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Robert Park’s concept of Marginal Man has a great longevity. In 2012 Chad Alan Goldgerg 

explained that it is still relevant today. He underlines that marginality suggests a potential 

maladjustment and disorganization but at the same time creativity and innovation. Today the 

notion of marginality is extended to a broad range of social phenomena well beyond race and 

ethnic relations, which were the main points developed by Robert Park when he published his 

article in 1928. This paper analyses different forms of marginality through the case of 

Tianzifang community in downtown Shanghai. Different actors are considered legitimate to 

raise their voices in favour or against safeguarding this area. In addition to residents, some 

administrative cadre, developers, academics and artists played an important role in giving 

birth to Tianzifang. We will analyse how these actors confident in their legitimacy negotiate 

together. The link between marginality and legitimacy is a key to understand this particular 

context. Marginality is not only about human beings (their origin and status), it is also about 

buildings and heritage. Tianzifang is marginal in many ways and I would argue this saved it 

from destruction. A Chinese proverb states that the tallest the tree the more chances it has to 

be cut. Benefits can be taken out of marginality This is how being a small area quite 

dilapidated made it possible to create a new model of urban development at a micro level.  
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1. Description of Tianzifang and Shanghai’s Lilong 

 

 

Figure 1 evolution of building usage from 1997 to 2009 

The case study of Tianzifang（田子坊）focuses on a small community in the heart of 

Shanghai. It is localized in the former French concession where many old buildings remain 

(dating from the end of the 19th century to the beginning of the 20th) and whose popularity 

with tourists is unquestionable. The analysis is based on long-term fieldwork developed 

through participant observation and interviews from 2005 to 20121. It also relies on official 

documents and articles published in Chinese and English.  

 

Tianzifang is close to the city centre. It is under the authority of the Luwan district. The main 

entrance is located on the 210 Taikang road but several other entrances were opened during 

the development of the area. All of them can be spotted on the figure 1 above. The 

 
1 For this paper I used twenty five interviews, five with people from the administration and twenty with people 

living in Tianzifang. 
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community of Tianzifang is squeezed in between Jianguo Zhong Road to the north, a 

relatively narrow one-way street with two lanes, lined with plane trees and usually busy, the 

small Taikang Road to the south, a one-way street that was not very popular before 

Tianzifang’s success, Ruijin Nan Road to the west, an important thoroughfare (also one-way, 

with two lanes and plane tree-lined), and finally the small Sinan Road to the East, also one-

way, and comparatively less busy. Sinan road is famous in the communist history has there is 

Sun Yat-Sen house as well as Zhou Enlai’s house. Both are still a place of pilgrimage. Further 

south is Zhaojiabang road one of the municipality’s main thruways with six lanes. It was an 

old waterway used in the past for the transportation of goods produced in the small factories 

that were bordering it. Now covered, it continues to play an important role in Shanghai’s 

transport system.  

In the late nineteenth century and early twentieth, along the Ruijin street were some 

residences and villas, along the Jianguo street were some offices and administrative 

department for the French representatives. On the southern part, was the river then called 

Zaochar Bang. On its banks were shanties and garbage yards. Between the shanties and the 

administrative buildings, the area was step by step filled with lilongs, among them was 

Tianzifang.  

It was built during the last stage in the 1930s. It consists of a set of small three-floor buildings 

made of grey and red bricks and a dozen of houses called Shikumen2 made of two to three 

floors. Its original size was 7.2 hectares. There was only one lane, but since the 2000’s the 

perimeter has expanded first to the east and then westward, incorporating other lilong under 

the label Tianziang, as it can be seen on figure1.  

As Demgenski underlines in his analysis of Qingdao’s heritage preservation, there have been 

a different evolution in architectural style. It reflects in Shanghai and Qingdao an influence of 

Western architecture but also an influence of Chinese migrants bringing their own traditions 

plus the Foreign administration regulations as some foreign concessions3 were established in 

Qingdao and Shanghai alike. All these influences modelled the Lilong in Shanghai and the 

Dabaodao in Qingdao (Demgenski 2018:232). These buildings were demolished, rebuilt, 

transformed, subdivided up to what we can see today. 

 

 
2 They have a front yard protected from outside by a wall and high wooden gates. On each side and above there 

are craved stones which gave its name to this style of house. 

3 At the end of the series of opium wars some unequal treaties as they are called were signed between Western 

countries (plus Japan) and China. This how France gained a concession in Shanghai in 1849 and Germany got 

one in Qingdao in 1898. 
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Due to political instability, wars, rebellions the situation was very instable in China at the end 

of the 19th century and foreign concessions in big cities like Shanghai appeared as a safe 

refuge. With the rapid increase of population there was a housing crisis. Some housings where 

erected quickly in underdeveloped areas of foreign settlements in order to accommodate the 

influx of refugees. Until the mid-twentieth century people flowed in Shanghai according to 

the military and economic situation. Ho is even describing some housing which were merely 

grass huts (Ho 2010:39).  

The lilongs were built for basic living standards. It is typical local architecture. “The word, as 

an abbreviation of Lilong housing neighborhood, is a rich concept that not only refers to the 

materiality of the dwelling form, but also the vivid social life within and around it, which can 

be characterized in at least three ways: 1/ the physical forms of housing (...) which had shared 

a similar neighborhood structure, being organized along small alleys; 2/ the social 

community; 3/ a particular dwelling culture created by the inhabitants” (Zhao C.L 2004:50-

51).  

 

There are different styles of Lilong architectural design according to the period when they 

were erected and the material used for construction. It changed a little but the important 

characteristics remained (Rutcosky 2007, Fan 2004).  

The buildings are usually made of three floors. They are linked together through alleys and 

lanes leading to the main gates, which were guarded. This gave a feeling of safety to the 

inhabitants and allowed them to create strong social ties within a closed perimeter. As a 

matter of fact, the intensive use of commune areas and a vivid life in the alleys generated a 

strong sense of community4.  

In 1949 when the communists took power and founded the People’s Republic of China, the 

lilong accounted for 69%5 of the urban dwelling (Fan W.B 2004). These constructions were 

stopped in 1950 as the new government changed the policy towards city dwellers. There was 

no more private property and the State was the only owner. Industries and businesses were 

nationalized as well as housing. The State was providing people working in the cities with 

accommodation for a very low rent. Part of Tianzifang was then converted into factories and 

workers were crammed into Lilong housing nearby.  

 
4 This is well described by the Shanghainese writer Qiu Xiaolong (2010)   

5 Even in the 2000’s before the urban renovation, Lilongs were the most common type of housing in Shanghai. 
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Since the beginning, a variety of residents lived in Tianzifang. In addition to workers, they 

included minor officials, artists, and teachers who took advantage of the low prices of these 

buildings to move in. The organizational configuration of the lilong induced very important 

spatial as well as social constraints for their inhabitants. As noted above, it developed a strong 

feeling of belonging inside a group of people protected from outside. In the early twentieth 

century - one extended family could own one building (especially the Shikumen style). During 

the pre-communist period housing was relatively comfortable for an average size family, but 

after 1950 it was crowding when several families had to use the same space (Laurans 2005). 

Each building was re-divided creating small flats which were rented inexpensively to poor 

families and workers. The kitchen and the bathroom became common spaces. Moreover, there 

were no private toilets, so residents had to go to public toilets in the morning, carrying their 

chamber pots. Another consequence was the degradation of the premises as none of the 

residents was willing to take responsibility for upkeep of the buildings. In the 1950s, in 

addition to redefining the space used by individual buildings, several lanes in the lilong were 

demolished to make room for six small factories, which produced spare timepieces single 

parts, canned food, etc. The food factory, which housed a photo gallery, Deke-Erh from the 

1990’s until 2012 (Zhou P. 2012), has three floors, and the tallest building has six floors. At 

the turn of the 21st century, because of its location in the historical centre of Shanghai, the 

area attracted property developers who wanted to benefit from the latest urban transformation 

policies. When private developers collaborating with local authorities took advantage of the 

opportunity to launch large-scale modernization projects in the district, Tianzifang was part of 

them.  

  

2. Implementation of urban renovation in today’s Shanghai 

Urban renovation is quite a common phenomenon in major cities vying for international 

recognition. They all had to face similar problems in relation to urban transformation. The 

analysis of Istanbul’s renovation is very interesting in that regard (Pérousse. J.F 2007). Just 

like in Shanghai, districts that underwent the largest renovations were located in the historical 

centre or its immediate outskirts. There too, urban policies were actively promoted by the 

authorities, who presented them as necessary for modernizing the city, enhancing its image, 

and improving the living conditions of the inhabitants (Berry-Chikhaoui. I 2007). 

According to Shanghai municipality leaders, the main objective was to eliminate old 

industrial buildings, dilapidated housings to give a beautiful image of the city connected to 
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the world. Their goal was to transform Shanghai so that it could compete with other global 

cities (Diglio. S 2006). As a consequence, the resident population changed and a phenomenon 

of gentrification followed the morphological transformations made to the city.  

In this context of high-speed transformations, the issue of historical sites’ preservation needs 

to be addressed. What is to be preserved? How to preserve? Although Shanghai was officially 

recognized by the Chinese central government as a “national historic city” in December 1986, 

concerns for historic preservation seemed quite weak6 compared to the dominant modern 

architecture multiplying business centres, commercial malls etc. At this point preservation or 

conservation of cultural heritage in its original stage was not the main goal to be achieved. 

Heritage should be understood as a process in perpetual change. As Ashworth points out 

“heritage is the usage of the past in the present and that new present will constantly imagine 

new pasts to satisfy changing needs.” (Ashworth 2011-10). The municipality listed places to 

be preserved and succeeded to have heritage sites listed at the national level (Yue 2014). By 

2006, Shanghai had already: 16 key state protective relics, 110 key city protective relics, 21 

historic memorial spots and 15 protective sites, all together there are 400 buildings of 

historical value (Diglio. S 2006). 

Like many countries in the West which went through urban development and modernisation 

of the cities, it is difficult to find the balance between growth and fast development on one 

hand and cultural heritage preservation on the other hand (Zukin 2009). An additional point 

might be that old buildings mainly go back from the concession period and one can wonder to 

what extend remembering this period of Chinese history is not too shameful (this idea is also 

shared by Diglio. S 2006). The ambiguity between the image of a dynamic international city 

even at an early stage that the Chinese government is promoting and the presence of western 

administration in the concessions which is sidelined make it complicated to preserve the 

remains of this period of history. 

Lastly, the residents of old buildings have themselves a negative perception of these 

constructions or at least are very ambivalent, feeling they are old fashioned, not comfortable, 

too densely populated etc. None of the people I interviewed raised the issue that the buildings 

 
6 Article 14 §1-2 "The development of new urban areas and the redevelopment of old urban areas must be 

integrated in a unified plan, must be planned and arranged rationally, must pursue a course of comprehensive 

development, and must give priority to the construction of auxiliary, complementary projects and of 

infrastructure works, and construction work must be carried out with a relative concentration of resources. The 

redevelopment of old urban areas must be integrated with the restructuring and redistribution of industries, must 

rationally readjust the use of land, must keep a check on the building of high-rises, must lower building density, 

must increase public green space, must help improve urban traffic, must further improve urban infrastructure, 

and must strengthen the multifunctionality of the city. (…)" Regulations of Shanghai Municipality on City 

Planning, 1995  
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they are living in could be considered as historical heritage. The problem in Shanghai, but it is 

also valid for other cities in China, is that the massive and rapid destruction, which happened 

in the 1990s, left small room for discussion and elaboration of a good protection plan 

(Demgenski 2018, Ho 2010, Yin 2012, Wang and Li 2009, Evans 2014). Basically it is just a 

decade later that the issue raised concern and then academics started to publish a lot (Wu FL 

2000, 2002, 2015; Ren.X.F 2008, Tsai W.L 2008, Yao. P 2009), just to quote the main 

Chinese authors who published in English.  

To borrow the expression from Lu Duanfang’s book: China today is remaking its urban form 

(Lu D.F 2006) and of course while doing so, social relations are also re-ordered while a 

process of gentrification is taking place. For sure, the expectations from the new group of 

residents are very different. While some old residents wanted a wet market nearby and some 

daily use shops, richer residents preferred some leisure activities, luxurious shops etc. After 

being centred on industrial production (during the Maoist era) Chinese cities are now 

connected to market economy (during the post-reform era). Modernization is the main motto. 

The transformations that happened in Shanghai are the consequences of this new definition of 

the city. 

Here appears a contradiction between what the central State (in Beijing) and even the 

Shanghai municipality’s leaders aim at and what the other social actors dream of. Here we 

understand social actors as the people who act - or more often react - to policy that they are 

concerned by. This includes residents who don’t want to move or who wish to stay in the 

same area for example. It includes also some groups like the artists in Tianzifang who decided 

to defend their working place. It also includes the no-voice people, the ones who have no 

space to speak, they are the migrants who come for a non-specified period of time and then 

are supposed to go back to their rural areas so they have no say. As a consequence, they are 

the marginalized one. In a nutshell, urbanization is closely linked to socialization and the 

creation of new identities (Dubar C, 2000). In Tianzifang, social actors made use of the urban 

planning to their own advantage and they readapted the plan in their own way of imagining 

sustainable development meaning that through daily activities they transformed what was 

decided from above. This way of analysing social actor is in line with Erving Goffman’s work 

(Goffman E 1959). I underline a few elements out of his work. Individuals may have different 

roles in the play. They can change and make choices. The interaction with other actors is led 

by the sense of a common good to defend. 
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3. Two groups of people plus one saving Tianzifang 

The three groups of people who were actors in Tianzifang transformation were the artists, the 

residents and the local administration. In addition, a fourth group was present but voiceless: 

the economic migrants. 

All over China, at the end of the 1980s, unprofitable state-owned production units were 

closed. Some were then converted into galleries and artist studios and gradually some 

restaurants and souvenir shops got there. This phenomenon can be observed in Beijing 

(eg.798 district) but also in several locations in Shanghai like Red house, Suzhou Creek etc. 

(Wang 2009, Zheng 2011, He 2007). The six small factory work units in Tianzifang filed for 

bankruptcy in the 1990s. Soon after they were closed. Some artists were then able to rent from 

the municipality the former industrial sites at very low prices; here they installed their 

workshops. A community of painters, sculptors, photographers, designers slowly developed. 

Some of them had studied in the West and were aware of places like Soho, in New York City. 

They considered this a model to be followed and they viewed Tianzifang as a “Chinese 

Soho”. In Shanghai at that time, the idea of converting old factory buildings into artistic 

venues was brand new.  

After 1991, the employees of the state-owned enterprises were given the opportunity to buy 

their flats at a discounted price. Most of Tianzifang’s older residents, who chose to buy their 

flats, moved in during the 1950s they were workers or small shop owners; the majority of 

them had low revenue.  

In addition to artists and the residents there was also the group of the economic migrants. In 

the Lilong, different people get alongside. The artists and the older residents did not have 

much in common and did not have many opportunities to interact in daily life7. In fact, the 

artists did not live in Tianzifang, but only worked there. They paid rent for their studios 

directly to a government office.  

The residents’ community in Tianzifang underwent deep transformations in the 1990’s. At 

that time, long-time residents started to look for a new housing, with modern facilities. The 

ones who were rich enough left Tianzifang. Economic migrants then started to rent available 

rooms and establish themselves there. They were usually from nearby provinces (Anhui, 

Jiangsu, Zhejiang), and they came in the hope of earning a better living in Shanghai. The 

 
7 MS Li (summer 2010) « When Chen Yifei died many famous people came to his studio and they wanted to see 

what Tianzifang looked like but nobody spoke to us, they stayed together. TV was there. (…) afterwards some 

artists came back here but it was their business. » 
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residents and the economic migrants interacted on a daily basis. They jointly used the 

common facilities and buy their goods in the same wet market. Their income level was not 

very different, and their level of education being rather similar. In consequence, the two 

groups had more common interests than with the artists. The specificity of the economic 

migrants is that they are the “no-voice”, the ones that are tolerated but who have no rights. 

Although since 2003 the government abolished the system of forced repatriation, they were 

never given proper rights to stay in the cities (Zhao & Padovani 2014). So, they were not 

involved in the creation of Tianzifang even though they were living there during the time of 

the negotiations.  

The group that we call the artists is made of different types of actors. Some of them have a 

certain degree of notoriety, like the aforementioned Huang Yongyu, or Chen Yifei, a 

renowned photographer, one of those with a long stay in North America where he discovered 

the practice of converting old factories into art galleries. His contribution was particularly 

significant for the artists that settled in Tianzifang. Some others were just attracted by low 

rents. May be due to their higher level of education, compared with the long-time residents, 

may be because they have been abroad and witnessed foreign artists using industrial ruins, 

may be because they made use of their fame to speak aloud; in any case the artists became the 

defenders of Tianzifang. All these elements gave them legitimacy to defend the preservation 

of Tianzifang. As Demgenski states in the case of Qingdao they are the “old-town protectors” 

(Demgenski 2016), being very skilful to make use of media and personal connections to 

pressure the administration to protect Tianzifang. 

By 2004, an estimated 1,8 hectares of industrial space had been converted into studios, 

galleries, artists' studios or interior design offices, occupying almost all of the previously 

available factory space (Wang W.H 2011). From the start, Tianzifang stood out as different 

because artists, the residents and economic migrants coexisted in the same limited space. In 

other places where artists have settled in Shanghai, such as Suzhou Creek or Red House, there 

were often only abandoned industrial structures, thus no inhabitants. The relative harmonious 

relationship between artists, residents and entrepreneurs is part of the good image on which 

Shanghai leaders have tried to build. Moreover, there were no protests against eviction and no 

negative media coverage about the displacement of residents.  So, harmonious Tianzifang was 

put forth as a model to be followed. However, as we will show in the next section the picture 

is not that rosy. 
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4. Fighting for the Preservation of Tianzifang 

 

We just mentioned two groups of people –plus one- who tried to save Tianzifang. In addition, 

the three layers of Chinese administration the central, the municipal and the district level 

governments were involved in the fight for preservation. They were all interested in issues of 

renovation. The last group was made of private investors, responsible for financing renovation 

works. All the groups had their own agenda. The administration and the investors had to 

negotiate an agreement before any project could carry on. Developers obtained urban land use 

right and then they carry on the project. In this case, in an effort to build a more modern 

image of Shanghai and to take advantage of an attractive financial opportunity, 8  city 

authorities made the deal with a Hong Kong real estate company. This company, ShuiOn 

Land was the one that designed Xintiandi and several other lilong. Its plan was to build large 

luxury residences and a shopping centre. 

As a consequence of this deal, the economic migrants, the ones who were renting rooms only 

had to prepare to move further away, they are the silent ones. So when the decision to destroy 

the area was taken, the occupants could only prepare to move sooner or later.  

Amongst the two other groups were the old residents and the artists. The first to react were the 

artists, they became an important group as the influx of artists seeking inspiration and 

affordable rents had increased. The mobilization of artists, academics 9 and even political 

executives took place in various forms to denounce the massive destruction of local heritage. 

The debate, although sometimes violent, did not receive significant media coverage. It was 

held in the Luwan district government offices and was not public. Interlocutors suggest that 

the main argument was that a modern international metropolis needs to keep some historical 

enclaves. Second, according to people who wanted to preserve Tianzifang from destruction, 

the experiment of mixing different groups was going on fine; moreover, the public seemed to 

appreciate this mix of residential life for the popular classes and artistic flavour. Eventually, 

Luwan leaders decided to use Tianzifang as an experiment in a new kind of historic 

preservation. The Asian economic crisis (1997) forced the developers to reduce their project 

because of the lack of funds and the fall of real estate prices. So, the Luwan district 

government took the decision to give Tianzifang some time to show what could be done. It is 

 
8 "In China, in 2010, revenue from trade in real estate accounted for 1/3 of national revenue” (Yu H 2011: 24). 

9 Like Chen Yingfang, then Professor of Sociology at East China Normal University. She published in Chinese 

two books about slums in Shanghai and social problems with urban development (2008,2009).  
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important to note that the decision was made at the lowest level of the administrative 

hierarchy. It was a real risk for the leaders because if the experiment failed, they would be 

made responsible for that.  

Despite being the first to be affected by the development project, the degree of involvement of 

long-time residents was minimal. They appeared to be caught in a dynamic that they were not 

able to stop. Sidelined from the discussions, they were to be evicted for the purpose of adding 

value to the district. Initiated by the government and by private developers, this huge 

demolition and development project in Tianzifang, following the model of Xintiandi, was to 

completely transform the district by reallocating its space. Some people I interviewed said 

that they were not strong enough to fight against a government decision. They also said they 

did not want to get into trouble. A very fatalistic feeling was shared by many. 

 

5. The new Tianzifang 

 

When it was sure that Tianzifang would not be destroyed soon that negotiations began 

between the artists, the businessmen and the residents-owners. It was particularly uneasy 

because on the one hand, state regulations prohibited changing the zoning of land use.10 On 

the other hand, because of the large number of owners in such a small area, reaching an 

agreement thus became a major challenge. One may need the agreement of several private 

owners in order to get a big enough space to accommodate goods and consumers. Because 

lilong are small buildings with a maximum of three floors, they do not have elevators. It is 

easier to do business on the first floor or the second one. The third floor is not easily 

accessible and often not visible from the alley. Therefore, it is more difficult to rent third-

floor buildings, and those residents are often likely to stay, even as apartments on the lower 

floors are rented. So, the social fabric has changed under the pressure of urban renewal. 

Tianzifang as we know it today was born out of these challenges. 

Tianzifang was gaining notoriety amongst Shanghai people and it became quickly a trendy 

place for young people. But still the situation remained precarious for many of its residents. 

However, as real estate prices collapsed during the Asian crisis of 1997, all major 

construction projects were either postponed or scaled back. Tianzifang benefited from the 

 
10 Article 45 "The use of an architectural structure must conform with the function designated and approved for 

it in the Permit for Planning of Construction Project. Any change in the designated function of an architectural 

structure must be reported to the Municipal or Area/District/County Administrative Department in Charge of 

City Planning that originally handled the examination and approval procedures for approval." Regulations of 

Shanghai Municipality on City Planning, 1995 
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situation and, thus, many of its historic buildings, and the people who lived in them were 

spared. In 2004, an agreement was sealed between, the artists, the government officials and 

newcomer entrepreneurs, to save Tianzifang. But in return new management structures were 

created to oversee its development. So far, it was informal and small-scale committee. The 

owners are still private ones but most of them left to make room for shops or galleries. They 

receive a monthly rent. For the government in order to keep an eye on these transactions they 

decided to create a management committee to supervise. The main role of the committee was 

to prevent disputes given the complexity of establishing a lease. The involvement of 

municipal authorities in the management of Tianzifang marked a turning point in the 

evolution of the site. One year later, in 2005, Tianzifang was named “Shanghai’s most 

creative industrial zone.” This was the final victory for people who wanted to protect the 

place from destruction because gaining this title meant that it has been formerly recognized as 

a creative and touristic area that could not be destroyed easily. 

If the residents were not fighting on the front line to save their living space, they were the 

ones who gained economic benefits (at least for the ones living on the ground or the first 

floor. In 2004, they began renting their property to newcomer artists who did not find room in 

former factories. They also started to rent to entrepreneurs who opened cafes, restaurants and 

souvenir boutiques. Shops started to be seen everywhere and this was a good chance for the 

residents who wished to move to a less confined environment, the opportunity was too good 

to pass up. For those living on the third floor, it was – and still is – quite difficult to find a 

tenant. Thus, there is the rare situation where some residents voluntarily leave their homes 

and even receive a significant monthly rent and others who wished that the government had 

removed them from their homes. These people usually living on the second or the third floor 

would like to move but cannot afford to do so if they cannot rent their flat. For M. Zhang, 

living on the third floor (summer 2010) “If I move out now without any compensation from 

the government and without renting my place, how am I going to survive with my little 

retirement pension? My kids don’t want me to stay with them and I don’t have anywhere to 

go. This is really unfair.”  They are a marginalised group in Tianzifang. Even if they are part 

of the good image of Tianzifang as a place of social diversity.  

Shanghai newspapers reported that the first resident in Tianzifang who rented his flat did a bit 

of renovation work and, before he has even finished, he was offered 4,000 Yuan per month by 

a fashion designer, who also ended up hiring him as an employee for a salary of 1,500 Yuan, 

which represented more than ten times the worker’s former monthly income. Today, prices 
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are continuously increasing, and a 40 m2 apartment in the main aisle can be rented for up to 

40,000 Yuan per month.11. 

 

 Figure 2: Tianzifang's main entrance 210 Taikang lu 

The creativity of Tianzifang and its official recognition brought great vitality to the local 

community and a substantial increase in income for the residents. Initially, Tianzifang was 

only one lane located at 210, Taikang Road; subsequently, it was extended to a wider area, 

and today it encompasses three lanes (210, 248 and 274 Taikang Road). In 2011, the 

proportion of rented premises was 75% at number 210, 78% at number 248, and only 28% in 

the third and final section, one that was developed more recently and is located further west12. 

In total, 45% of the families that were surveyed chose to remain there, 37% have rented their 

apartments, and 17% have become entrepreneurs (1% were not able to answer the 

questionnaire). Out of the 301 families living there, 114 would like to find a tenant, 34 wanted 

to leave, 97 wanted to stay, and 75 were not sure. These figures show that the development of 

Tianzifang has a very significant impact on the residents. Residents, who did not have much 

 
11 This figure was given by several people during interviews in May 2014. There is no set maximum price; 

rather prices are set by negotiation between parties. 

12 Results of a public poll ordered by the local committee from Luwan district in 2010. The survey interviewed 

671 families in Tianzifang. The whole survey has not been published, but some abstracts are available Xu Y.C 

2011.  
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to say about the transformation of their community, nevertheless want to take advantage of 

the development. As people decide to leave their apartment and rent it out, this dynamic will 

lead to a very different Tianzifang, which likely will look more like Xintiandi. Residents 

whose income has increased find themselves in a position of choice. However, those with the 

most choice are those who had ground floor units.  

Alongside this transformation, because the resident population density is decreasing; one 

might expect that the structures should be better maintained. However, the increase in the 

tourist population and the turnover of entrepreneurs as the rent prices are rocketing, have an 

impact on the maintenance of the buildings. In addition, construction was not planned for 

shops and restaurants, few inspections are performed so some fear that the buildings might 

collapse.  

During interviews conducted between 2005 and 2012, some residents, especially those who 

lived on the second or third floors, complained about not finding tenants. Many were also 

distressed by the onslaught of tourists, who seemed to consider them as curiosities. Another 

subject of recrimination was the disappearance of small shops useful to residents. For 

example, the large market at the end of Taikang Road, small hairdressers, shoemakers, 

glaziers, etc. have all disappeared to give way to more luxurious boutiques. The retired Mrs. 

Li thus complained in 2010: “Back in the days, I used to go to the market every morning and 

we would all meet up, chatting while buying vegetables. Now the new market is smaller, 

some services are no longer available and then it's much more expensive. Only fashionable 

shops are left; it is good for young people and foreigners, but not for people like us!” For Mr. 

Huang, a retired man, the situation is not easier “I can only go out early in the morning, 

otherwise I would have no respite; they all want to take my picture and they make so much 

noise that my bird becomes frightened. At night, they are shouting and making noise until the 

late hours. If I could, I would move as quickly as possible. This is not a life!" MS Yao (May 

2014), who has been living in a close by Lilong since her childhood and who is selling tea in 

Tianzifang is more critical of residents "people are not sensible; they all think that their small 

flat on the second or third floor is gold. They are too greedy, so my neighbours underneath are 

condemned to cope with noise and daily stress". Disputes between residents, bar owners and 

even customers happen from time to time, forcing the neighbourhood committee to intervene. 

Although residents did not carry out formal demonstrations in front of Luwan’s District 

Committee, some third-floor residents set up banners denouncing the changes they faced 

(witnessed by the author in April, 2008). This shows sporadic resistance, with little impact on 

the development of Tianzifang. 
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The departure of residents has only accelerated. There used to be 670 households living in 

Tianzifang eight years ago; now only 80 remain, most of whom are elderly. Since 2011, street 

signs in Chinese and English indicating that visitors are not allowed to penetrate further or 

that pictures are forbidden beyond a certain limit have started to appear at the end of the 

shopping aisles. Small booths have been installed at the entrances of the alleys for the security 

guards13 on duty; barriers were set to prevent vehicles and even bicycles from entering.  

 

 
13 They are paid by the management committee. In China one can see those at the entrance of gated 

communities and in most public spaces. In that sense Tianzifang is not an exception. 
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Figure 3 Summer 2010 

 At the end of 2012, a survey14 of the tourists visiting Tianzifang commissioned by 

Luwan district, showed that it was ranked last among the Shanghainese sites. According to the 

journalist who analysed the reports, visitors complain that there are too many tourists in the 

narrow alleys. They also complain about inflated prices for average quality goods. As for the 

 
14 Report of the survey in the following article (in Chinese) Zhou SL. 2013.  
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residents, they don't have any more private space where they can meet within themselves15. 

The businessmen are not satisfied either because the rent is now too high, there is a harsh 

competition. Some artists left already for more attractive places. As an example, Deke-Erh, 

one of the first famous artist to have moved to Tianzifang left for Suzhou where the 

municipality provided him with a large space for a low rent. After eight years of development, 

there were mixed results. Miss Wu, a Taiwanese, (summer 2011) thus explains her feeling: 

“During my first visit, while having coffee in an alley, we could see some residents cycling 

about, carrying the vegetables they had just purchased. This passage of the recent past was 

quite fascinating. (...) During the past two years, the number of daily visitors has greatly 

increased. Inside Tianzifang, people have to push and bump into each in order to move 

forward.” 

  

Figure 4: Summer 2006 

 
15 The role of the Lilong traditionally was to get a community life inside and shops outside with a few alleys 

opening to the outside. Now it is the opposite inside the Lilong is full of outsiders and there is no more 

community life. 
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Figure 5: summer 2015 

 

 

Figure 6 Spring 2005 – Summer 2015 
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The co-residence of artists and other residents in a single neighbourhood now appears to be a 

victim of its success. Flat owners are divided among those who enjoy a comfortable income 

and usually left Tianzifang, and others who have to stay and whose quality of life has 

deteriorated. As for the artists, who allowed Tianzifang to exist, there are also different 

situations and some left as shown above with Deke-Erh. Rents have become too high, tourists 

often pass by quickly without making a purchase, and competition has become increasingly 

tough. In this sense, Tianzifang can be said to be victim of its success. 

 

When a marginal area is transformed into a touristic high spot   

 

As was bitterly pointed out by some residents, the lilong’s surroundings have changed. Until 

the early 2000s, Taikang Road was a quiet, narrow, one-way road, lined with plane trees. On 

both sides of this road, from west to east, there were “ordinary” stalls, a glazier, a mattress-

maker, a hairdresser who could only take care of a single customer at a time, a covered two-

floor market with fruits and vegetables on the first floor, and poultry and live fish on the 

second, a female vendor of small steamed bread buns, a watchmaker, a small grocery store, 

etc. All of these merchants lived at or near Tianzifang. All of them knew each other, and there 

were strong ties between them, amidst an intense community life. It was a lilong, like many 

others in Shanghai on the margins of the modern city. As Tianzifang evolved, the daily use 

shops have given way to increasingly upmarket boutiques to please new costumers: the 

visiting tourists. These include many shops selling tea, stylish clothing shops, galleries, etc. 

This kind of development did not satisfy the residents. The irruption of new actors in their 

daily life transformed Tianzifang’s residents into marginal men in their living space.  

Opposite Tianzifang, still on Taikang Road, another lilong (Xinxili) was completely 

destroyed to make way for several luxury buildings and a shopping mall with restaurants, 

banks, cinemas, various boutiques, etc. Here, the residents were evicted by the police and sent 

to the outer suburbs. At the place of this former Lilong, a subway station (line 9) was created 

just before the opening of the World Expo in 2010, with an exit right in front of Tianzifang’s 

main entrance.  

The Lilong of Tianzifang had to invent its own and to fight for its existence. The whole 

process involved creativity and a particular integration of residents, artists and merchants 

which is unique to Tianzifang and contributes to its attractiveness. Tourists, who are mostly 

Chinese, come to walk through the streets and make a selective reading of the local history 
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through a sanitized reconstruction of a place that we have previously described as lacking any 

form of modern comfort. However, this success is not without its problems. At a certain point, 

sustainable development, one that would allow social and economic development as well as 

historic preservation, appears to have become untenable.  

Tianzifang is different from the other Shanghai redevelopment projects in many regards: first 

because of the long and difficult struggle for survival that took place between the different 

actors, second because of the manner in which it escaped demolition16, and finally because of 

the fact that it later became a model in terms of urban renewal. After 2005, when Tianzifang 

was proclaimed “Shanghai most creative industrial zone”, its status changed and it is from 

then on that it was seen as a model to be emulated. But, to my knowledge, up to this date no 

area in China claims to have emulated it. It was initially saved by a spontaneous congregation 

of artists and other actors who felt the need to get involved, but the artists are starting to leave 

now, joining the residents who already left; both have been progressively replaced by 

shopkeepers. The alleys have become saturated with waves of tourists gradually altering the 

unique character of the area. Buildings have undergone a number of changes intended to 

allow the creation of galleries and boutiques. Housing have been transformed into restaurants, 

galleries, any kind of shops. Today, Tianzifang is a victim of its own success, and it is 

becoming, step by step, similar to other “historic villages” and enclaves in China, a 

reconstructed leisure area with an obsolete fragrance where you can buy the same souvenirs 

as elsewhere. What was making the uniqueness of Tianzifang: the cohabitation of residents, 

artists, shops and tourists is fading away. 

In other words, the ultimate goal of the leaders of the Luwan district, with the approval of 

higher authorities, which was to reshape the urban landscape and to modernize it while at the 

same time protecting Tianzifang as an enclave seems to work beyond expectation. At the 

same time, taking advantage of the opportunities available to them, the artists and the 

residents reorganized the space in terms of function, thus reshaping its social fabric as well. In 

Tianzifang, residents were not evicted but gradually moved away, and gentrification 

inexorably continues. This enables the fabrication of citizens seemingly corresponding to the 

standards of a truly international city, and it is used to display a flattering image of Shanghai. 

In a way one might say that Tianzifang’s uniqueness is fading away and it seems to be 

marginalized as it did not manage to become a model for urban development in China. 

 
16 Some other projects were put on hold but the difference is that the Lilong were first demolished before a new 

allotment would be defined. 
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