are rationally determined. The firms that supply 
the goods and services to customers are in essence profit-seeking, competitive, 
and mere price takers. The “invisible hand” of the market, the price 
mechanism, co-ordinates the forces of demand and supply to establish and re-
establish equilibrium. These ideas are considered by neoclassical urban 
economists as fundamental. Not only are they regarded in textbooks as axioms 
(O’Sullivan, 2012), but they are also widely taught in urban economics 
programmes around the world (Obeng-Odoom, 2019). Land, in this school of 
thought, is merely regarded as a commodity among other commodities, a thing 
that can be bought and sold, and easily substituted. As David Harvey (1973) 
famously showed, within this paradigm, only one view of value is important: 
exchange value. For neoclassical (urban) economists, questions about use 
value are deemed antiquated and external to their theorizations (e.g., Haila, 
2016).  



22 
 

Neoclassical economists focus on things produced by rules instead of the 
rules of the game itself (Alchian & Demsetz, 1973). Institutional economists 
are rather different. They recognize the institutional foundations of the 
economy, highlight that individuals have social bonds, and challenge the view 
that all firms in the urban economy are profit-maximizing (Cahill & Paton, 
2011; Ryan-Collins et al., 2017). Clearly, starting from the different 
understanding of markets, institutional economics offers an alternative to 
neoclassical urban economics. In addition to “purely economic” aspects, 
institutional economists also focus on analyzing social problems through the 
rules that are structuring economic behaviours (Alchian & Demsetz, 1973).  

Though the new and original schools of institutionalism share the same 
thought that property rights as social institutions play an important role in the 
economy, these two schools of economics define property rights in different 
ways. To new institutional scholars, property is a bundle of rights which 
contains both economic rights and legal rights, and property rights are 
primarily rights of ownership (Barzel, 1997; Zhu, 2002). New institutional 
economists claim that “property rights are the social institutions that define or 
delimit the range of privileges granted to individuals to specific assets” 
(Libecap, 1989, p. 1). Property rights are the resultant of social actors’ and 
economic agents’ interaction (Libecap, 1989). In other words, property rights 
are a material relationship between people and things. New institutional 
economists believe that property rights are in a key position in guiding 
incentives to achieve greater internalization of externalities (Demsetz, 1967). 
They also stress the role of private property rights in facilitating economic 
growth by obviating free-rider problems and by reducing the need for 
shortsighted decision-making as individual owners expect returns from their 
property in the long run (Demsetz, 1967; North & Thomas, 1973; Layard & 
Walters, 1978).  

However, Hodgson (2015) argued that new institutional economics is 
mainly focused on “the individual making choices over the allocation of objects 
or activities” (p.702), and neglecting the legal infrastructure. This neglected 
perspective leads to a “failure to understand the role of property in supporting 
collateralized loans for innovation and economic development” (p. 683). The 
cornerstone behind the idea of individual choices is that every decision-maker 
is a rational individual seeking for maximizing profits. Similarly, resource 
allocation is taken as a matter of rational choices constrained by property 
rights (Coase, 1960). In contrast, the original institutional economists (Fisher, 
1923, p.27) have insisted that “property rights are not physical things or events, 
but are abstract social relations”. They recognized and explicated that property 
rights are not solely an economic issue, but also a realm where social and 
cultural concerns matter (Polanyi, 1944/2001). This dissertation’s approach is 
in line with this socially extended or holistic understanding of property rights.   
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Importantly, specific understandings of property rights are often directing 
policymaking and planning decisions that guide land use. Different schools 
have different understandings of land and make different assumptions about 
land markets. Neoclassical economists believe land is a commodity and 
idealize land-use planning as the ordering of market (Buitelaar & Needham, 
2007). To them, as Miceli et al. (2000, p.370) put it, “one of the least 
controversial principles in economics of land market is the notion that the 
more clearly defined the property rights, the greater the land market 
efficiency.” In contrast, new institutional economists regard land as “a special 
commodity because of its heterogeneity, low liquidity, high transaction cost 
and location fixity” (Zhu, 2004, p.1250) and suggest that institutions should 
be in the crucial place to understand the mechanism of land development. 
They also note the role of property rights in facilitating economic growth by 
reducing transaction costs (Demsetz, 1967; North and Thomas, 1973). They 
see town planning as a contractual relationship between governments and 
individual market-players (Lai, 1998), and favor club goods instead of public 
goods (Webster, 2007). By contrast, original institutional economics holds 
land to be a fictitious commodity. This conception of land means that land is 
not produced for market, and that when used as a commodity like others, 
socio-ecological crises result (Polanyi, 1944/2001).  However, as many original 
institutional economists argue (e.g., Polanyi, 1944/2001; 1957; Haila, 2016), 
land can still be used to transform livelihoods without being turned into a 
commodity. The findings of this dissertation largely corroborate these latter 
notions.  
 

2.3. DEBATING THE (LAND) MARKET AND ITS 
IMPERFECTIONS IN CHINA 

 
The actual land regime in China is complex, consisting of urban land that is 
controlled and owned by the state, and rural land that is collectively owned by 
rural collectives (including urban villagers or their institutions analyzed in this 
dissertation). In recent decades, the question of landed property rights and 
their effects on the operation of the economy have become a hot topic among 
scholars who focus on China. With its economic reforms, the country’s urban 
fortunes have unfolded through land-centred politics (Lin, 2010). Leasing of 
urban land use rights is a prime source of government revenue, while 
requisitioning rural land is a key solution for solving the problem of urban land 
shortage. In connection with these far-reaching policies and practices, the 
debate on land property rights has become a contested issue of both academic 
and political relevance. Indeed, property rights school -inspired Chinese 
scholars have suggested dramatic institutional changes on the country’s land 
policies, claiming that especially institutional and legal complexities to do with 
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the collective land ownership has blocked the efficient use of land (e.g. Cai, 
2003; Zhu, 2004; 2018a). 2  

Although without an explicit focus on the land question, David Li (1996) 
was among the first scholars to analyze collective ownership as an economic 
issue in China’s context. As with this dissertation’s Article I, he used exactly 
the concept “ambiguous property rights” to discuss the performance of town 
and village enterprises in Chinese transitional urban economy. More 
specifically, Li argued that  

 
“clearly-defined property rights entitle the owner unequivocal control 
rights in all circumstances, except those specified by an ex ante contract. 
With ambiguous property rights, the owner’s control rights are not 
guaranteed. The owner has to fight or bargain for the actual control ex 
post…. In other words, with ambiguous property rights, there are no pre-
agreed and binding rules as to who will be in control in various ex post 
contingencies” (Li 1996, p. 4).   

 
Notably, while Li (1996) saw that ambiguous property rights arise “due to 

an imperfect market environment,” he also noted that “the immature market 
environment” in the country “makes ambiguous property rights often more 
efficient than unambiguously defined private property rights” (p. 2). As an 
economist, he interpreted ambiguous property rights arrangements as the 
response to the greyness as well as the imperfection of the market: “When the 
market is not effective in overcoming transaction costs, ambiguous ownership 
arises as a second-best solution” (p. 6).  

Likewise, subsequent economic scholars have argued that one of the 
imperfections of the market in China is raised by “an absence of secure of 
property rights” against state encroachment in general (Che and Qian, 1998), 
and on land in particular (Ho, 2001; cited in Lai and Lorne, 2014). With the 
fast-progressing urbanization, the ambiguity of collective land ownership, in 
particular, has attracted more and more attention (e.g., Kung, 2002; Zhu, 
2002; 2018b; Wu et al., 2017; Li, Bao & Robinson, 2020). According to 
prominent Chinese scholars, “it has been widely observed that the definition 
of property rights over rural land in China is incredibly ambiguous” (Lin, 2010, 
p.84), or that collective property rights in villages tend to give a small clique of 
the collective an opportunity to behave as local cadres (Cai, 2003). 

                                                           
2 As Lin (2010, p. 84) notes about the ownership of rural land in contemporary China, “in both the 
Constitution and the Land Management Law, such rights are assigned to “rural collectives”, which 
legally means the villagers’ committee (cunmin weiyuanhui), the village economic cooperative (cun 
jingji hezuoshe), or the township collective economic entity (xiang jiti jingji zuzhi). The ownership of 
rural land “is vested with the collective entities at three hierarchical levels. An official maxim describes 
owners of the collective land as san ji suo you, dui wei jichu [collective ownership belonging to three 
entities, (the commune, the brigade, and the team), and with the team being the basic holder]. ….the 
collective land ownership is ambiguous to its nominal holders, as how much each entity is entitled to 
have never been clearly delineated.” 
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Jieming Zhu (2018a), regards the collective ownership of rural land as a 
hindrance to China’s economic prosperity and efficiency. According to him, 
one problem is that, “without approval from the government at the county 
level or above,” the collectives have “neither the right to derive income from 
land by letting it out, nor the right to change its form and substance by 
developing it for non-agricultural activities” (Zhu, 2018a, p.2271). In reality, 
the state continues to exercise real control over the management of “collective 
assets,” including land. Zhu (2018b, p. 926) underscores that “when the locale 
where the collective is situated is urbanizing, the accentuated land rent 
differentials are contested between the urban state as a de jure owner, and the 
rural collective as a de facto land holder.” This situation has often been 
interpreted as exemplifying what property rights theorists consider to be 
ambiguous, unclearly defined property rights. According to this line of 
reasoning, collective land ownership in contemporary China “means use right 
only and thus it is ambiguous and confusing, not in accordance with the 
common sense the jargon conveys” (Zhu 2018b, p. 926).  

Hence, in these scholars’ views with varying levels of sensitivity shown to 
the country’s specificities, the questions of ambiguous property rights and 
imperfection of market in China are bundled together in the axiomatic fashion 
of the property rights theory. In fact, both scholars and powerful transnational 
institutions have claimed that the ambiguity of China’s land property rights 
are engendering a series of problems: inefficient land use, externalities, the 
inefficient allocation of resources, rent extraction, social conflicts, and so forth 
(Zhu, 2002; 2004; 2018b). OECD (2002, p. 47), for instance, blamed the 
ambiguity of property rights in China for creating a situation of “’agents 
without owner’ leading to conflicts between owners.”  

By contrast, scholars in the political-economic lineage have criticized the 
idea that the ambiguity of landed property rights is totally harmful. For 
instance, Ho (2014) states that ambiguous property rights do not amount to 
insecure property rights in the Chinese context. According to him, the 
ambiguity rather gives urban actors more negotiating space for experiments, 
trial and error. Ho (2014) insists that what he calls “institutional ambiguity 
about ownership” has been purposefully introduced into the law by the policy 
makers, because of fears of land disputes and to consolidate the collective 
ownership by giving an impression (to the public) that the collective ownership 
is clearly defined.  

Generally commenting these discussions, Haila (2007) identified three 
presumptions commonly made in studies on Chinese land market. The first 
salient argument is that “the land market has emerged in China”; the second 
one that nonetheless, “the market is imperfect”; and the third one posits, 
“therefore the best policy is to define property rights”. Haila criticized these 
bundled arguments for falling into the trap of inadequate empirical evidence 
while treating the concept of market in theoretically unspecified ways. Instead, 
Haila (2007, p. 5) specifies three meanings of market:  
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“Firstly, the everyday meaning of the term: a place, such as a market 
square or market hall, where producers sell their products. The second 
meaning involves understanding the market as a mechanism, a mode of 
regulation, and separating it from the operations of the state and 
reciprocal regulation. The third, the concept of the market in economic 
theory, attributes to the market the power to coordinate decisions and 
form prices. Economic theory postulates that prices carry information 
that guides buyers and sellers to make decisions.”  

 
In Haila’s (2007) view, many of the previous studies carried out about 

China have been vague about what they exactly mean by the concept of market, 
and only provided a monocausal and rather obvious conclusion that the (land) 
market is imperfect in the country. In particular, she criticized scholars for 
making their arguments without comparing different actually existing modes 
of regulation, and for a priori prioritizing of market regulation over 
administrative allocation. 3  Guiding also this study’s investigations, Haila 
(2007, p. 6) importantly underscores that  

 
“the most problematic of meanings of the term (market) is the third one; 
the meaning based on the assumption that prices carry information, 
guide decision-makers and lead to efficiency. Such a market exists only 
in economic theory. To claim that it exists in China is a fallacy, attributing 
a theoretical characteristic to a real situation.”  

 
Empirical research on the functioning of the land market, and land 

relations more generally should look beyond economic dogmas.  The aim of 
this dissertation is to go beyond the abstracted and rather self-evident notion 
that the (land) market is imperfect in contemporary China, and analyze land 
relations and associated property rights (not only ownership rights) in 
complex real-world settings in two Chinese cities.  

 
 

                                                           
3 This criticism by Haila (2007) applies to Zhu’s reasoning, for instance. From a new institutionalist 
perspective, Zhu (2002, p. 54) wrote that the emerging of real estate market “structured by 
transnational institutions stimulates agents to respond to market demand, but the problem of 
ambiguous property rights derived from gradualism in the reforms does not lead to an efficient 
allocation of development resources, because market mechanisms are distorted by the ambiguous 
delineation of property rights over land assets.” Consequently, “the ambiguous property rights do not 
achieve what an institution should—providing certainty to the market and incentives for the optimal 
utilization of resources” (Zhu, 2005, p.1384).  
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3. LAND-RELATED DIMENSIONS OF THE 
GREAT URBAN TRANSFORMATION IN 
CHINA   

3.1. TOWARDS GROWTH-ORIENTED LAND AND 
URBANIZATION POLITICS WITH CHINESE 
CHARACTERISTICS 
 
Since the economic reforms in late 1970s, many Chinese cities have grown 
exponentially, propelled by gradually progressive but nonetheless dramatic 
changes in legislation and governance that has been guiding urbanization in 
the country. They have become laboratories for scholars to conduct urban 
research, not the least due to China’s peculiar transformation from a socialist 
centrally planned economy to a market-oriented economy under the tutelage 
of the Central Communist Party (CCP). Meanwhile, “land has moved to the 
centre of local politics in post-Mao China. It now shapes the restructuring of 
Chinese state power and radically impacts state-social relations” (Hsing, 2010, 
p. 5). Both in direct and indirect ways, the land question has become an 
indispensable part of any analysis of Chinese urbanization. For the purposes 
of this dissertation, this section offers contextualizing insights into legislative 
and institutional changes behind the immense urban growth experienced in 
China, decentralization politics as its engine, the country’s hukou system as a 
land-tied administrative tool that explains many of the peculiarities related to 
Chinese urbanization, and urban villages as the by-products of land 
development processes and as low-status everyday habitats for rural migrants 
in post-Mao China.  

As mentioned, one principle in the Chinese land system is that all land 
officially designated as “urban” belongs to the state now. In fact, the state land 
tenure was not formally legalized during the Mao era. Since the 1980s, the 
Chinese authorities have conducted a series of institutional changes on land 
policies. One of the initiating game changers in legislative terms was the 
stipulation of state land tenure in Constitution in 1982. On 1 December 1987, 
the first parcel of land was auctioned in Shenzhen, as a market-oriented policy 
experiment that is frequently mentioned as the beginning of post-reform 
China’s land market (Walker, 1991). Soon after, in 1988, the country’s land 
leasehold market was established. And the constitution was amended to allow 
and regulate the transfer of land use rights. Exemplifying this institutionalized 
marketization, its Article 10 states that “no organization or individual may 
appropriate, buy, sell, or lease land, or otherwise engage in the transfers of 
land by unlawful means.”  In 1992, Notice Concerning Developing Real Estate 
Industry ( ) was announced. Significantly, 
for this study, it states that collectively owned land must be transferred to state 
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owned land before developing commercial real estate on it. In 1994, the Urban 
Real Estate Administration Law and regulations on urban real estate practices 
were passed. Equally noteworthy in this regard, the Land Administration Law 
was amended in 1998. Its Article 2 states that rural land acquisition can be 
conducted by authorities in the “public interest.” In 2004, the Decision of the 
State Council on Deepening the Administration of Land prohibited urban 
hukou holders from buying rural collectively owned residential land. Overall, 
these land-related legislative and policy changes have contributed to a process 
in which “market mechanisms are gradually replacing central planning 
controls” in China (Dowall, 1993, p.182), with the central and local 
governments being key actors and beneficiaries of this development.   

Because of pragmatically-oriented but ideologically mismatching linkages 
between the socialist ideology and needs for market reforms persist, certain 
terminologies are avoided in these laws and regulations that have been crucial 
for transformation politics of land in China (Ho, 2013, p.1097). “For instance, 
the word ‘contract’ (chengbao) is the politically correct term for ‘lease’, while 
‘valued land use’ (youchang shiyong) is a euphemism for ‘land market’ or 
‘commercial use’.” In the words of Peter Ho (2013, p.1097), another 
idiosyncrasy that deserves attention is that 

 
“although the Constitution stipulates that rural land is owned by the 
collective unless stipulated otherwise, there are widely diverging 
interpretations by which the collective is actually represented: the 
township, administrative village or villagers’ group. Thus, rural land 
rights are built on legal quicksand which on the one hand results in 
externalities, such as forced evictions, rent-seeking and land disputes 
(e.g. Guo, 2001, Griffiths, 2005), but which, on the other hand, has also 
provided the ‘institutional lubricant’ which makes the system tick.”  

 
Thus, there is no question that the land market in China has emerged, but 

this has taken place gradually and with complicated outcomes, as is also 
reflected in this dissertation’s analyses of urban villagers’ real estate 
operations, and more indirectly by housing choices made by rural migrants 
who reside on the land of the former. However, in the strict neoclassical sense 
of the word, there is not a “true” or “self-regulating” (cf. Polanyi, 1944) land 
market in China, because there is no freely negotiated price determined simply 
by supply and demand. The whole land market system is complex (e.g., Ho, 
2013). Based on the ownership, the land market has bifurcated into a rural 
land market and an urban land market. In 2003, the Rural Contracting Law 
was launched, and the principles of the commercial lease of rural land were 
finally stipulated. In this law, it is ensured that the ownership of land cannot 
be changed. The urban land market is divided into two levels (Ho, 2013). At 
the primary market between the (local) state and developers, land is assigned 
to the latter in diverse ways depending on their status as commercial or non-
commercial developers. In the non-commercial track, land is allocated to work 
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units or other non-profit organizations. In the commercial way, land use rights 
are conveyed to commercial developers. At the secondary market, the 
developers who bought land use rights can transfer or rent the use rights to 
other businesses, industries, or urban residents. In each case, it should be 
stressed, the market for urban land is a market for exchanging land use rights 
instead of ownership. 

Overall, the contemporary market-socialist land regime in China, including 
the land market and its rural and urban variations, cannot not be considered 
as the result of any grander systematic design apart from the goal of economic 
and urban growth. Ho (2013, p.1089) argued that  

 
“the institutional amalgam that has grown from endogenous, 
spontaneously ordered development around land is a highly intricate, 
paradoxical institutional whole that, albeit conflictual in nature, has 
simultaneously persisted during China’s economic boom and its 
profound rural-urban transformation.”  

 
Many scholars have noted that revenues from land have worked as the 

driver for China’s capital accumulation (e.g. He & Wu, 2009; Hsing, 2010). 
Interestingly, in many interpretations the ambiguous property rights of rural 
land have been “actually regarded as having facilitated China’s successful 
transfer from an agrarian to an industrialized, urbanized society” (e.g., Svejnar 
& Woo, 1990; Peng, 1995; cited in Ho, 2013, p. 1089). The country has not met 
similar institutional disintegration as was often the case with the collapse of 
the former Soviet Union, or with the Arab Spring revolutions in the Middle 
East, though land has indisputably been a key source of social conflicts and 
socio-economic instability in China (Ho, 2013, p.1039). Accordingly, research 
on land developments in Chinese cities needs rich empirically-grounded 
evidence sensitized to contextual complexities instead of blaming the 
imperfect market conditions and offering well-defined (land) property rights 
as the only solution. 
 
3.2. STATE-LED URBANIZATION AND ITS 
DECENTRALIZATION 

 
According to Hsing (2010, p.7), state-led urbanization in post-Mao China has 
been based on the central government’s “planning power, its persistent land 
tenure, and control over rural-urban mobility” which “supersede the market 
and dictate the direction and pace of urban growth in Chinese cities.” Yet, as 
she also observes, the notion of the state-led urbanization seems to assume “a 
passive role on the part of the city,” and hence needs to be qualified. In reality, 
it has been the local states that have mobilized their resources to try to expand 
the city and facilitate growth, often through efforts in which local political 
leaders have aspired to be “landowners, planners, financiers, and builders, all 
the same time.” In Hsing’s (2010, p.7) words,  
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“it is the dialectical ‘urbanization of the local state’ – more so than the 
linear concept of ‘state-led urbanization’ that characterizes the 
relationship between the local state and the urban process in China 
today.” 

 
Overall, central and local governments in the late-socialist China have 

acted like aggressively entrepreneurial states to realize their urbanization 
goals: to create conditions for economic growth, desist from redistributive 
politics, and accepting aggravated social inequality as a necessary cost of 
competitiveness. A key pillar in all this has been a flexible labor reserve created 
and sustained by the unceasing waves of rural-urban labor migration. 
Legislatively, the liberalization of hiring and laying-off regulations to attract 
investments from labor-intensive firms have been prerequisites for the top-
down policies and discourses (“spatializations” in Article IV’s terminology) of 
entrepreneurialism and flexible labor (see also Solinger, 1999). Also on the 
level of everyday subjectification, as convincingly analyzed by Hairong Yan 
(2008), authorities and the media have encouraged favorable stances to 
entrepreneurialism and competitiveness in different ways (e.g., through 
awarding regional and national “star entrepreneurs”). Further, as also 
discussed in Article IV, the hukou system has been a key guarantor of the 
laborers’ flexibility at the lower end of the socio-economic spectrum (e.g., 
through incentivizing return migration during times of economic decline). 

In the meantime, a highly consequential institutional gambit towards 
urban growth through land commodification in the market-socialist China has 
been to separate inalienable land ownership per se from alienable and 
transferable land use rights. Since the late 1980s and early 1990s, the latter 
have been traded by municipal or metropolitan governments in vast quantities 
to overseas and domestic real estate investors and developers (e.g., Wu, 2007, 
p. 10). In this way, local entrepreneurial states have collected vast premiums 
through negotiating, bidding and auctioning fixed-term land use rights (for c. 
40–80 years). Some cities boast land-related revenue that “accounts for up to 
60% total local fiscal income” (He & Wu, 2009, p. 288).4 As Haila (1999) put 
it, municipalities have been made the actual managers of state property. 
Meanwhile, local governments have been given the legal power to convert 
collectively-owned rural land into developable urban land. In the proximity of 
expanding cities and towns where scarcity of land prevails, this has led to 
expropriations, with millions of farmers making way to redevelopment 
                                                           
4 According to the Ministry of Land Resources (2013; 2014), land leasing covered even over 60 percent 
(4.2 trillion yuan) of the nationally aggregated local revenue in 2014. Innumerable parcels of former 
rural land on the urban fringe have been used for real estate developments. Frequently, these real 
estate interventions have involved demolishing villages and displacing the villagers to densely packed 
districts of multi-story apartment buildings. The number of such displaced peasants is large. For 
instance, according to the estimation by Sargeson (2012), 88 million peasants had been displaced due 
to the land requisition for the purpose of urban development. 
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projects (Wu, 2007, p. 11). The new land-leasing system has tremendously 
intensified speculative competition for space (more specifically land and what 
stands on it) and paved the way for the preeminent role of real estate as the 
mercilessly profit-driven motor of Chinese urbanization, in tandem with 
housing, agricultural, job market, migration policy and other transitions and 
reforms that have been implemented in the post-Mao China.  
 
3.3. THE HUKOU SYSTEM AND LAND RELATIONS 
 
Hukou is an officialized household registration system for Chinese citizens, 
identifying them either urban or rural, and giving them social security in the 
place of the registration. Previous studies on the hukou system have focused 
on the entitlements associated with urban hukou rather than the entitlements 
associated with rural hukou. Undoubtedly, the advantages of urban hukou, 
which contributes to the inequalities between urban residents and peasants, 
are important issues to analyze in contemporary China (Solinger, 1999). 
Nonetheless, with the gradual relaxation of the hukou system, and the 
introduction of broader market reforms since the 1980s, more and more 
peasants have left home villages and relocated to cities in search of job 
opportunities. In the past, the land rights to rural land were strictly hukou-
based. With the recent reforms of land and hukou system, also the land rights 
of rural land have become more market-oriented (Andreas & Zhan, 2016). In 
essence, the driving motivations for the hukou reforms have been connected 
to “the government’s agenda of prompting large-scale agriculture and 
urbanization” which requires the displacement of peasants from the land. 
Related to the CCP’s programme to modernize China through the scaling up 
of agriculture, and rapid urbanization, Andreas and Zhan (2016) insist that the 
hukou reform and land reforms are intertwined, because one of their main 
purposes has been to replace hukou-based land rights with market-based 
rights. The centrally-led project is ongoing.  

Meanwhile, since the 1990s, the urbanization agenda has been pushed by 
the CCP. A key policy measure to accelerate urban expansion has been the 
promotion of the real estate industry. Urban expansion requires the 
requisition of rural land by converting the land ownership from collectively 
owned to state owned. Much land was requisitioned through land-for-hukou 
exchanges, in which local governments granted urban hukou and associated 
welfare services to ex-peasants as a compensation for their land losses. 
However, because of the hukou reform and the restructuring of state-owned 
enterprises (SOEs), exchanges between land and urban hukou have gradually 
lost attractiveness, especially in small or middle size cities. Protests by 
peasants who have lost their land have surfaced. To maintain social stability, 
in 2011, the State Council specified that villagers who obtained urban hukou 
should not be compelled to give up their land without an official procedure of 
land requisition. This announcement created another group: urban hukou 
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holders who still hold land. In this dissertation’s Articles I & IV on Xiamen, 
the original villagers in the urban villages studied belong to this group.  

Li (2014) and Zhu et al. (2006) argue that land titling only can give 
individual rural households secure claims to their property and make them sell 
their land at a fair price. Partly because of this, difficulties have emerged “in 
persuading rural residents to give up their hukou-based land rights,” which 
has in turn “accelerated efforts to separate hukou status from land rights and 
further marketize the transfer of rural land for urban development” (Andreas 
& Zhan, 2016, p.815). At the same time, the critics of private land ownership 
in China maintain that the reforms are leading to new class differentiation and 
inequality. Before the hukou and land reforms, hukou was the only criterion 
for land rights. In the past, all village members shared equal land rights in their 
home village. With the opening up of the land market, the meaning of 
collective ownership has mutated (Andreas & Zhan, 2016). According to 
Andreas and Zhan (2016, p.820) an aggregate outcome of the land and hukou 
reforms has been that the nature of land has changed, “converting it from a 
means of subsistence into a commodity, and ultimately placing it in the hands 
of those who can use it to generate the highest returns”.  

For the purposes of this dissertation, the above notions are sufficient to 
indicate that the land and hukou reforms are interconnected in complex ways. 
Thus, it is worth analyzing what the meaning of land ownership in peasants’ 
minds is, and how collective ownership is working during the transitional 
period of the hukou reform and land reforms. These questions are among the 
issues analyzed in this dissertation.  
 
3.4. REAL ESTATE DEVELOPMENT IN CHINESE URBAN 
VILLAGES 
 
Urban villages (chengzhongcun), literally, denote villages encircled by the city 
(Tian, 2008). Since the China’s open-door policy launched in 1978, traditional 
villages near cities have either been partially urbanized or entirely overrun by 
urban sprawl (Wang et al., 2009). Some villages have mutated into de facto 
urban areas, but their land or parts of it is still kept in a rural collective’s hands. 
Abundant literature on the urban villages exists. Previous studies (e.g., Liu et 
al., 2010) have viewed urban villages as the by-products of China’s rapid 
urbanization, most characteristically (especially in southern China) as spaces 
where rural migrants have followed native peasants as residents (Wang, 2016). 
Meanwhile, urban villages are frequently viewed as vacuums of state 
regulation (Liu et al., 2010). The fact that the governance of (officially rural) 
urban villages is principally out of the reach of urban administrative 
mechanisms means that urban planning and development control regulations 
cannot be enforced fully in them. However, most previous studies of urban 
villages have focused on Chinese mega cities, especially in the Pearl River Delta 
(PRD), such as Shenzhen and Guangzhou. In the following, I will elaborate on 
the characteristics of urban villages from two perspectives relevant for this 
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dissertation’s analyses: as real estate development areas (3.4.) and as 
residential enclaves for rural migrants (3.5.). 

To put land relations and real estate operations in the Chinese urban 
villages into their wider urban context, Fulong Wu (2007; 2016), Shenjing He 
(He & Wu, 2009) and other Chinese urbanists have underscored that the 
country’s economic growth orientation has been based on incentivizing local 
conditions for capital accumulation and entrepreneurial profit-seeking. From 
the 1980s onwards, the fact that the urban-centred growth was prioritized gave 
rise to turning parcels of rural land near or within cities into industrial estates 
(attracting overseas investment) as well as densely and mainly informally built 
migrant enclaves (attracting waves of flexible and cheap labor). Such land use 
types in urban villages have persisted in southern parts of the country up to 
the present. Subsequently, developing commercial and residential real estate 
has become one of the most profitable businesses in Chinese cities, both for 
private investors and developers, and local governments. With the decreasing 
amount of land with potential to be developed, property developers turned 
their attention to the land owned by urban village collectives. As a 
complicating factor peculiar to China’s land regime, however, rural land is not 
tradable according to the Construction Law. This legal-institutional context 
opened the village collectives a key stakeholder in the real estate business. It 
forced the developers to cooperate with the villages to develop higher-end 
residential estates (e.g., gated communities for the expanding middle classes) 
and commercial estates (e.g., shopping malls) on the land of urban villages. In 
these types of collaboration, the property developers usually provide 
investment, management skills and governmental connections (Wang, 2016), 
whereas the village collectives offer land. Based on formal or informal 
agreements, both parties are earning profits. Due to the “rural” land ownership, 
village collectives do not need to pay high transaction fees of land to the 
government. Thus, the price of real estate entities developed in this way is 
lower than market prices elsewhere in the city.  

In earlier decades, urban villages usually collaborated with commercial 
developers, since their collectives and companies lacked capital and business 
experience (Wang, 2016). After the leaders of urban villages had learnt 
management and negotiation skills needed in business operations, however, 
they often commenced developing commercial and residential real estate by 
themselves. Wang and her colleagues (2009, p.965) saw that “this process 
improves the village’s economic base and leads to better integration with the 
surrounding areas.” En route, the local villagers and their shareholding 
companies have also realized the market price of their land and its potential to 
inflate in the near future (as documented in Articles I, II and III). The returns 
from rental housing and other land-bound businesses are very often their 
main incomes now (Wang et al., 2009). This dissertation offers three detailed 
case studies on how the native villagers, village collectives, and shareholding 
companies more recently founded by them, have engaged in and succeeded in 
real estate business in the cities of Chaoyang and Xiamen.   
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3.5. REVISITING URBAN VILLAGES AS RESIDENTIAL 
SPACES FOR RURAL MIGRANTS 

 
Investigated in Article IV of this dissertation, the most widely discussed 
subtype of the Chinese urban village is residential migrant enclaves, self-
developed by native villagers on collective land. Compared to housing built on 
state-owned land in cities, less regulation in these residential areas means 
fewer restrictions for the density of housing, and a weak enforcement of room 
renting regulations (Zhang, 2005; Wu, 2016). Regulation is minimal, but due 
to an ever-present risk of demolition, local villagers tend to avoid long-term 
investments and lack motivation to improve or maintain these buildings (Tian, 
2008; Wang, 2016). The buildings are usually of poor quality.  As such, the 
“low-end” and overcrowded residential urban villages are the reverse image of 
urbanized China’s upgraded living standards, very different from what Kendall 
(2019) in his Lefebvre-inspired study calls “the branded conceived city” of 
spectacular facades in contemporary China. All this has meant that, on the one 
hand, urban villages as migrant enclaves are regularly disparaged as “the poor-
image habitats of the low-income residents that are in conflict with the state’s 
city branding ambitions” (Liu & Wong, 2020, p.337). In terms of built 
environment, the spatial arrangement of urban villages is frequently portrayed 
as “dirty, disorderly and low-quality” (zang, luan, cha) in the media. On the 
other hand, scholars have stressed their economic and social accessibility as 
living spaces and importance as entry points into the city (Andersson 2014). 
As Zhang, Zhao and Tian (2003) noted, despite their problems these urban 
villages can be viewed as “an innovative and positive agent to promote 
urbanization in present day China by housing massive numbers of rural 
migrants and assimilating them into cities.”  

Thus, residential urban villages not only provide profits to indigenous 
residents, but also low-rent housing opportunities to rural migrants. In the 
1980s, urban villages of this type emerged as the major habitat for China’s 
“floating population.” Since then, millions of rural migrants who have fed the 
urban-centric economic growth as a flexible and cheap labor force. Especially 
in many cities in southern China, the urban villages populated by internal 
migrants have emerged and still persist as “other spaces” amidst the fast-paced 
urbanization: they continue to “accommodate, with little in the way of 
government resources and assistance, millions of rural migrants because of 
their social accessibility and affordability” (Zhang, Zhao & Tian, 2003). 
Compared with the “proper” commercial housing market, the rents in urban 
villages are much cheaper, and the rental process is more informal. Often, 
residing in urban villages is the only option for many rural migrants who 
usually find low-paid and flexible jobs. On the positive side, the literature has 
described urban villages as social spaces where the rural migrants’ co-ethnic 
networks (based on a shared regional origin) prosper and ease the residents’ 
with their urban hardships (Wu & Zhang, 2013). Despite the chaotic 
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appearance of these migrant settlements, substandard living conditions and 
cultural stigmatization, they are spaces where the rural migrants “negotiate 
their relation to the urban sphere” via their housing, working and 
consumption practices as well as culturally-grounded meaning-making 
(Andersson, 2013, p.86; Kochan, p.2016).   

Reminiscent of Articles I, II and III, in which I discuss the cultural 
embeddedness of native villagers’ real estate operations and underscore that 
what I call “the collective value logic” is going together with their economic 
motivations, Article IV approaches the rural migrants’ lives in urban villages 
as a realm in which political-economic and cultural aspects of Chinese 
urbanization come together. In this regard, it is somewhat paradoxical that 
although the phrase “urbanization with a strong Chinese character” has been 
often used in Chinese urban studies (e.g., Liu & Wong, 2020), multifarious 
impacts of cultural value systems have been understudied in the analyses and 
conceptualizations of contemporary Chinese urbanization and people’s 
urbanized lives. To avoid this, Article IV utilizes Lefebvre’s 5  (1974/1991) 
embracive theory of the production of social space as its theoretical lens to 
grasp both the political-economic and cultural embeddedness of rural 
migrants’ lives in two Xiamen urban villages. The core of this theory is a 
dialectical interplay between the conceived space (ideologically, theoretically 
or programmatically imbued “representations of space”), the practical or 
perceived space (the mental side of what Lefebvre called the spatial practice), 
and the lived space (emotionally experienced “spaces of representation”). 
Subsequent critical urban theorists have tended to underscore the political-
economic dimensions in Lefebvre’s spatial theory, yet Lefebvre himself also 
recognized “cultural” representations and everyday significations as the 
ingredients of social space and its continual (re)production. In particular, the 
role of Lefebvrian spatial theory in this dissertation (in Article IV) relates to 
interpreting how rural migrants’ lives in urban villages are framed by deep-
rooted Chinese value systems and imaginations (from negative stigmatization 
to empowering reworking of regional cultures and customs in the urban 
context), besides the political-economic spatializations of entrepreneurialism 
and flexible labor, modernized housing and home ownership, and the branded 

                                                           
5 Notably, Lefebvre also had experience as a scholar of the land question. Better known for his 
subsequent theorizations of the urban and the state, and career-long reflections on alienation and 
everyday life, Lefebvre held in 1948–1961 research positions at the Le Centre national de la recherche 
scientifique (CNRS), where he engaged in studying changing social conditions of rural France, as well 
as internationally comparative theoretical reflections on land rent (ground rent) theory (Elden & 
Morten, 2016; Shields, 1999, p. 85). Relevant also for contemporary China, Lefebvre (2016; 2017) saw 
that alterations in the rural-urban relationship and associated “reforms and transformations are 
profoundly different under different conditions and political systems” (see also Elden & Morton, 2016). 
He wrote a book on these topics, but this manuscript was stolen and never found nor rewritten (Hess, 
1988, p. 169–170; cited in Elden & Morten, 2016, 59). Partly explained by the incident, only part of 
Lefebvre’s works from this career phase has been translated into English. However, important readings 
of the rural-urban dialectic are found throughout his work (e.g., Elden, 2007, 104). Further, remarks 
on real estate and land markets’ key role in urban capitalist development dot his subsequent works, 
including The Urban Revolution (Lefebvre 1970/2003), and The Production of Space, his most widely-
cited book (Lefebvre, 1974/1991). 
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discourses of urban beautification in “the new China”. The approach in Article 
IV is to investigate how these political-economic and cultural realities, in 
tandem, affect the housing, working and consumption practices as well as 
ambivalent life-situations of rural migrants who reside in urban villages.   
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4. CONTEXT, DATA AND METHODS 

4.1. THE RESEARCH CONTEXTS 
 

Both Xiamen and Chaoyang are my home cities. I spent my whole childhood 
in Chaoyang. When I revisited this city a couple of years ago, I was shocked by 
its profound transformation. With only a few years having passed since my last 
visit, I could hardly believe my eyes, as I could not recognize many of the places 
where I spent my childhood. The city centre had completely changed and 
mushrooming modern buildings and fancy gated communities are everywhere 
now. The state-owned enterprise where my father got his first job had closed, 
and many of his previous colleagues had become laid-off workers. The very 
salient transformation of this city made me start to think about the land 
developments there, and how these developments are influencing local 
residents’ lives.  

I moved to Xiamen when I was a teenager. I have personally witnessed the 
urban transformation of this city. The villages around and within it became 
part of the urban fabric. Most old houses in these villages have been 
demolished and the land rebuilt. Many peasants have become millionaires 
overnight because of the land requisition and redevelopment in their villages. 
Original villagers themselves have migrated to gated communities designed 
for the middle class, and only rural migrants reside in urban villages now. I 
started to feel curious about how these landed projects came about: What had 
made the native villagers accept land requisitions, to migrate, and to start 
developing their remaining collective land by themselves? How had the 
various actors, including not only original villagers and their collectives but 
also rural migrants as new urban village tenants, reacted to the land-centred 
social and economic transformations? 

These biographical connections have guided the choice of the topic of this 
dissertation. More crucially, Chaoyang and Xiamen are rarely studied; they are 
not mega-sized cities located in north-eastern and south-eastern parts of 
China. Transformations in them, and particularly in their illustrative urban 
villages, open new windows into the transformation politics of land in China, 
including its real-life social consequences and cultural embeddedness. In the 
following, I will detail on these two cities and their research locales at the heart 
of this dissertation.  

 
Chaoyang 
 
Chaoyang is located in the western part of Liaoning Province, being its largest 
jurisdiction area with its nearly 20,000 square kilometres. In 2011, it had 
around one million urban residents, hence it was regarded as a middle-size 
city in China. Unlike the rapidly growing urban populations in bigger cities 



38 
 

particularly in coastal south-eastern China (including Xiamen), Chaoyang’s 
population has declined slightly (by about 15 thousand people) during the past 
ten years. This is largely because of Chaoyang’s relative economic-
geographical peripherality and particularly its history as an industrial base 
that the then-new communist China launched in the 1950s.  

For decades, heavy manufacturing industry supported by the state, and 
industrial factories called State Owned Enterprises (SOEs), were major local 
employers. Since the late 1990s, China’s reform policy to restructure SOEs 
meant that many of them in Chaoyang closed or turned into private enterprises. 
In fact, Liaoning Province has been one of the experiment sites for 
restructuring SOEs, from which the region’s economy has suffered. Also in 
Chaoyang, thousands of previous SOE employees have lost their jobs; many 
have floated to other Chinese cities where job opportunities are more 
favourable.    

Chaoyang incorporates seven districts, of which the Shuangta District is 
regarded as the city centre. However, the city’s hub is quite different compared 
to cities in southern China, where centrally located urban land has been 
transformed into Central Business Districts with intensive commercial uses. 
In Chaoyang, the city centre is dominated by residential uses as well as 
Chaoyang municipality’s and Shuangta District’s administrative office areas. 

I have selected two urban villages in Chaoyang city for locales of this 
research: Xiaojia village (Article II) and Mengke village (Article III). Both 
these are located in the city centre. In Xiaojia village, the number of the 
village’s hukou holders is 1421. Notably, the area of Xiaojia village was 3000 
mu (two square kilometres) in the 1980s, but it shrank to 200 mu (0.13 square 
kilometres) by 2011. The land decrease was caused by requisitions by the local 
state, after which most of its remaining land was developed by the village 
collective itself. In this process, the main income of locals in Xiaojia village 
changed from agricultural products to real estate related collective enterprises. 
Different from typical scenes in southern China’s urban villages, Xiaojia village 
is not functioning as a migrants’ residential enclave. Similar to Xiaojia village, 
Mengke village is also not an enclave for rural migrants. Also with it, the 
collectively owned land has kept decreasing, as several rounds of land 
requisition have been experienced. Before 2006, land expropriations in 
Mengke village were mainly led by local SOEs. The compensation paid by the 
SOEs consisted of job offers or granting urban hukou to the villagers who lost 
their land. In 2008, the Shuangta District led a programme called 
“Redeveloping Mengke village.” In 2011, the local government requisitioned 
further 700 mu of land and relocated 1240 households.  

 
Xiamen 
 
Xiamen is a major city on the south-eastern coast of China, frequently 
celebrated in China due to its prosperity, developments, urban affordances 
and its urban image as “the Garden on the Sea”. It is located in Fujian Province 
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and administered as a sub-provincial city. Xiamen is a Special Economic Zone 
in China. Since the 1980s, rapid economic development in Xiamen has 
brought employment opportunities to rural migrants and among them made 
it a popular destination to make a living. In Xiamen, the gross domestic 
product per capita in 2016 was US$14,646 (Xiamen Municipal Bureau of 
Statistics, 2017), which is almost twice the average gross domestic product per 
capita of China (US$7846), and close to that of Shanghai (US$16,511) 
(National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2017). According to a report published 
by the Bureau of Statistics of Xiamen city in 2018, 51.3 percent of Xiamen 
residents are internal migrants who do not hold Xiamen hukou: more than 
more than two million of Xiamen’s population of 4.1 million are hukou-less 
rural migrants. One of the reasons that makes Xiamen attract rural migrants 
is its large number of urban villages. Compared with cities in northern China 
(e.g., Beijing), Xiamen has a large number of urban villages which provide 
affordable informal housing to rural migrants.  

All studied field sites in Xiamen in this thesis are urban villages located in 
the city’s Huli District: Lin village (not the real name), Caitang village and 
An’dou village. As recently as in 2002, the number of long-term residents 
(including hukou holders and rural migrants) in Huli District was 440,000, 
but its population size increased to 1.03 million by 2018. Rural migrants have 
floated to Huli district because of cheap rent prices in its urban villages. 
 
4.2. DATA AND METHODS 

 
This dissertation uses a qualitative approach, specifically, the case study 
methodology. One of the most common and useful approaches in urban 
studies is case studies. However, “even as case studies are widely used in social 
science and have produced many of the classic texts here, it may be observed 
that the case study as a methodology is generally held in low regard, or simply 
ignored within large and dominant part of the academy” (Flyvbjerg, 2011, 
p.313). These views ignore the fact that that case study is a method of in-depth 
inquiry that can lead to the empirically and theoretically rich understanding 
of the relationships between the phenomenon and its context. As Yin (2014, 
p.2) puts it, case studies “would be the preferred method, compared to the 
others in situations when (1) the main research question are ‘how’ or ‘why’ 
questions; (2) a research has little or no control over behavioural events; and 
(3) the focus of study is a contemporary (as opposed to entirely historical) 
phenomenon.” These criteria are met in this dissertation. Significantly, case 
studies can also contribute knowledge accumulation in theoretical terms; 
some scholars like John Walton (1992, p. 129) even insist that “case studies 
are likely to produce the best theory” (cited in Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 227). 

For this dissertation, empirical data were collected from several sources: 
in-depth interviews; observations of land use practices as well as everyday 
practices of residents in urban villages; official documents of laws and 
regulations; and media reports and materials including online sources. The 
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data collection took place in multiple phases from 2014 to 2019, specifically, 
from 2015 to 2017 (Article I), from 2015 to 2017 (Article II), summer in 2019 
(Article III), and from 2014 to 2018 (Article IV).  

In detail, for Article I, during the two-year period of intensive ethnographic 
study, I collected relevant media articles, regulations, laws, policy 
programmes and official documents. Documents provide institutional 
background information and demographic information of Lin village. In-
depth interviews provide detailed information. I conducted interviewees with 
key actors in redeveloping Lin Village, including five members of the Lin 
Residents’ Committee, twelve villagers, two officials of the Huli District 
Government, two officials working in the Land Resources Bureau of Xiamen 
Municipality, two senior officials working in the Construction Bureau of Huli 
District, three officials of the Leading Group of the Lin Shopping Mall Project, 
and one senior official of the Chinese Ministry of Land and Resources.  For 
Article II, data were collected from relevant documents and laws. If such 
documented data were non-existent, we conducted in-depth and systematic 
interviews. The documents collected include media reports, laws, official 
statements and regulations. The interviewees were seven Xiaojia villagers, 
three board members who belonged to the Xiaojia Villagers’ Committee,  three 
board members were from the Hongyun Real Estate Development Company, 
two civil servants who worked at the Construction Bureau of Chaoyang City, 
one officer was from the Land Resources Bureau of Chaoyang City, two civil 
servants worked in the Annals Office of Chaoyang City, one civil servant 
worked in the Archives Establishment of Chaoyang City, two civil servants in 
the Construction Bureau of Shuangta District, and one civil servant in the 
government of Shuangta District. For Article III, data were collected during 
field trips in summer 2019. In-depth interviews with stakeholders, 
observations, media reports, and legal documents were the empirical data 
used in this study. For Article IV, in each summer between 2014 and 2018, we 
conducted periods of ethnographic research in Xiamen, carrying out in-depth 
interviews and field observations. The 24 interviews with hukou-less migrants 
(14 from An'dou, 10 from Caitang) were followed by social media 
correspondence to track changes in their life situations. The informants were 
aged between 20–40 years and had education levels ranging from the second 
grade of primary school to two interviewees with university degrees. Having 
migrated to Xiamen from a range of regions in China, their family statuses 
varied from singles to couples with several children. Moreover, we interviewed 
six representatives of Guo Ren Gong You Zhi Jia (GRGYZJ), a non-
governmental organization that arranges leisure activities and provides 
vocational training for rural migrants. For finding informants of this research, 
we applied the “chain referral sampling approach” (King et al., 1994) in which 
further interviewees were introduced or recommended to us by our informants. 

All data types were analyzed through coding them thematically (e.g., Cope, 
2008), as explained here. As a flexible, widely-used methodology for various 
types of qualitative data from transcribed interviews to field observation 
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materials, thematic analysis in this case focused both on facts that the 
materials conveyed (e.g., figures, timings, volumes and motivations 
concerning the analyzed development projects in the official documents and 
interviews) as well as stated opinions and emotions of the actors interviewed 
(e.g., their hierarchies of valuation, expressions of collective belonging, 
alienation etc.) and other implied meanings (e.g., media stereotypes) in the 
corpus (Alasuutari, 1996). Analytic-thematic categories and subcategories 
used in coding were formed separately for each article, while keeping in mind 
the dissertation’s wider theoretical framework and research questions.      

To guarantee ethical conduct of research throughout the research process, 
including the analysis and reporting phases, all informants were asked 
whether they would like to be anonymous or not. Regarding Article I, because 
of the sensitivity of the analyzed land requisition and compensation processes, 
the real name of the urban village is not mentioned to protect the privacy of 
the informants. Further, I have acknowledged my own positionality as a 
researcher, and the potential effects and risks of this. In some sense, I am both 
a local and a stranger in these two cities analyzed. As a local, I speak dialects 
in both cities. Besides, I am familiar with the culture and the history of both 
cities. This enabled me to communicate with my informants proficiently. As a 
stranger, I left both Chaoyang and Xiamen many years ago. I am not familiar 
with many newer trends and occurrences in them. When I analyzed and 
reported the data, I had to remind myself to be neutral and objective as a 
researcher instead of being a wanderer who has strong emotional attachments 
to these cities.  
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5. RESULTS 

Echoing its research questions, this dissertation has two higher abstraction-
level analytic focuses. The first one is the landed property rights, their cultural 
embeddedness and social relations (re)producing them. Accordingly, the first 
three articles investigate the landed property rights in urban villages in 
Chaoyang and Xiamen. Specifically, I cast my research gaze on the collective 
land ownership. Both internationally and in China, the collective land 
ownership has been blamed for being an economically inefficient institution 
based on ambiguous property rights and leading to social conflicts in the 
course of urban transformations. As discussed above, the mainstream 
economist argument goes that well-defined private property rights play a 
positive role in reducing poverty and contributing to societal progress. Instead, 
a key finding in this dissertation is that the collective ownership is not 
necessarily for an inefficient form of property rights, but a potentially viable 
alternative for arranging urban land relations. While not without problems, 
my analyses in urban China show that in favourable circumstances the 
collective ownership of land is rather prone to solve social, ethical and cultural 
issues.  

The second meta-level focus and argument of this dissertation concerns the 
urbanized actors. I investigated several types of collective and individual 
actors indispensably associated with Chinese urban villages: rural migrants, 
rural collectives and original villagers are not passive victims of the social and 
economic transformations ongoing in China, but rather actors with varying 
capabilities to “make things happen” within the given structural constraints 
and opportunities of their lives. The first three articles in this dissertation 
analyzes the reactions and real estate practices of rural collectives and original 
villagers, and the fourth paper extends the dissertation to an agency-sensitized, 
Lefebvre-inspired perspective of rural migrants’ everyday lives as the urban 
village residents. In this regard, the key questions asked in this research are: 
What are the economic and social consequences of a complex series of land 
related institutional changes faced by urban villages, original villagers and 
rural migrants? How have these groups reacted to the land-bound social and 
economic transformations?  

In the following, the results of each article are discussed in detail. 
Article I “Do ambiguous property rights matter? Collective value logic in 

Lin Village” is an empirical study on putatively ambiguous property rights, in 
this case concerning collective land ownership. As underscored, China’s land 
regime has been blamed for several problems, including inefficient land use, 
oversupply of real estate and social conflicts. Accordingly, scholars and 
international organizations propose promoting private land ownership to 
solve these problems. However, critics figured out the logic behind this 
argument as privileging economic growth without social, ethical and cultural 
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concerns. In this article, I analyzed a joint real estate development project in 
Lin village, Xiamen, to ask whether the ambiguity of land property rights 
matter. The aim of this article was to problematize the generalized axiomatic 
argument that private and unambiguous property rights are a panacea for 
successful urban development irrespective of context.  

Lin village is in Huli District, Xiamen city. In 2006, part of its collectively 
owned land was requisitioned by the local government. As compensation, the 
use right and development rights to a parcel of state-owned land was granted 
to original Lin villagers as developable land. Local Lin villagers, the Lin village 
collective (Lin Residents’ Committee) and the local government were the three 
main actors who jointly built a shopping mall on the developable land that is 
owned by the state, using the development rights granted to the Lin village 
collective. In July 2014, the shopping mall was opened to the public. To answer 
the first research question (from whose points of view are the property rights 
ambiguous?), I asked the actors who own the developable land. Surprisingly, 
the original Lin villagers, the staff of Lin Residents’ Committee (the collective) 
and the government officials held different opinions. To the government 
officials, the ownership was in the state’s hand, and the collective have the use 
rights to it. The justification for this view was that the use rights and 
development rights were compensations, but did not entitle ownership. 
However, to both the original villagers and the committee officers, the 
ownership was in the Lin collective’s hands. Meanwhile, the Lin village 
collective also had the use rights. To the original villagers, the collective had 
the ownership, because the collective got rents and dividends, and it was 
compensating those households which had to be displaced. To the committee 
officers, the justification was that the collective had the development, planning 
and management rights of this developable land. Although the main actors 
held adversarial views on the ownership, the project developed smoothly 
without any major or protracted social conflicts.  

To investigate in detail the second research question (do ambiguous 
property rights lead to social conflicts?), I analyzed the negotiation process for 
the land requisition, compensation and development project among the 
original villagers, the collective and the local government. The results show 
that although there were several contradictions among the actors, protracted 
social conflicts did not materialize. The collective was operating as a mediator 
to balance the interests between the local government and the villagers. The 
negotiation proceeded in two phases. At first, the collective and the local 
government concerted the requisition and the compensations. The second 
phase in negotiations, occurring between the collective and original villagers, 
concerned the land and real estate development itself. For the first phase, 
though the collective and the local government had different understandings 
on the land ownership, the interests of the local government and the collective 
met. Contra the axiom of the property rights theorists and advisors, the 
ambiguously defined property rights did not disturb the negotiations. As for 
the second phase, there were disagreements over the use of land at the 
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beginning, but agreement was reached without any fatal social conflicts in the 
end. This was because for the villagers, the benefits of the project as well as 
land were not only economic, but also aimed at ensuring the intimacy and 
harmony of the village and its collectivist culture. The land use decision was 
not based on a pure use value or pure exchange value logic; instead, a version 
of “collective value logic” carried the day. These findings demonstrate that 
collective ownership, deemed as being ambiguous and poorly defined in the 
property rights scholars’ eyes, can also have positive effects and help to 
overcome disagreements among the actors. The opposite of private property 
rights is not chaos, but a different arrangement of property, a different land 
use logic. In the Lin village case, the collectivist values characteristic of the 
Confucian-influenced Chinese culture tied the villagers together in seeking for 
a harmonious and sustainable development of their village.  

Article II “Urban villagers as real estate developers: Embracing property 
mind through ‘planting’ housing in north-east China” is an empirical inquiry 
into a process in the course of which a version of the property mind was formed 
among Xiaojia villagers. In urban economics, a key question in this connection 
is how people develop their “property mind” (Haila, 2016; 2017). Does it evolve 
naturally, or is it socially and institutionally constructed? This study answered 
this question by analyzing ethnographic material collected in one of the 
centrally-located urban villages of Chaoyang city.  Since the land and housing 
reforms in the 1980s, many Chinese peasants, who used to rely on farming, 
have given up agricultural activities, and become involved in real estate 
business as professional developers. Analyzed via the lens of theoretical 
differences between the neoclassical, neo-institutional and original 
institutional schools of economic land theory, this is also the story of Xiaojia 
villagers.  

In the 1980s, the area of Xiaojia village was two square kilometres; however, 
by 2011 the area had shrunk to 0.13 square kilometres due to the requisition 
by the local government (Xiaojia Villagers’ Committee, 2012). Today, these 
villagers no longer depend on farming as their main livelihood. They develop 
real estate. Compared to urban villages typical for southern China, urban 
villages in middle-sized cities of north-eastern China are not enclaves or 
destinations for rural migrants. This is largely because north-eastern cities like 
Chaoyang were designed as the basis for state-owned enterprises (SOEs). 
More than 80 percent of the working-age population there worked in SOEs in 
Chaoyang in the 1980s. In 1998, however, the central government introduced 
a large-scale Layoff Programme ( ) to reduce their surplus staff. The 
closing of SOEs led former employees to migrate to southern cities. Despite 
limited external investment and a shrinking population, villagers in the north-
east have commenced developing their collectively owned lands. Echoing this 
wider context, land developments in Xiaojia village were examined to ask “how 
urban villagers developed their property mind” in this article.  

In 1991, just before the announcement of Notice Concerning Developing 
Real Estate, which officially prohibited the use of collectively owned land for 
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commercial purposes, the Xiaojia Village Collective decided to develop 
housing on its land. This was the first real estate development project 
developed by the villagers committee, which enabled by cash compensation 
for land requisition that the Xiaojia Collective had received during the 1970s. 
The village collective made this decision because the head of Xiaojia village 
noticed that SOEs developed housing by themselves. In addition, the 
construction teams of Xiaojia village could not find jobs, and the head wanted 
to find employment opportunities for them. Then, the collective decided to 
develop housing for its villagers and sell the leftovers in the open market to 
buyers who suffered from overcrowded living conditions and fallacies of the 
welfare housing system. The start of running a real estate business did not 
come from the demand and supply of land on the market, as neoclassical 
economists tend to claim. The purpose of the village collective’s investment 
was not the market value of its land. Rather, the emergence of the “property 
mind” of the village collective was because of the social concerns, specifically, 
the job needs and housing needs of its villagers. By gaining experience in 
developing and selling housing, the Xiaojia village collective entered the real 
estate market. With the reforms of housing in the 1990s, the demand for 
“commodity housing” in Chaoyang kept increasing. The Xiaojia village 
collective seized the opportunity to be a player in housing supply. The 
marketization of the institutional context can be regarded as a crucial 
contributor to the formation of Xiaojia villagers’ property mind. The Xiaojia 
village collective developed the first gated community of Chaoyang city in 1994. 
The head of the village discovered the idea for this from a popular Singaporean 
soap opera. This finding shows that Xiaojia villagers’ property mind was 
developed by cultural effects. After their success in the real estate market, the 
Xiaojia village collective established a company for land development and 
management and became a professional developer. Other cultural factors, 
such as emulating the elites’ lifestyles, and prevailing understandings of land 
(no longer as “soil” to be cultivated agriculturally), also contributed to the 
creation of a property-oriented mindset among Xiaojia villagers.  

To conclude the key point in Article II, villagers’ property mind was not 
only developed by the profits but also by social (job needs and housing needs) 
and cultural (as exemplified by the Singaporean soap opera) influences. 
Villagers’ property mind developed both internally (institutional changes on 
local and national scales) and internationally (Singaporean soap opera). 
Villagers could establish companies that were not-for-profit at the beginning 
but could make profits. Neither demand, supply, nor price were the only 
consideration for the collective. Reflecting a wider interaction between 
institutions and the markets, the villagers did not create their property mind 
independently, but via multiple institutional, social and cultural mediating 
factors. In Polanyi’s (1944/2001) and original institutional economists’ terms, 
the market is institutionally and culturally constructed, and embedded in 
wider society. Also here, a separation between the economic and social spheres 
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seems unwarranted (Haila, 2016). The land question is never a simple 
economic question; it is also a social, ethnic and cultural question. 

In both above-summarized articles, land requisitions in the led by the local 
state and SOEs, and the need to manage their collectively owned landed assets 
and compensations, guided the villagers to establish shareholding 
cooperatives as the approach to operate collectively in the face of changing 
urban and institutional-legal circumstances. I found out that no protracted 
social conflicts occurred with redeveloping land in the urban villages and 
detailed the process of how the villagers developed a collectively attuned 
property mind through their real estate engagements. On this basis, I criticized 
the mainstream economists who advocate private ownership as the only 
efficient way of dealing with land issues at the expense of social, cultural and 
ethnic considerations. What remains largely unanswered in Articles II and III 
is the question that why exactly the villagers establish their shareholding 
cooperatives. Article III, “Urban village shareholding cooperative economic 
organization in north-east China”, tackled this question systematically. In 
theoretical terms, it did so by critically discussing the concept of the (urban) 
commons and their management. In her reputed research on the topic, 
Ostrom (1990) sees that collective ownership is feasible, and “collective action” 
can overcome the “tragedy of commons” (Hardin, 1968) by self-governing the 
commons. According to her, there are “common pool resources” that share 
characteristics of both public goods and private goods. Further, Ostrom 
proposes that to govern the commons successfully requires formalization. In 
this article, however, I criticized Ostrom’s formalization approach as it mainly 
focuses on the internal threats within the community and neglected wider 
interactions and circumstances external to it. Instead of the Ostromian 
commons paradigm, in this article III offered more profoundly collective 
insights into the rationales and management of shareholding cooperatives 
among Chinese urban villagers.  

Guided by the original institutional economics approach, in this article III 
attempted to cover the role of collectively owned shareholding cooperatives by 
analyzing the case of Mengke village in Chaoyang city, Liaoning Province, 
north-eastern China. Before 2006, land expropriation in Mengke village was 
mainly led by SOEs. The compensations paid by SOE consisted of job offers or 
the granting of urban hukou to the villagers who lost their land. In 2008, 
Shuangta District led a program called “Redeveloping Mengke village”. In 2011, 
the local government requisitioned around 700 mu of land and relocated 1240 
households. After the local government had concluded oral agreements with 
individual households as well as with the Mengke villagers’ committee on 
compensation, it auctioned the land to developers. In total, 47 high-rise 
buildings were built on the land once collectively owned by Mengke village. 
Most of the 47 buildings are 19-storey residence buildings located in four gated 
communities designed for middle-class urban residents. After the villagers 
were relocated, the developers sold these apartments at market price (500 to 
900 euros per square meter). In the same year, Mengke village collectively 
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established the “Mengke shareholding company” (the villagers’ own term 
instead of a formal enterprise) to manage the remaining collectively-owned 
assets as well as the compensation it received. The local government asked the 
village collective to pay compensation to its members, but the villagers decided 
to use the compensation as “sustainable income for the whole village’s good, 
and not to divide the collective compensation to individual villagers as only 
one-third of them (those who held contracted rights to collectively owned 
industrial and agricultural land) would have been beneficiaries of this solution. 
In another decision made with an eye to social equality, half shares were 
granted to members of the so-called Group 6, to whom the Mengke village had 
sold its hukous in the early 1990s, but who were not original villagers. After 
negotiations, this decision was also motivated by the concern for the harmony 
of the village and consolidating rather than threatening its collective identity.  
Based on thinking in which hukou was considered to be a single institutional 
constraint within a wider historically inherited and social context in which the 
members of the collective operated, the collective was able to find its own way 
to reach justice and equality in this case, too. Again, in question is a finding 
that recalls the classic arguments by institutional economists (e.g., Polanyi, 
1944/2001) that economic activities are embedded in social relations. Clearly, 
for the Mengke villagers and their land-asset based shareholding company, the 
collective ownership does not bring about the tragedy of the commons.  

Overall, Article III revealed four findings about the motives behind the 
shareholding system. First, collective economic activities do not simply seek 
the maximization of profits like neoclassical economists predict. These 
collective economic activities are not doomed to fail economically in that they 
can make profits, but they are not seeking profits only. Second, the 
shareholding cooperative system such as the one in Mengke village is a 
strategy that helps villagers to resist external threats such as land loss. Third, 
the collective economic organization is not merely a firm or a single market, as 
it can work as a firm and a market simultaneously. This finding challenges the 
idea of market and firm as two opposing mechanisms for distributing 
resources. The mechanisms of how economic organizations operate are 
embedded in social bonds. Finally, and perhaps most fundamentally, 
collective economic organization based on common properties contributes to 
maintaining the identity of the collective. Aspects of solving potential internal 
conflicts regarding common properties (cf. Ostrom, 1990) were present, but 
even more crucially the Mengke shareholding company is a way for villagers 
to resist external forces and achieve sustainable development and harmony for 
the village. Economic organizations like the Mengke shareholding company 
have multiple roles: they operate as welfare providers and mediators to 
balance the interests of different stakeholders. Collective ownership is not a 
stumbling block to achieve efficiency and successful urban development; 
arguably it can work even more efficiently than private ownership in certain 
contexts.  



48 
 

For a large part especially in southern China, original villagers in 
urbanizing areas have seized collective real estate entrepreneurialism in 
response to vast numbers of incoming rural migrants and rising demand for 
low-cost rental housing. In these cases, land has been redeveloped into 
informal, high-density, and usually low-quality rentals catered to rural 
migrants. In question is a socio-economically disadvantaged group closely 
associated with urban villages besides the powerful local governments and 
often economically prosperous collectives of native (ex-)peasants. Article IV 
turns the dissertation’s research gaze to rural migrants as a lens to illustrate 
wider socio-spatial connections and consequences of Chinese urban villages as 
a simultaneously urban land-related and spatially intricate and multi-scalar 
question. For this purpose, I used Henri Lefebvre’s (1991) famous theorization 
of the production of social space. The crux of this meta-level spatial theory is 
the dynamic interplay between what Lefebvre called conceived (top-down 
programmatic, rationalized economically or otherwise), practical (routinized, 
commonsensical and implying a level of an actor’s spatial competence) and 
lived (emotional) spatialities. In article IV, I applied this triadic framework to 
analyze how the political-economic forces (including post-Mao China’s land 
regime and its entanglements with state-led policies of flexible labor and 
entrepreneurialism; creating consumption demand and urban beautification; 
and privatized housing) and cultural underpinnings (e.g., the country’s altered 
urban/rural divide, regional cultures, Confucianism-inspired hard working 
ethos) come together in rural migrants’ local lives.  

In empirical terms, the article explores young adult urban migrants’ 
everyday practices, expectations and hopes by a case study carried out in two 
urban villages in Xiamen: the extremely densely-built and populated migrant 
enclaves of An’dou and Caitang.  The main research questions asked in Article 
IV were: how do the official labor, housing and consumption discourses or 
spatializations (as key dimensions of the urban conceived space in the market 
socialist, growth-obsessed China) influence the rural migrants’ everyday 
socio-spatial practices (the practiced space), and position them symbolically 
and emotionally (the lived space) in local and wider social spaces of their lives? 
How do the rural migrants reproduce and create everyday spaces of their own 
(the practiced space–lived space nexus)? What roles does the urban village 
play in these renegotiations as the habitat of the studied Xiamen migrants? 

The article’s results corroborate findings from earlier studies on the 
migrants’ everyday experiences as “strangers” or “virtual foreigners within the 
cities of their own country” (Solinger, 1999, p. 4; Zhang, 2002), but at the same 
time offer insights into how they had attitudes and competencies that enabled 
them to reproduce and create social activities and symbolically “own” spaces. 
The informants worked at the lower end of the local job market spectrum in 
and outside the urban villages, and the informality of the local “second-tier” 
job markets for migrants was very observable as entrances to the An’dou and 
Caitang villages functioned as open-air recruitment centres for migrants. The 
migrants’ living conditions in their tenancies were substandard, but they 
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shared homeownership as “the so-called Chinese dream in the new era” (Zhao 
et al., 2018). However, both institutional obstacles related to their inferior 
hukou status and cultural prejudices made achieving this goal practically 
impossible. Even so, the homeownership dream itself had very tangible 
impacts, as they put industriousness and work-orientation centre stage in their 
lives instead of investing in current housing or immediate consumption 
desires in the expensive, “beautified” consumption spaces outside urban 
villages. At the same time, the informants renegotiated value systems inherent 
to Chinese culture. This took place in several ways: they reworked rural-
versus-urban tensions (while being themselves stigmatized based on this 
binary), and employed Confucian-inspired hard-working ethos for their own 
and their offspring’s good. Having migrated to Xiamen from different regions 
in China, they also brought their regional-cultural tastes into urban villages 
(through eating out affordably in urban villages, for instance) and contributed 
to the place-making of these low-status enclaves as “China in microcosm.” 
Showing that emotional ties to land can be reworked, the migrants’ closest-
knit social relations relied on native-place and kinship-based networks 
immediately upon their arrival but were gradually rescaled to form bonds and 
“fictive kinship relations” (as in the case of surrogate parenting) with fellow 
migrants who shared the same regional provenance (see also Zhang, 2002).  
Encapsulating practical and emotional contradictions of their life-situations, 
the informants held ambivalent attitudes to the rural home village they had 
left. In the interviews, this was expressed both as nostalgia (“Nothing can 
replace the position of my home village in my heart”) and in negative ways (“I 
cannot go back. All my relatives who stay in the home village believe I have 
earned a lot”).      

Overall, the everyday lives of An’dou and Caitang rural migrants were 
framed both culturally (with both negative and positive effects) and by growth 
and urbanization policies that treat them as hukou-less and cheap flexible 
labor. The Xiamen migrants were fully aware of the cultural and institutional 
barriers that delimit their urban rights, practical opportunities, and spatial 
competence (Lefebvre, 1974/1991). Nonetheless, each interviewee refused to 
accept a role as the system’s passive victim without one’s own will or agency.  
As “other” urban spaces and by-products of post-Mao China’s official 
development goals induced through land relations, the analyzed urban villages 
were for the Xiamen rural migrants economically and socially accessible living 
spaces as well as key entry-points into the city.        
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6. CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION  

The articles in this dissertation analyze urban villages in the prosperous city of 
Xiamen, southern China, and the city of Chaoyang in northern China with a 
more stagnating economy. Commonalities in their results demonstrate that 
the four case studies are strongly interconnected. The first three articles 
focused on the original villagers as a group of urbanized actors in China and 
showed that in the face of the ongoing economic, institutional and social 
transformations, village collectives took active roles by starting to develop 
their remaining land, in part to maintain their collective identity and avoid 
social conflicts.6 Even Article IV in which the socio-spatial everyday practices, 
valuations and life expectations among rural migrants were taken under 
scrutiny instead the more economy-centric analyses of the real estate 
development activities by native peasants, this socio-economically more 
disadvantaged urbanized actor group responded actively to the rapidly 
changing urban circumstances, and renegotiated value systems inherent to 
Chinese culture.   

All articles in this doctoral research show that the social, economic and not 
the last land relations have experienced dramatic restructuration in the post-
Mao era, producing socio-economic differentiation, cleavages in land values 
and uses, and distinct coping strategies by different actors. In the past, striking 
differences between peasants who lived in the urban-rural fringe, and those in 
remote rural areas, did not exist. In Mao’s China, the party-led “spatial 
orientation and strategy” (Lefebvre, 1991, p.421) was based on the 
collectivization of rural land, populating the countryside at the expense of 
cities, lauding the peasant, and institutionalizing the land-bound hukou 
registration system. The main income source for all peasants was agricultural 
production. In the current market-socialist China, much of this (but not 
everything, as multiple path-dependencies remain) has been turned on its 
head. Above all the Mao-era anti-capitalist politics of going against the grain 
of capitalist urbanization has been rescinded, aided by decentralized approach 
in which the fiscal income base of local states is heavily dependent on land 
requisitions and leaseholds. During these transitory processes, the fates of the 
two urbanized actor groups (the original villagers vs. rural migrants) analyzed 
in this dissertation have been mutually dependent but very diverging in socio-
economic terms.   

Since the land, housing, agricultural, job market, migration policy and 
multiple other reforms and experiments in China within the past few decades, 
some villagers who live amidst growing cities or their vicinity have become 
                                                           
6 Some scholars (Deng &O’Brien, 2003) suggest that the local authorities (often in collaboration with 
the village collectives and their leaders) may exploit people’s social relations (including family and 
kinship ties) to exercise what they refer to as “relational repression”. However, my interview data did 
not show significant traces of relational repression in operation in the villages analyzed for this 
dissertation.  
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(occasionally very rich) developers, whereas millions of villagers from more 
peripheral areas have floated to cities for precarious jobs to make a decent 
living. In the first group, as shown in Articles I, II and III, ex-peasants who 
have become professional developers or landlords now garner incomes 
through renting their residential or commercial real estate. Meanwhile, as 
shown in Article IV, rural migrants have to tolerate modest living conditions 
in urban villages, as these informally developed neighborhoods are among the 
only few affordable housing options to them. Even though both of these groups 
are still called peasants, in fact, they have become two different “classes” in 
socio-economic terms. This tremendous gap has been created by the great 
urban transformation in China, in which land relations have played a pivotal 
role. Thus, this study has exemplified how the land, real estate and housing 
related institutional changes have not only reshaped the physical urban 
landscape, but also played a key role in restructuring the social and economic 
relations among Chinese people.  

As regards the dissertation’s first research question, which concerns the 
land-related institutional changes and their economic and social consequences, 
the first three articles supported the ideas proposed by previous studies in the 
lineages the original institutional economics and political economy of land 
(e.g., Fisher, 1923; Bowles & Gintis, 2002; Haila, 2016) that property rights 
are not only merely materialistic relations between people and objects, nor just 
legal relations between formal institutions. Instead, property rights are social 
relations, constructed socially and with real-life social repercussions.  

More specifically, the private land ownership as the solution to China’s 
urban problems has been questioned throughout this dissertation, both 
explicitly (Articles I, II, and III) and implicitly (Article IV). Axiomatic 
approaches by scholars, policy makers and international advisory 
organizations to how to transfer the previous rural villages into “proper” urban 
communities, or how land on urban fringes should be acquired, have nurtured 
the criticisms of China’s collective land ownership. In arguing against such 
simplifying views supported by neoclassical and neo-institutional urban 
economics, the dissertation advocates Haila’s (2016) insight that the 
prioritization of land property rights as private land ownership is based on the 
problematic separation between economic and social spheres. The first three 
articles directly challenge the western-biased view endorsed by mainstream 
economists that collective land ownership is the obstacle to urban 
development, mired in inefficiencies.  

 
The dissertation’s context-specific cases from Chinese prove that it is not 

necessarily leading to social conflicts, inefficient land use or chaos. Instead, it 
can even an alternative land tenure for transformative urban development. 
From a narrowly economist perspective, to be sure, collective land ownership 
can be seen as an ambiguous property rights system. But as the findings of 
Article I show, ambiguous property rights are not equal to insecure property 
rights. It can be a functional type of land arrangement in communities like the 
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villages in Article I, II and III. As also shown in these articles, collective land 
ownership has potential to solve the disagreements among key actors and 
stakeholders.  

In this study on two present-day Chinese cities, decision-making processes, 
social consequences and cultural underpinnings related to collective land 
ownership are tackled in empirical detail. In principle, the study’s findings are 
in line with previous studies in social sciences (without a focus on the collective 
land ownership itself) on how collective institutions have been necessary to 
protect the economic and social rights of villagers in post-Mao China (e.g., Po, 
2011; Sargeson, 2012; 2016). In particular, Article I witnessed the presence of 
what I coined the collective value logic in a complex series of negotiations 
around the development of a shopping mall by Lin village peasants. Grounded 
in inherited Chinese understandings of community and land, it tied the 
villagers together to overcome individual disagreements and execute the 
successful project. In the analyses of how the Xiaojia villagers embraced a 
distinctive property mind (a kind of real estate -oriented economic mentality 
embedded in social relations), in Article II, I found that landed property rights 
are not natural but naturalized by the changing institutional-legal context. 
Elaborating on these results, Article III detailed on the motivations behind 
Mengke village’s shareholding cooperative. Taking into account social equality 
concerns such as non-native hukou holders’ dividends (in this case, as a trade-
off based on such concerns, half shares were granted to members of the so-
called Group 6), the ownership was negotiable, but the villagers were able to 
find their own logic to define the property rights. In Article IV, the analyses of 
Xiamen rural migrants’ urban practices and positional meaning-making 
showed that the collectively owned and developed An’dou and Caitang urban 
villages were to them affective kernels in their precarious situations, marginal 
entry points into the city, and spaces on urban land that they did not own but 
had made symbolically as their own.  

These findings offer a reflective corrective to the seemingly unending 
discussions and proposals in post-Mao China on how to speed up urban 
development while putatively also healing its problems through the promotion 
of privatized land ownership. Overall, the collective value logic in treating land 
produced working solutions that benefited economically and socially the 
involved peasants in Xiamen (Article I) and Chaoyang (Articles II and III). In 
Article IV, it was documented that the collectively owned and developed 
affordable, co-ethnic settlements in An’dou and Caitang urban villages had 
made possible their multiple beneficial uses by rural migrants.  

This brings us to the dissertation’s second research question: How have the 
actors in urban villages, including original villagers and their collectives as well 
as rural migrants, reacted to the economic, institutional and social 
transformations? The original villagers reacted to institutional changes and 
urban transformations going on in Chinese cities by giving up their traditional 
agricultural activities and starting to operate collectively as real estate 
developers. The establishing of their shareholding companies leaves no 
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question about their own independent and largely successful agency in the face 
of rapid development threatening their collectives. In their economic 
operations, a key motivation was to consider social relations, and in turn 
guarantee and consolidate their collective identity in the longer term.7 Even 
less so in circumstances of their own choosing, the disadvantaged rural 
migrants were facing socio-economic and cultural discrimination. Even so, 
they were not mere dispossessed victims to growth- and branding-oriented 
urbanization and its abstract calculations. To bear the hardships and 
ambivalences of their life situations, Xiamen migrants actively renegotiated 
production and reproduction relations in and through their immediate habitat 
and rescaled their culturally-grounded place and kinship bonds while residing 
in urban villages. Instead of conceptualizing the rural migrants’ situations via 
classic bipolar structure vs. agency terms (cf. in recent Chinese urban studies: 
Liu and Wong, 2020), Lefebvre’s triadic theory of space enabled an empirically 
rich analysis of how political-economic forces, cultural underpinnings and 
everyday social and material conditions came together in the marginalized 
Chinese migrants’ lives in Xiamen.  

In strict empirical terms, the findings made in this dissertation are regime 
and culture specific. The features of China’s transitional market-socialist 
system with the CCP-led but decentralized growth orientation driving the 
country’s pell-mell urbanization and land transitions, form the essential 
political-economic backdrop for the cases that are analyzed in this study. As a 
key curiosity of China’s land regime, for instance, the gradually liberalized but 
still potent hukou system categorized the ex-peasants in Articles II and III as 
holders of rural hukou, which guided their actions in multiple ways. Also, 
cultural embeddedness proved causative for many of the documented aspects 
of urbanization and reacting to it. A key factor in the case studies was the 
persistence of a strong inherited collective culture in China, underscoring the 
ties between land and community (Fei, 1992). In all of the four articles, land is 
not merely a commodity or asset for exchange. When villagers make decisions 
on land issues, social and cultural issues matter. This chime with what Fei 
(1939) writes about land’s deep-seated meanings in the Chinese society: “The 
villagers judge a person as good or bad according to his industry in working on 
the land.” Perhaps more pronouncedly in China than in most other 
contemporary societies, then, cultural values and social concerns such as 
keeping harmony of the intimate collective, or saving for the next generation, 
continue to matter in land issues. In this context, conceiving the land property 
right issue as a mere financial calculus would be to violate many Chinese actors’ 
culturally, socially and morally embedded “property mind.” Also, other aspects 
of cultural embeddedness accounted for in this dissertation (from the 
Confucianism-inspired hard-working ethos to the rescaling of place and 
                                                           
7 Some recent studies rightly point out that the institutional continuation of village collectives in post-
Mao China has not always guaranteed their economic prospering (e.g., Wong, 2015; 2016). However, 
what this dissertation’s case studies corroborate is that the collective ownership of land in itself should 
not be predefined as an economic obstacle.  
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kinship bonds among rural migrants) show that culture matters in the evolving 
land and social relations in the present-day China.  

Through analyzing economy-related activities by propertied ex-peasants 
and young adult rural migrants in urban villages of Xiamen and Chaoyang, this 
dissertation demonstrates that the land question is not simply an economic 
question. It is a social, cultural and ethical question in wider terms and with a 
broad societal and transformational significance (Haila, 2016, p. 44). That said, 
it must be finally emphasized that this dissertation does not seek to generalize 
about land developments across all Chinese cities, nor to provide models for 
future land developments in China or beyond. Neither does it pretend to cover 
a holistic account of the life situations of all native villagers and rural migrants 
in Xiamen and Chaoyang, not to speak of the rest of Chinese cities of variable 
size. Further, the study’s main objective has neither been to offer exact or 
empirically generalizable comparisons between the dissertation’s study locales. 
Rather, the adopted agency- and culturally-sensitized case study approach to 
the five Chinese urban villages is ultimately aiming at enriching the empirical 
and theoretical understanding of Chinese land transformations, and debates 
around this crucial aspect of the ongoing urbanization in China.  

While opening in-depth ethnographic insights into the everyday realities of 
real estate development or living as a migrant in a contemporary Chinese city, 
the ultimate objective of the dissertation is to contribute to the theoretical 
debates on land relations and property rights. Significantly, in the light of the 
dissertation’s findings, the pressure put by the World Bank, the OECD, and 
the Asia Development Bank on various countries in the Global South to 
privatize their land seems particularly inappropriate (e.g., Liberti, 2014). 
Through examples related to Chinese urban villages, the dissertation shows 
that collective land ownership can be an alternative that works efficiently and 
sustainably, even if problems may remain (as are usually unavoidable in real-
world settings as distinct from idealized theoretical abstractions). As such, this 
doctoral study suggests that researchers on land question should take 
seriously its multifarious ethical, cultural and social impacts, and not just 
impose economist or western theories as axioms that guide the analysis from 
the ground up, and turn a blind eye to the complexity of political-economic 
and socio-cultural contexts. In this spirit, this study is simultaneously a call for 
further empirically grounded, theoretically open-eyed case analyses and 
comparative studies to join in the theoretical debate on the land question.  
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