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Abstract
Preserving a city’s rich cultural heritage may require a balancing
act when weighed against market demand. Shanghai’s historic
row houses, known as the lilong – a legacy of Western-influenced
housing during the city’s time as a treaty port (1842-1943) – are
facing extinction at the hands of post-reform property developers
seeking valuable land for high-rise condo development. Once the
realm of local servants and Chinese laborers, the lilong have
come to symbolize the pressures of industrialization as migrants
from across the country have settled in – China’s first encounter
with spatial modernity. Through academic discourse, nostalgia
has led the claim that the lilong should by all means be preserved
even for its historic value per se. Here I argue: do we really under-
stand enough about the existence of the lilong in the context of
the rapidly changing structure of modern Chinese society to
make such a claim? All study of contemporary urbanization must
begin with a study of its residents’ processes of adaptation to
their radically modernized identities as buffeted by social and po-
litical change, which is different from the study of the image that
is being projected about its residents’ lives either by scholars on
one side or by governments on the other. I will explore the di-
mensions from which urban housing could be studied in the glo-
balizing processes whereby apparently property-led development
is becoming standard urban planning practice, with its concomi-
tant influence on the lifestyle of the Chinese today.

Introduction

Studies of post-reform China from various perspectives have addressed
growing societal concerns. The process of post-Mao China’s economic
reform began in the early 1980s, and China has since experienced



massive growth in export revenues and in the development of its
domestic market. This development, as all chapters in this volume
address, has led to a substantial movement of the population from rural
to urban areas to fuel China’s industrialized economy.

Urbanization has become one of the key characteristics of contempor-
ary China. The image of today’s cosmopolitan, pro-growth, consumer-
driven China has fundamentally altered perceptions of pre-reform
China.1 These characteristics are not unique to China, especially when
compared to other industrialized East-Asian economies that previously
enjoyed rapid growth.2 Nevertheless, what is unique to China is the
sheer scale at which its process of urbanization has occurred.

Fascinated by the process of urbanization in China, my purpose in
this chapter is to make sense of this process in a broader sense and to
make use of the understanding of this process in a focused case study
of local communities in urban Shanghai. By placing my discussions in
theoretical frameworks of urbanization studies from various angles – in-
cluding history, geography, architecture, sociology, and anthropology –
I seek to shed light on the conflicts and tensions over urban space
brought about by the transformation of urban space. In this chapter, I
specifically draw attention to different perspectives on a particular pro-
blem of urban housing in China in the context of a market-oriented
economy since the economic reforms implemented in the late 1970s.
In other words, the central theme of this chapter is the exploration of
the importance of community space in the globalizing processes where-
by property-led development is apparently becoming standard urban-
planning practice, with its concomitant influence on the lifestyle of the
Chinese today.

The subject of this chapter is the late low-rise vernacular housing
legacy, built in Shanghai by foreigners who occupied Shanghai since
the mid-nineteenth century, known as lilong. Before the economic
reforms of the late 1970s, lilong houses were the dominant form of
housing in Shanghai. Today, lilong houses stand in sharp contrast with
the growing trend of property-led growth that favors higher density and
higher-return housing development. Life in the lilong neighborhoods is
inconvenient compared to the modern life in high-rise apartments.
Nevertheless, it also has its advantage, which is the sense of community
– something the individual room in high-rise apartments cannot pro-
vide. On the other hand, whereas many scholars claim that the lilong
houses and neighborhoods are representations of the history of
Shanghai and therefore must be preserved to maintain the identity of
the city, there are a number of arguments about the drawbacks of these
lilong houses, from the perspective both of the local government and of
the residents themselves.
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Urbanization, urban process, and housing

In market-oriented economies, the ‘urban process’ is the process by
which cities are largely urbanized as a venue for business to take place
in order to absorb both labor and capital surpluses.3 Whereas the ‘urba-
nization process’ is the transformational course in which a place
becomes urban morphologically, the ‘urban process’ is a framework that
is established to explain the ‘capitalistic rationality’ of the urbanization
process.4 Fulong Wu argues that rapid economic growth in China owed
its continuity to the astute reconfiguration of urban space and market-
oriented land development.5 China’s urban process involves densifying
the inner-city area and expanding the network of transportation to reach
undeveloped parts of the city. High-tech parks and other satellite indus-
trial zones were also included in the plan.6

Furthermore, the process of land privatization was the mechanism
that made the transfer of land-use rights from socialist to market sys-
tem smooth and active.7 As laid out in this sketch, urban development
has been a successful tool for economic growth. After housing reform,
the real estate markets in urban areas have been dominated by private
enterprises and Hong Kong developers. In Shanghai, the real estate
market was important in three ways. First and foremost, there was a
housing shortage, making the provision of housing crucial to accommo-
dating the growth of the urban population. Second, policy was a means
of extracting cash from existing resources; the leasing of land, then,
was central to the city’s process of capital accumulation.8 Finally, the ex-
pansion of urban areas through the expansion of residential areas was
an ‘urban process’ in which the labor and capital surpluses could be
used efficiently.

In reality, by the mid-1990s, Shanghai was dealing with the problem
of over-accumulation of capital, galvanized by China’s fixed exchange
rate and an intensive export-led labor-intensive economy. The lack of ef-
fective demand and domestic consumption were also problematic.9 To
address both problems, the city decided to stimulate the housing mar-
ket. The housing reform process proceeded as follows. In order to pro-
vide more housing at a rapid pace, the local government had to be un-
tied from socialist-style housing provision through work-unit distribu-
tion and subsidization; therefore, the local government sanctioned both
private developers (including joint-ventures between private developers
and state-owned enterprises) to have a share in the market by invest-
ment. By resorting to private developers, Shanghai could produce a
large amount of housing units to accommodate the growing population
of the emerging urban center it was building. Not only was Shanghai a
destination for Chinese jobseekers (and migrants), it was also a destina-
tion for foreign entrepreneurs. The involvement of real estate foreign
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direct investment (FDI) has subsequently played a crucial role in the
spatial restructuring of the city.

Yet, this does not mean that the local government abandoned social
housing provision completely. In fact, local government has continued
to run a ‘dual-track’ system; while the real estate market takes care of
the upper- and middle-class housing, the local government continues to
provide housing to existing residents through relocation and residents
tied to the work-unit system through its housing subsidy program. Both
tracks necessitated the massive construction of housing units.

Shanghai’s lilong in context

From this basic overview of urbanization, the urban process, and hous-
ing in China, I will now move to the focused subject of this chapter
which is the lilong houses and neighborhoods. The preservation of a
city’s rich cultural heritage may require a balancing act when weighted
against market demand. In Shanghai, historical row houses, known as
the lilong, are a legacy of Western influence after China’s defeat in the
First Opium War and its loss of commercial coastal cities to foreign
powers. The lilong houses were basically Western row houses trans-
planted onto Shanghai’s soil. British developers first built lilong houses
to provide basic accommodation for Chinese laborers. A typical lilong
neighborhood is a walled community composed of a main lane running
all or halfway across each block. Smaller lanes branch off, connecting
perpendicularly to the main lane in order to provide circulation for
other housing units – as many as possible – to be packed into any sin-
gle neighborhood. The developers saw this layout of lilong neighbor-
hoods as the most economical and efficient way to accommodate high
densities, foregoing any concern for spatial needs or appropriate sani-
tary conditions. Architecturally, there was very little reference to the
famous Chinese courtyard houses, as the purpose of the lilong was to cre-
ate housing of the highest possible density; hence, the conventional lux-
ury of having a courtyard as a communal family space had to be taken
away.

The lilong houses are also stylistically interesting. Historian Lu
Hanchao calls them ‘half-breed’, as they incorporate both Western and
Chinese architectural features.10 What is special about the houses, how-
ever, is the continuity of the way of life of the people who continually
adjusted their lifestyle to suit the changing conditions of the lilong
houses since they were first built in the mid-nineteenth century.11

A lilong neighborhood, then, is basically a gated community consist-
ing of rows of lilong houses. Inside, continuous peripheral lilong houses
serve as a single wall around the neighborhood and commercial
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windows to the outside street. Lanes inside the lilong are not only for
circulation but are a community space where social activity takes place
in lieu of the missing courtyard in traditional Chinese courtyard
houses. Life in the lilong neighborhoods is communal, social, and inti-
mate, as the small size of the houses and the limited availability of
social space constrained any other forms of interaction other than inti-
mate ones. Residents have to come out to the lanes to socialize and
before long they get to know each other. Once the realm of local ser-
vants, the lilong houses have come to symbolize the pressures of urbani-
zation as migrants from across the country have settled into them since
the reforms and opening up of China in the 1980s.

I have argued elsewhere that there are indeed contesting issues.12 In
this chapter, I want to point out that the lilong houses and neighbor-
hoods are in the middle of three contesting issues. First and foremost
is a practical problem – i.e. the housing problems in present-day
Shanghai (i.e. inadequate supply and displacement) to which the lilong
has failed to deliver a viable solution. Housing is my main focus of
research in this chapter, but this chapter is not solely about housing.
What comes to contradict the first idea is therefore the second issue:
the role of the lilong in the image-making process of Shanghai. Having
the lilong in the city has pros and cons: lilong houses and neighborhoods

Figure 8.1 Aerial photograph of Shanghai in the 1930s

An aerial photograph of Shanghai (overlooking the original part of the city called
Puxi) in the 1930s showing the dominating pattern of lilong houses. Only along
the waterfront (The Bund; by the Huangpu River at the top of the photograph)
were other building types located; most of them were foreigners’ houses and
their business headquarters.

Photo: courtesy of Virtual Shanghai Project, Christian Henriot, IAO ! Lyon 2
University
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in the city could provide Shanghai with some references to the past, but
their rundown condition is definitely not eye-pleasing, especially when
juxtaposed with the ‘postcard image’ of the new glittering Shanghai.13

Finally, the third issue is that the growing preference for other, more
modern forms of housing could lead to the voluntary diminishing of
the lilong housing stock.

As we see in this quick outline of the problem, it is quite obvious that
the lilong houses and neighborhoods have no ‘single location’ in pre-
sent-day Shanghai. Put simply: on the one hand, they should be pre-
served due to their historical value and their role in making Shanghai a
cultural city on a par with Western counterparts;14 but on the other
hand, the attempted preservation of the lilong houses and neighbor-
hoods ignores the critical housing condition that affects the quality of
urban life. The lilong neighbourhoods will help Shanghai maintain its
connection to the past; yet most people do not want to live there any-
more because of the inconvenience and the better options available
among modern accommodation, not to mention, perhaps, a self-
conscious rejection of what might be considered an outdated lifestyle.
So, where should the lilong houses and neighborhoods be? In this chap-
ter, I will try to make sense of the situation through the discussion of
several key ideas of urbanization and development as well as my own
research. All of these are backed up by my ethnographic fieldwork

Figure 8.2 Diagrams showing the basic structure of a typical lilong
neighbourhood

Illustration: Wenjun Ge
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method, which involves participant observations and semi-structured
interviews done in Shanghai from 2009-2010.

Urbanization and housing

Housing issues in Shanghai, in particular, have long been discussed by
many scholars from different angles, such as the issues of housing pro-
vision, the economy of residents’ relocation, migration, the right to the
city, and gentrification, to name a few.15 One example that is central to
urban issues in Shanghai is the recent effort of the government to
reform housing provision. The interaction between state, market, and
society is central to the process of housing development: while the state
is obligated to provide housing of adequate standard, it also has an
agenda in making space available for economic growth.16 According to
this agenda, a high-rise apartment is a preferred form of investment.

It is useful to understand the historical context of housing provision
in Shanghai in conjunction with its urbanization process. In the early
stages of the reform, incoming residents were accommodated via sev-
eral channels with the help of the government through provisions of
public housing.17 Through the work-unit (danwei) system, existing ur-
ban residents were given the option to stay or to move with reasonable
support either in the form of compensation or relocation. Although not
entirely equitable, migrants also benefitted from the help of their dan-
wei employers and the constant process of negotiation in the system.18

Such a system, however, had its limit. From an economic and micro-
planning perspective, this system was nothing more than debt finan-
cing, although one could argue that it was reasonably executed in sup-
port of other more profitable economic activities for the better of the
economic whole.19 The need for housing is a basic need; hence access
to housing is access to a basic need that needs to be fulfilled.

Nevertheless, when the market became more open to competition
from private investors and the government decided to take its hands
out of the housing market in order to re-balance the losses from the
first debt-financing stage, housing became an issue. For example, in
Shanghai, the economy took off in the early 1990s and since then the
city has resorted to private investors in order to finance the building of
housing units. This strategy, according to many scholars, is a double-
edged sword.20 On the one hand, it potentially serves as a viable finan-
cial infrastructure, alleviating the burden on the local government and
enabling private investors to ‘act creatively’ in solving the problems of
housing shortage. Nevertheless, at the center of the urban residents’
discontent is the manipulation of the market due to the lack of transpar-
ency in land acquisition.
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As Shanghai grows, it needs more space to accommodate its resi-
dents. Although the lilong houses were by no means low-density houses
like the traditional courtyard houses but rather modern medium-density
housing designed and built to accommodate large numbers of residents
from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, the density – or, to use a
planning term, ‘plot ratio’ – is not enough to lodge the growing popula-
tion in the era of a market-oriented economy. As housing stock in
China is by and large the product of the socialist regime, up until the
reforms the state did not resort to the market in the process of housing
relocation. Hence, most of the houses were allocated without any real
consideration of the market’s price.21 Once the economic reforms were
implemented, the local government was responsible for making up the
differences between the minimum and the real market price in market-
oriented housing situations.22 With the increasing demand for more
space to accommodate new residents who move to Shanghai where
there are more employment opportunities, the local government sees
handing over the tedious work of housing provision to the developers
as a way of achieving the desired density and, ultimately, the high eco-
nomic development their superiors in the central government want to
see.23

Given that many lilong neighborhoods are a century or at least half-
a-century old, they have been razed to the ground, one after the other,
at an unprecedented speed, especially in the past ten years, to make
way for a much more economically viable solution for accommodating

Figure 8.3 A poster at the People’s Republic of China booth at the United
National Human Settlements Program (UNHabitat) World
Urban Forum in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (March 2010)

The poster shows that the government sees traditional settlements as a
‘shantytown’ and high-rise real estate development as ‘renovation’.

Photo: courtesy of Professor Reinhard Goethert, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology
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the residents of Shanghai.24 Moreover, sometimes the local government
even insists on viewing lilong neighborhoods as squatter neighborhoods
and therefore dangerous, legitimizing its role in ‘cleaning up’ to make
way for better housing. Whether or not the claim is correct, residents
do not usually get the opportunity to speak for themselves and have to
watch their houses being razed and be relocated.25

In particular, as the pre-reform government housing provision to sup-
port residents could only provide subsidies for housing but not mainte-
nance of the houses, many leftover lilong neighborhoods were allowed
to deteriorate. On top of that, as many lilong neighborhoods accommo-
date a large number of residents, they do not necessarily look as nice or
clean as the modern high-rise condos. Some of the lilong neighbor-
hoods, in fact, are similar in appearance to squatter settlements. These
residents are not wealthy enough to afford better places to stay; hence
the question is not whether they do or do not mind living in such con-
ditions because it is the only option they have. Having no money to af-
ford to renovate their places and having to absorb more people in their
houses to earn extra much-needed income, squatter-like conditions are
inevitable. For sure we know that the projection of such an image is un-
desirable to Shanghai, a city that is building new and modern skyscra-
pers day and night to project the image of a new China to the world.

Lilongs were bulldozed many times, usually in prime urban areas, to
make space for the building of more profitable high-rises. The former
residents were given the option to move back in if they wished. Some
research, however, shows that there was only a limited number of peo-
ple who were ‘lucky enough’ to receive such compensation. Never-
theless, unless the building process is somehow brought into more of a
balance, the imbalanced building of segregated high-rises will lead to
the death of the streets and the death of the sense of community as a
whole, which is a major social problem. The impact of family displace-
ment has not been well documented, while the growing capacity of
Shanghai to economically accommodate more people is praised and
emphasized as an achievement.26 There are clearly negative impacts,
namely the weighted changing socio-cultural structure of the city as a
whole. That is, if Shanghai only focuses on economic development, wel-
coming residents who can afford high-rise apartments and continuing
to relocate existing residents, the city will soon become less diverse and
will lose contact with its original residents, who have lived in these
neighborhoods for generations, long before the start of economic re-
form. Viewed from this angle, as the lilong houses and neighborhoods
represent a counterbalancing force to the high-rise developments, their
existence and right to remain in the city should then be taken into con-
sideration in Shanghai’s development plan.
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The Past, Place-Making, and Historical Preservation

Despite the fact that the proponents of the lilong houses have made it
clear that there are various reasons why they should be protected, pre-
servation alone is not going to help. In fact, what is even more difficult
to comprehend is the ‘rhetoric’ behind historical preservation. Here I
would like to present some traces of this rhetoric and then argue for
the methodical means of understanding the idea of historical preser-
vation.

In China, the unprecedented speed of urban development and family
planning policy also reverse the process and complicate the issue. In
Shanghai, the local government may use the discourse of historical

Figure 8.4 Aerial photographs of Shanghai in the 1930s (left) and 2008
(right)

Aerial photographs of Shanghai in the 1930s (left) and 2008 (right) comparing
the pattern of urban fabric. A large number of lilong houses, which were the
dominating fabric of the city in the 1930s, have been razed to the ground since
the early 1980s, resulting in a mixed fabric of high-rise buildings and lilong
houses as shown in the photograph on the right.

Photos: courtesy of Virtual Shanghai Project, Christian Henriot, IAO ! Lyon 2
University and Google Earth Image
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preservation to keep the houses it deems representative of the city’s his-
tory, no matter how derelict they are, as a necessary feature of re-con-
ceiving historical vis-à-vis cultural contents needed for a ‘metropolis of
the twentieth-first century’. In realizing these contradictory forms and
processes of regionalism and globalization within the context of
Chinese urbanization, I argue that these attempts to incorporate a parti-
cular interpretation of history fall short in terms of foresighted city
planning and the omission of actual lived experiences, but also by in-
adequately explicating the tension that exists behind the façade of a
Chinese metropolis. One of the major problems here is the sharp divi-
sions between disciplines of study, which have prevented scholars from
understanding the issue from a holistic perspective, let alone reflecting
on their experiences in conveying a readable narrative of the place they
study. What is worse: authoritative studies of spatial consumerism are
often based on painstaking studies in the fields of economics and quan-
titative sociology. These techniques, however, have proven inadequate
when studying the underpinning politics of how ‘space’ is perceived
and consumed. Without a critical analysis of how the change has altered
late-socialist spatial restructuring through an ethnographic framework,
there is no way to penetrate the reality.

That is to say, as pointed out earlier, although today we know how im-
portant lilong houses are historically, historical preservation of the lilong
houses can be superficial if it emphasizes mainly the preservation of
the appearance of the building. The first trace of the historical preserva-
tion policy is the preservation of the meeting place of the First National
Congress of the Communist Party of China, which was, as you might
have guessed, held in a lilong house (which is now, of course, a
museum and a National Heritage Site). It makes a sound case to recog-
nize the importance of such a physical urban constituent, especially
when this has a direct link to the history of the Communist Party in
China’s authoritarian regime context.

Viewed from a distance, I must say, this proto-preservation outlook is
hardly deniable. The celebrated renovation project of lilong houses
known as the Xintiandi, a dilapidated lilong neighborhood that has been
turned into a multimillion-dollar retail district, is seen by many scholars
and professionals as a ‘good example’ of historical preservation.27 A
Hong Kong mega-developer, Shui-On Land, took the risk of giving this
redevelopment project to an American architect, Benjamin Wood, who
came up with the idea of designing a retail district that has the huma-
nized feel of small towns in Italy.28 He asserts strongly:

I disdain preservation … I don’t believe you should proclaim
things dead and turn them into museums. I believe you should
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breathe life into places. That’s my goal. I want to make living
areas, where people can eat, drink and enjoy themselves.29

The success in making Xintiandi one of the must-visit districts in
Shanghai exemplifies the superficiality of the preservation. Wood him-
self mentioned that historical preservation was not his main concern
but rather the ‘unique quality of the space’ that a solely Western-trained
architect like him saw as appropriate for this project which would be
unique to Shanghai, a city where people have become fed up with air-
conditioned department stores.30

As Wood himself – a practical architect – admits, the goal of his
design is not to preserve the past but to bring some elements of the
past to distinguish the project from other retail shopping districts of the
present. The cultural claim of restoring a typical neighbourhood is sim-
ply false. On the other hand, as one of the goals of this million-dollar
development is for it to be something more than merely a self-
contained commercial project, to justify this project on the grounds of
what we scholars think could have been done better may perhaps have
to be rethought. The success of Xintiandi might not be as much in
terms of economic or cultural sense, as many argue that the place does
not technically generate sustainable incomes given its high develop-
ment and maintenance costs, and one cannot claim to have rejuvenated
the cultural sphere when the displays of high-end products and a hyper-
expensive cup of coffee only welcome a certain group of people, most
of whom might or might not be residents of Shanghai. However, the
project itself is situated at the corner of a gigantic piece of land that the
developer is putting efforts into developing into a larger high-end resi-
dential and commercial complex. The reason for having Xintiandi
might well be argued by the sharp-witted developer who wishes to use
it as a cultural landmark for a bigger project that ‘will’ make money.
This argument has been made elsewhere.

In a general sense, the historical preservation campaign of the lilong
affects the residents’ lives in many ways. On the positive side, residents
get to remain in the place where they and their ancestors have resided
for generations, which is usually the case for the elderly. Many
renowned scholars, including the notable urbanist Jane Jacobs, have
argued for the maintenance of old neighborhoods as a means of the
preservation of the place’s livelihood.31 While it is difficult to stretch
that such a claim is a universal one, many scholars have also pointed
out that this could well be the case in Shanghai.32 In my own research,
I also found that the sense of community is best maintained by the con-
tinuity of the existence of a living community who feels the sense of
responsibility in maintaining the social relationship and order among
their neighbors.
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Among several informants with whom I had discussions and interac-
tions, both formally and informally, there are many similar stories reso-
nating with nostalgia for the good old days when ‘everybody knew each
other and cared for each other’. Many of my informants have had the
experiences of living in both the lilong neighborhoods and the new
modern housing – they are people from different generations and have
different experiences of China. The communal intimacy was also sup-
ported by the architectural structure of the neighborhoods. This was, of
course, more than what Jane Jacobs calls the ‘eyes on the street’33 that
helped to sustain the high level of security in the neighborhood, but a
real social intimacy at work that operated like interactive password-
screening securities. We can imagine this process as the factor of devel-
opment of the residents’ social life.

On the negative side, many residents are bitter because they cannot
renovate their houses simply because their houses are ‘registered as an
architectural heritage’. One might be able to think about this question
holistically if one put oneself in the shoes of the residents: many of
them are living in dilapidated buildings without adequate and stable
basic infrastructure such as tap water or electricity, yet they cannot
make changes to their houses.34 Despite efforts to rehabilitate some old
lilong neighborhoods and so-called ‘soft densification’35 to make them
more economically viable for the present-day lifestyle by increasing the
building density of the neighborhoods, such efforts are still far from
being adequate to raise the standard of living of the residents given that
they cannot technically do anything to improve the condition of their
houses themselves.36 In addition, as the majority of the tenants are not
the high and middle-income groups who work in the financial or ser-
vice sectors, money to renovate their houses is also an issue as most of
the time they can only wait for the local government to help.37

In addition, the Historic Preservation Law for both Beijing and
Shanghai only took effect in the early 2000s. While one might argue it
is better than nothing, the underlying purpose of such a law is ques-
tionable. In theory, the law identifies several ‘historic relics’ that the city
wants to preserve, but in practice, these gold-inscribed ‘historic relics’
plates only give pause to the process of high-rise development in some
areas, preserving old houses and neighborhoods that are still in (re)ha-
bitable condition.38 One assumption about the enforcement of this par-
ticular law is quite political: as Shanghai tries to re-brand itself to be as
important in the way of many successful cities, it would need ‘some
history’ to make it more attractive.39 The lilong houses, with their
sophisticated architectural ornaments and form that are unique to
China, are seen as an element of history that would make Shanghai a
city of not only the present and the future but also the glorious past.
The element of history is important in the process of creating the
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Figure 8.5 A Starbucks coffee shop in Xintiandi retail district

Photo: Gregory Bracken

Figure 8.6 The famous view of ‘Old Shanghai’ during the 1930s

The colonial past as the source of Shanghai nostalgia as claimed by scholar
Zhang Xudong.

Photo: courtesy of Virtual Shanghai Project, Christian Henriot, IAO ! Lyon 2
University
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perception of Shanghai as a city with cultural attractions. Recently, the
‘preservation and maintenance of historic relics’ is one of the key indi-
cators that the local government of Shanghai proudly presents in its
Statistical Yearbook.40

Figure 8.7 A typical lilong branch lane

A typical lilong branch lane where all types of activities ranging from drying
clothes to community gathering are normally taking place.

Photo: Non Arkaraprasertkul
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This assumption about the politics behind historical preservation is
not new to Shanghai. In fact, it is not new at all. Anthropologist
Michael Herzfeld, who has widely conducted research on this specific
political agenda in many parts of the world, has pointed out that the
use of the two terms ‘development’ and ‘historical preservation’ are not
always as benevolent and forward-thinking as we think they should be
from their literal meanings.41 The question of ‘historical preservation
for whom?’ is then a very challenging question that can only be an-
swered through the acknowledgment of all other socio-cultural changes
in post-reform urban China. The rhetoric of historical preservation is
juxtaposed with the city’s goal to project its global image representing
the contradictions both in terms of ideology of growth and planning.42

What make the lilong houses and neighborhoods worth preserving is
the combination of unique architectural form and the dynamism of the
community, not just one or the other. Hence, if one is to preserve only
the form but not the community, then it is not preservation, but a
Disneyfication.43 This marks a condition of post-colonial cities unique to
Shanghai, with its two forms of colonial legacy: sophisticated architec-
ture (such as buildings on the Bund) and the run-down lilong houses.
Whereas the former is seen as the selling point of the city’s history, the
latter has an ambiguous status. This uniqueness is, of course, based on
the history of the city. Had lilong houses been houses for the rich, they
might hold a similar status as the architecturally sophisticated buildings
on the Bund.44

Temporary urban residents and population control policy

Another factor that constitutes the change in the organization of space
and diverse forms of communal dwelling in the lilong is massive migra-
tion.45 As Shanghai has the highest economic growth rate in the coun-
try, it attracts migrants from surrounding regions.46 These migrants do
not have the rights to live in the city through the national system of per-
manent housing registration; hence the solution for their housing
choice is basically places where well-off locals would not want to live.
The lilong neighborhoods are a natural choice in this sense. Therefore,
in any of the lilong neighborhoods, today we see the mixture of old and
new residents, permanent and temporary, fixed and unstable income
groups, and so on, all living frugally together in a compound. As the
more people there are to share the rent, the better for the residents with
unstable incomes, the congestion leads to unsanitary conditions, the
dilapidation of infrastructure, and sometimes conflicts between groups,
among other problems.
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The first area of future research deals with the increasing population
and the way in which cities should accommodate them – the hard argu-
ment of Housing Studies. There are several aspects to this issue, in-
cluding inequality and social justice.47 Since the reform, concerns over
housing-related issues have moved to a central position, especially for
local governments of major urban areas. What strategy can provide
housing for all of the workers in the city? Moreover, an urban-oriented
economy and the abundance of labor in rural areas have given rise to a
new category of the urban population: the workers who temporarily mi-
grate to urban areas to find jobs and leave when there aren’t any: the
so-called ‘floating population’ (liudongrenyuan). The migrant workforce,
needless to say, is a considerable source of cheap labor that urbanizing
areas depend upon.

By simply removing the obsolete old and replacing it with the more
economically viable new, however, as shown in a number of studies, the
government only generates new problems. In addition, pushing them
to marginal areas in order to reserve the more profitable areas for other
forms of investment only exacerbates the problems, including social
displacement, inadequacy of public and transportation infrastructure,
and informal squatter settlements, to name a few.48 Different groups of
people from diverse income groups vary in their ability to afford their
accommodations. The lack of urban housing registration on the mi-
grants’ side only adds more pressure to their situation; yet all actors,
including the government which does not look highly upon their role,
depend on their inexpensive labor. The local government’s biased
investment strategy in favor of the groups that have more purchasing
power will not only lead to a severe gentrification problem but also to
an artificial bubble-like increase of prices in the properties market.49 In
fact, some studies have shown that this increase in prices of real estate
property is the single most controversial political issue in urban areas.
This will have an immense impact, manifesting itself as intense socio-
economic and financial problems that someone (i.e. the local govern-
ment) will have to solve.

Furthermore, policy change can also have an impact on the housing
problem. The change in the structure of the family after the enforce-
ment of the One Child Policy has had a profound impact on the reorga-
nization of space in a housing unit.50 Statistics show that since the
reform, the average number of persons per household has consistently
declined from 4.6 per household in 1980 to a ‘little less than 3 persons’
in 2008.51 With the consistent decline in the number of persons per
household (with a projected decline down to 2 or 2.5 persons per house-
hold in the next decade), the structure of Shanghai’s household is clo-
sest to being a modern nuclear family in all of China. With less than
three people per household today, residents who no longer need to have
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large, often multiple-floor living space for their extended families do
not want to tolerate the obsolescence of their ‘one-hundred-year-old-
plus’ lilong houses, and would prefer a ‘mod cons’ room in a modern
high-rise apartment.52

One could argue that given the change in the size of the Chinese
family due to the One Child Policy, there have been changes in housing
preferences among multi-generational Shanghai residents and immi-
grants. Younger generations, especially those working in the service sec-
tor, tend to prefer the smaller space of an apartment for day-to-day liv-
ing for a couple and one child.53 Moreover, as the One Child Policy also
allows resources from the entire family to support a single offspring,54

this generation often has the financial support of the family to purchase
apartments in newly built high-rise buildings. These are considered to
be a more sound choice for their modern lifestyle as well as being an
alternative investment to the shaky stock market. Real estate in China
has consistently gone up in value since 1979.55 It is also worth noting
that many of these buyers buy under pressure from their parents.
Those of the post-1980s generation are pressured by their parents to
divert their money into real estate, often having already benefitted
themselves from the high savings rate that finances study abroad and
extensive private education programs.56

Conclusion

For sure, the living organism of the lilong neighborhoods is unique and
has been what constituted Shanghai as China’s first modern city; yet,
the promotion of the lilong culture has to be weighed against the sky-
rocketing housing demand. Here we also recognize the changing pre-
ference in housing choice of newer residents. That said, it would make
no sense to preserve just the façade of the lilong but not the intrinsic
quality, as the quality of being a living organism is what makes the
lilong unique and worth preserving. If the preservation program is to be
carried out, then the local government will need more actors to get
involved in this program, including residents whose opinions about
their living conditions and the present situation in the houses and
neighborhoods have to be heard.

To put this in the larger context of the study of contemporary China,
what we have learned from the situation of lilong houses in Shanghai is
the growing social problem that results from the local government’s
deliberate aim to expedite urban development as a physical terrain of
post-reform investment. In this chapter I am not trying to present an ar-
gument that there are always conflicts between the two groups – the
local government and the people – as most of the previous studies on
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the topic have done. In fact, what I am trying to do is to present the
nuanced nature of the situation. In my introduction, I show that there
are a few attitudes towards the existence of the lilongs that both the local
government and the people do in fact share. Thus, if there is a conflict,
it would be ‘inside’ the terrain of the attitudes themselves; for example,
both parties see the dilapidating conditions of the lilong neighborhoods
as health hazards, but there would be no open talk if one only wants to
minimize the cost of the development and one wants the same way of
life to be replicated with better infrastructure. That is to say, there are
indeed complexities that underpin the situation, but these complexities
are not too difficult to overcome.

The handling of history is another related issue; yet the understand-
ing of how history is related to the social context of the present is some-
thing that we have yet to see being crystallized. Shanghai, as Gregory
Bracken points out, is a city in which the colonial past has played an
important role in both establishing and re-establishing its successful
economic base.57 Needless to say, the local government, with its efforts
to push forward economic growth, does not seem to believe that it
needs to hear from the residents when making a decision that will
boost growth qualitatively. As post-reform China is focusing on an
export-led economy, labor forces are at the heart of its investment strat-
egy. The housing issue, then, becomes the central social infrastructure
that the local government needs to provide. How can it provide housing
for all the workers in the city? Here, I argue that the current strategy
will defeat the purpose of expediting urban development that the local
government set itself from the start simply because the price that it has
to pay once all the collective problems explode will be colossal.

As pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, I will not be able to
answer whether the lilong houses and neighborhoods ‘should or should
not exist’. What I can answer is whether or not there has been enough
study done about the lilong houses and neighborhoods to understand
the nature of the question. This is the true aim of this chapter. And the
answer is a qualified no.

The most recent ethnography of the lilong neighborhoods is from the
early 1990s, and the only research papers somewhat commensurate to
those ethnographies are those of scholars in professional fields such as
architecture, urban planning, housing studies, historical preservation,
and so on. These papers, although very useful, have the deliberate aim
of drawing ‘specific conclusions’ based upon specific information that
scholars trained in the above-mentioned professional fields are capable
of acquiring, which obviously does not include ethnography because a
recent ethnographic study simply does not exist.

The existing scholarships on the lilong neighborhoods today cannot
help us to penetrate the reality of urban life in present-day Shanghai.
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There is an urgent need to expand research on China. In the study of
urban housing and community in Shanghai, I would like to write this
chapter to serve as a preliminary study, as the goal of this chapter sug-
gests from the start. I hope that this chapter will provide a marker that
will be tested and amplified by other scholars (including myself in the
later stage of my academic career) who visit China.
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