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Change and Continuity: Chinese Villages in Transition 
(I) – Longmei Village 
Nick R. Smith 

Abstract  This is the first in a series of four articles ethnographically exploring instances of village transformation in peri-urban China. Each 
article presents an in-depth case study of a single village and its unique combination of change and continuity. Together, these case studies dem-
onstrate the specificity and idiosyncrasy of village transformation and the need for planners to “take actions that suit local conditions” (yindi 
zhiyi). This fi rst installment investigates Longmei Village in the Panyu District of Guangzhou Municipality. Longmei’s leaders have encouraged 
economic transformation through industrialization and real estate development while seeking to maintain the village’s socio-spatial continu-
ity. These competing priorities have led to contradictions in Longmei’s development, as integration into economic networks brings new people, 
goods, and ideas to the village. This tension has intensifi ed as both registered villagers and migrant workers have pursued divergent visions for 
Longmei’s future transformation.
  
Keywords  village planning; peri-urbanization; ethnography; Guangzhou

1. Introduction

This is the fi rst in a series of four articles in-
vestigating the socio-spatial transformation 
of China’s villages. Based on ethnographic 
research conducted over the past five years, 
each article presents an in-depth analysis 
of a single village located on the urban 
periphery. As they navigate between the 
urban and the rural, these liminal villages 
reveal the diversity of challenges, strategies, 
and priorities that shape China’s settlement 
transition at the local level. The series seeks 
to develop a nuanced understanding of this 
diversity, interrogating received categories, 
such as urban and rural, and breaking out 
of conventional wisdom that homogenizes 
China’s villages into easily consumed mod-
els and typologies. Rather than identifying 
causal mechanisms or general principles, 
therefore, the following case study offers a 
thick description of the change and continu-
ity found in a single village.

2. Longmei Village

Located roughly twenty kilometers from 

the center of Guangzhou Municipality, 
Longmei is an administrative village in 
Panyu District (see Fig. 1). Over the past 
decade, its population has grown ten-
fold, from approximately 1,500 registered 
villagers to more than 15,000 long-term 
residents, most of whom are migrant 
laborers f rom China’s inter ior. These 
migrants work at factories built on the 
village’s formerly agricultural land, and 
they live in apartments or dormitories lo-
cated in the center of Longmei.①

As can be seen from this brief summary, 
Longmei has undergone subst ant ia l 
change over the past ten years. In par-
ticular, the village’s economy has shifted 
from predominantly agrarian to a mix of 
industry, commerce, and real estate. This 
change was partly catalyzed by the con-
struction of a multi-lane transportation ar-
tery in 1997. Bisecting the village’s land, 
but leaving its compact residential area 
intact, the new highway gave Longmei 
direct access to global markets, including 
regional hubs, such as Shenzhen, Zhuhai, 
Hong Kong, and Macao (see Fig. 2). 

This sudden change in Longmei’s eco-
nomic geography enabled its rapid in-
tegration into multi-scalar networks of 
capital. Village leaders navigated local 
affinity networks to approach investors 
from Hong Kong and Taiwan. Drawn by 
the village’s relatively cheap land and 
newly convenient transportation access, 

Fig. 1 Map showing the relationship between Long-
mei and downtown Guangzhou

Guangzhou

Panyu

Longmei



Observation Overseas
Change and Continuity: Chinese Villages in Transition (I) – Longmei Village

                                                                    67 

500 m

Fig. 3 Figure-ground study of Longmei’s residential 
and commercial center, showing the old village in 
grey and the new village in black
 

shipping, and in 2009 business owners 
complained about decreasing European 
demand in the wake of the economic 
downturn.  

This inf lux of capital has led to the 
rapid intensification of land use. Though 
China’s Land Management Law prohibits 
the unregulated development or aliena-
tion of collectively owned agricultural 
land, local monitoring and enforcement 
have lagged behind black letter law, and 
subsequent policy experiments in Guang-
dong have regularized such practices. In 
Longmei, the process of land conversion 
has been managed by a development cor-
poration set up by the village collective. 
Behaving much like a real estate devel-
oper, this collective economic enterprise 
has reassembled fragmented agricultural 
plots that had been contracted to vil-
lager households. This rescaling of land 
management and control enabled the de-
velopment corporation to adapt the land 
for more intensive, higher-value uses: the 
land was graded, provided with infra-
structure such as roads and utilities, and 
divided into larger lots more suitable for 
factory construction. Though the devel-
opment corporation has subsequently di-
versifi ed into other commercial activities, 
including hospitality, real estate remains 
the village collective’s principal asset.

Real estate and land use intensification 
have also become important drivers of 
aff luence for villager households. With 
little agricultural land left in the village, 
few villagers actively engage in farming, 
and most now depend on rental income for 
their livelihoods. Since only agricultural 
land was appropriated by the collective, 
villagers retained their existing homes, 

and, in compensation for the plots they 
lost to the village’s real estate activities, 
each household received a new lot for 
residential construction. Like the forfeited 
agricultural land, this land was allocated 
on a per capita basis, with each villager re-
ceiving 25 square meters, up to 125 square 
meters per household. Laid out in orderly 
rows in a “new village” adjoining the ex-
isting residential area, these lots were pro-
vided with services, including gas, water, 
and electricity, but each household was 
left to build its own residence (see Fig. 3). 

Since residential property is one of the 
few assets remaining for many house-
holds, this has resulted in an extremely 
dense, intensely used residential space. 
The entire footprint of each lot is fully 
built, and though the village administra-
tion has imposed height limits, house-
holds have universally disregarded them, 
building mid-rise apartment buildings Fig. 2 Aerial image of Longmei c. 2009, 1:13,000 

Source: GeoEye.
 

industrial entrepreneurs began leasing 
and purchasing land parcels for manu-
facturing. Within several years, much of 
Longmei’s agricultural land had given 
way to factories producing electronic 
components for the gaming industry. A 
high-tech industrial park soon followed, 
and portions of the village’s land have 
subsequently been used for gated residen-
tial developments marketed to aff luent 
speculators from Guangzhou and Hong 
Kong. Where Longmei had once been 
limited to trading vegetables in neighbor-
ing markets and processing peanuts for 
regional agro-business, it soon became 
a bustling, though peripheral, node in 
the network of global trade. Of the many 
entrepreneurs in the village, several now 
specialize in domestic and international 
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up to nine stories tall. Despite the lack 
of services, many households have also 
redeveloped their holdings in the old vil-
lage. Without the wide streets and orderly 
layout of the new village, this area has 
grown even denser and more cluttered, 
often resembling the “urban villages” of 
Guangzhou or Shenzhen.

This intense investment in residential 
development depends on Longmei’s inte-
gration into another important network, 
the domestic circulation of migrant labor. 
As mentioned above, more than 10,000 
migrants f rom provinces l ike Anhui, 
Jiangxi, and Henan have moved to Long-
mei to live and work. Some come alone 
and leave after just a few months, while 
others bring their families and have been 
in Longmei for years. Migrants’ demand 
for housing drives villagers’ construction 
activity, which has supplied more than 
1,000 rental units, and rent provides vil-
lager households with the bulk of their 
income.

As a result, much of the villager popula-
tion now forms a newly aff luent rentier 
class. While some villagers have pursued 
commercial sidelines or positions within 
local manufacturers, many now have lit-
tle reason to work. Adult villagers can 
instead be found pursuing leisure activi-
ties, such as majiang, and signs of wealth, 
such as smart phones or lavish gifts for 
children, are prominently displayed. 
Meanwhile, the hard work and difficult 
conditions of Longmei’s agrarian past 
are eschewed. Most villagers now live in 
their new mid-rise apartment buildings, 
and those pre-development homes that 
remain are either rented to migrants or 
left empty. Only the poorest households 

still work the few vegetable plots that re-
main, and specialized agricultural activi-
ties, including fertilizer production, are 
contracted to migrants. 

Economically, therefore, Longmei has 
made a clear break with its past. As the 
village integrates more extensively with 
networks of capital and labor, it moves 
farther from its agrarian roots. Socially, 
however, much in Longmei remains the 
same. Indeed, the more deeply these eco-
nomic networks penetrate the village, 
the harder the village’s social institutions 
strive to preserve their integrity. The most 
important of these institutions are Long-
mei’s lineage groups: villagers belong 
almost exclusively to either the Zhuang 
or the larger and more powerful Li. These 
lineage groupings continue to define the 
social and political life of the village, and 
members of the Li clan hold Longmei’s 
most important administrative positions. 
This shared identity, along with the struc-
tures of privilege and power that have 
persisted over the course of generations, 
provides a powerful motivator for protect-
ing the village’s social integrity. 

The contrast between economic integra-
tion and social conservation is perhaps 
most evident in Longmei’s economic 
governance. When the village collective 
established a development company to 
manage Longmei’s land, it was incorpo-
rated as a shareholding corporation. At 
the time of incorporation, each living 
villager was given a single share, and 
every year a portion of the corporation’s 
proceeds are distributed to sharehold-
ers as dividends. This strategy enabled 
the collective to consolidate the village’s 
economic resources and political will 

in order to pursue its policy of land use 
change and economic integration.

Meanwhile, the division of shares also 
acted as a socio-economic bulwark, in-
sulating Longmei’s social structure from 
the potentially overwhelming infl uence of 
global capitalism. By dividing both shares 
and residential land on a strictly per capita 
basis, the village collective preserved es-
tablished patterns of resource allocation 
based on principles of equity. Since the 
establishment of the household responsi-
bility system in the early 1980s, the major-
ity of China’s agricultural land has been 
contracted to villagers based on the num-
ber of members in each household. While 
the practice has now been phased out, 
periodic reallocations were used in many 
areas as a way to preserve equity in the 
face of demographic change. By choosing 
to allot shares and residential land in this 
manner; rather than using other metrics, 
such as the developmental value of expro-
priated land, selling shares as financial 
investments, or auctioning off residential 
plots; the village collective made a choice 
to protect villager equity and avoid the po-
tential for drastic income inequality. 

Of course, inequality still exists within 
the village community. Through entrepre-
neurialism, several villagers have amassed 
significant wealth. One villager has even 
moved to the United States, leaving the 
several houses he owns in the old vil-
lage empty and increasingly dilapidated. 
Meanwhile, several village households 
have more difficulty making ends meet. 
Lacking the resources even to build an 
apartment building in the new village, 
these villagers, many of them elderly, are 
forced to take on menial jobs, such as 
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trash collection and street cleaning, that 
are otherwise reserved for migrants. Oth-
ers have themselves become migrants, 
leaving Longmei to work in factories else-
where in the region. Nevertheless, share-
holders’ annual dividends, combined with 
the per capita distribution of residential 
land in the new village, ensure that village 
society is dominated by a large and rela-
tively homogenous middle-class. 

In addition to stabilizing the socio-economic 
composition of village society, the share-
holding system has also fixed it in both 
t ime and space. Spat ial ly, shares are 
tied to villagers’ residence in Longmei. 
Those villagers who move away from the 
village and apply for urban household reg-
istration forfeit their shares. Meanwhile, 
in order not to dilute the value of shares, 
the village has chosen to issue shares only 
once, at the time of incorporation. New 
villagers, including spouses and children, 
have not been given shares. This means 
that the shareholder structure is effectively 
a snapshot of village society taken prior 
to development, temporally f ixing the 
village’s economic representation of its 
population.

Though this policy has preempted some 
potential demographic distortions, such as 
an artifi cially high birth rate, it has created 
others. Most notably, the fixed number of 
shares does not account for natural popu-
lation growth. As the population of villag-
ers grows with new marriages and births, 
a two-class structure begins to emerge: 
villagers with shares and villagers with-
out. It has also complicated inheritance, 
creating new concentrations of wealth as 
shares are gradually redistributed within 
families of different sizes.

The limited supply of residential land 
has produced similar results. The spatial 
expansion of the village has been halted, 
and no further agricultural land has been 
lost. However, as Longmei’s population 
grows and housing demand increases, the 
effort to supply enough units has strained 
the village’s spatial fabric. As described 
above, the new village is already densely 
built, and villagers have increasingly 
sought to realize the latent value of their 
holdings in the old village. The increasing 
number of multi-story buildings in this 
area has rapidly overburdened the nar-
row alleyways, rudimentary sewers, and 
daisy-chained electric cables that were 
intended to serve single-family courtyard 
houses (see Fig. 4). 

The limited supply of residential land 
has also created problems for young vil-
lagers of marrying age. Without land on 
which to construct a new home, and with 
no other path to homeownership within 
the village, newly married couples have 
had diff iculty establishing their own 
households. For some young village men, 
this has even made it difficult to attract 
suitable spouses, despite the other advan-
tages offered by residence in the village. 
For newlyweds, it often means inhabiting 
one of the units in a parent’s apartment 
building, which means the loss of much-
needed revenue. 

Only a few years have passed since the 
village distributed shares and residential 
land, so the full implications of these poli-
cies are not yet evident. Over the course 
of multiple generations, however, these 
distortions could substantially inf luence 
the development of village society. The 
fundamental contradiction between the 

village’s desire to benefi t from its integra-
tion with the larger economy and its effort 
to prevent that economy from changing its 
basic social, economic, and demographic 
structure, will be diffi cult to avoid. 

This contradiction already penetrates the 
everyday life of village society. Villagers 
actively reject the urban world that lies 
beyond Longmei’s bounds. Prior to Long-
mei’s development, many villagers sought 
to switch from rural to urban household 
registration. Now, however, villagers prize 
their rural registration, not just for its new 
pecuniary advantages, but also because of 
Longmei’s “civilized” environment. By 
contrast, Guangzhou is considered “dirty,” 
“unhealthy,” and “dangerous,” and even 
nearby Shiqiao, a short bus-ride down the 
road, is to be avoided. 

For most daily activities, there is hardly 
any need to leave the village. In addition to 
providing a dividend to shareholders, the 
development corporation has invested a 
portion of its proceeds in providing a range 
of facilities and services for villagers. 
These include a multi-story shopping cent-
er, a park, a cultural center complete with a 
karaoke machine, a medical clinic, a senior 
center, a library, and an elementary school. 
Nevertheless, villagers are more pragmatic 
than their professed anti-urbanism would 

Fig. 4 Photograph of Longmei’s old village
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suggest. Parents, for instance, readily take 
their children to the hospital in Shiqiao 
when they don’t trust the care at the vil-
lage’s medical clinic. And gifts bought in 
Guangzhou take on more cachet because 
they are not readily available in the village. 

These tensions between engagement and 
rejection become particularly evident in 
villagers’ relationships with migrants. 
With fewer than 2,000 registered villag-
ers and more than 10,000 migrants living 
in a residential area of approximately 25 
ha, migrants are an unavoidable presence 
for villagers. They walk the same streets, 
shop in the same stores, and even live in 
the same buildings. Moreover, villagers 
are dependent on migrants for their live-
lihoods – without the rent migrants pay, 
many villagers would be destitute, and 
villagers’ commercial sidelines are pri-
marily patronized by migrants.

Rather than emphasizing migrants’ contri-
butions to Longmei’s economy, however, 
most villagers resent their presence and 
seek to actively ignore and exclude them. 
This social schism is frequently blamed on 
differences of language and culture: mi-
grants speak Mandarin and eat spicy food, 
while villagers speak Cantonese and eat 
mild food. It is thus easy to explain their 
separate social circles, their patronage of 
different restaurants and beauty parlors, 
and their general lack of interaction. Yet, 
even village shopkeepers, many of whom 
have learned Mandar in through their 
business dealings, still avoid socializing 
with migrants; and village children, who 
learn Mandarin at school, are forbidden 
from playing with migrant children. These 
behaviors suggest that villager-migrant 
antagonism cannot be explained by simple 

cultural distance. 

In addition to these informal modes of 
segregation, migrants are officially ex-
cluded from village-provided facilities 
and services, such as the cultural center, 
senior center, and library. Particularly 
important in this regard is the village’s 
ancestor hall, which forms the social 
and physical center of the village: this is 
the site of the village’s most important 
social events and celebrations, including 
weddings, festivals, and ancestral rites. 
Together, these institutions provide privi-
leged social spaces, where village society 
can reinforce and reproduce itself safe 
from external inf luence and intrusion. 
One wealthy villager has sought to break 
down these barriers, sponsoring dances 
and other cultural events that welcome 
both villagers and migrants, but this is 
the exception rather than the rule. In-
deed, her efforts only serve to underline 
the otherwise systematic separation of 
villager and migrant life-worlds.

In the face of such exclusion, Longmei’s 
migrants have created their own social 
spaces, alternatives to crowded dorm 
rooms a nd reg i mented work places . 
These include the migrant kindergarten, 
which provides day-care for families 
whose grandparents are still back home; 
migrant-r un businesses that cater to 
regional tastes and preferences; phone 
booth centers, where migrants who can-
not afford a mobile phone can call home; 
and underground internet cafés, where 
migrants connect with distant friends and 
relatives or participate in virtual worlds. 
Meanwhile, many migrants take full ad-
vantage of Longmei’s proximity to larger 
urban centers, making frequent trips into 

Shiqiao and occasionally to Guangzhou. 
Even when they lack the discretionary 
income to purchase the goods and ser-
vices for sale in these places, migrants 
still go with their friends and families to 
window-shop and socialize. 

These spat ial rout ines underl ine the 
distinct life-worlds inhabited by villag-
ers and migrants. Most villagers have 
sought to insulate themselves from the 
world beyond Longmei, even as they 
seek to take advantage of the economic 
opportunities it offers. Migrants, on the 
other hand, are ineluctably a part of the 
networks that constitute this wider world. 
Most are only sojourning in Longmei and 
intend to return to their home villages 
once they have earned enough money. 
They have left loved ones back home, and 
they actively maintain those relationships 
through phone calls, internet chats, and 
fi nancial remittances. 

For many migrants, Longmei is just the 
most recent in a series of stops – they go 
wherever there is work. Far from being 
invested in the spaces of Longmei, they are 
increasingly comfortable in the circulation 
of goods, people, and capital that make up 
the networked spaces of urban China, and 
the anonymous pedestrian boulevards of 
downtown Guangzhou often feel more wel-
coming than the exclusion and segregation 
of central Longmei. While these migrants 
still form communities based on place of 
origin, they have also adopted more cos-
mopolitan sensibilities, including an open-
ness to unfamiliar habits and foods and a 
willingness to socialize with people from 
unfamiliar places. 

Within Longmei, this socializing primarily 
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takes place in the village park. This small 
patch of sand and concrete, sandwiched 
between the ancestor hall and the village 
pond, is the only public open space in 
Longmei. Outfi tted with playground equip-
ment, exercise machines, and benches, it 
is the preferred location for migrant car-
egivers to congregate as they watch their 
toddlers. In the mornings and evenings, it 
is crammed with off-work migrants play-
ing badminton, lounging, and chatting. In 
short, it has been appropriated by migrants 
as a de facto migrant social space.

This appropriation is significant for sev-
eral reasons. First, open space is a scarce 
resource in Longmei, making the small 
park par t icularly valuable as a social 
space. Second, the park’s location, ad-
joining several important villager social 
spaces that actively exclude migrants 
(including the ancestor hall, the cultural 
center, the senior center, and the library) 
makes it symbolically important. Lastly, 
the park’s appropriation underlines the 
contrasting spatial strategies of migrants 
and villagers. For migrants, the park is 
another node in the network of f lows, a 
gathering place where many of the vil-
lage’s most impor tant thoroughfares 
intersect, connecting the migrants’ dispa-
rate work and living spaces. 

For villagers, on the other hand, the open 
and poorly bounded park reveals the 
limits of territorial enclosure. The social 
spaces from which the village excludes 
migrants are either physical buildings or 
gated courtyards. These well-bounded 
spaces with limited entry points are easy 
to guard against unwanted intrusions. 
The park, on the other hand, is fully in-
tegrated with the village’s street network 

and is therefore diffi cult to control. 

This principle of boundary maintenance 
is one that the village has employed ex-
tensively in order to ensure Longmei’s 
cont inued ter r itor ial integr ity. Pr ior 
to development, Longmei’s residential 
area was compact and semi-circular in 
form, with the ancestor hall and village 
pond as its focal point. By limiting the 
availability of land for new residential 
construction, the village collective has 
ensured that Longmei remains well-
bounded (see Fig. 5). This boundary is 
further reinforced by the highway that 
abuts the village to the west and the open 
agricultural land that has been preserved 
to the east. Meanwhile, the ancestor hall 
and village pond have been maintained 
as the spatial and symbolic center of the 
village – by locating the “new village” 
between the old village and the highway, 
the collective transformed what was once 
Longmei’s façade into its central axis. 

This well-bounded space is tightly con-
trolled by the village collective. While 
much of the village’s peripheral land has 
been leased, purchased, or expropriated, 
land within and adjoining the central vil-
lage remains owned and controlled by 
the collective. Moreover, the boundaries 
of this space are act ively monitored. 
Gates have been installed at each of the 
village’s entrances, and guards check all 
incoming and outgoing vehicles. In ad-
dition, closed-circuit television cameras 
ring the village perimeter, allowing the 
village security apparatus to efficiently 
keep tabs on all departures and arrivals. 
Like the social and economic strategies 
described above, these physical interven-
tions enable the village collective to exert 

control over what and who enters and ex-
its Longmei. 

As the municipality of Guangzhou takes 
an increasing interest in the development 
and planning of the villages under its 
administration, this level of control may 
become more difficult to realize. Though 
Longmei was not included on a list of 
138 “urban villages” slated for renewal 
by 2020, it has been targeted as part of a 
wider initiative to integrate Guangzhou’s 
villages into regional planning. As part 
of this effor t, the municipal planning 
bureau has under taken master plans 
for several hundred villages, including 
Longmei. Though the ultimate outcome 
of this process will depend on negotia-
tions between various local state actors, 
including Longmei’s leadership, the 
rescaling of developmental control will 
undoubtedly offer new challenges to the 
village’s inhabitants as they balance the 
forces of change and continuity. 

3. Conclusion

In the growing body of English-language 
scholarship on China’s urbanizing vil-
lages, much research has been conducted 
in the Pearl River Delta. Longmei bears 
marked similar it ies to other vil lages 

Fig. 5 Photograph of the built edge of Longmei’s 
residential and commercial center
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in the region, and many of the insights 
shared in this brief ethnography echo 
prior studies focused on issues such as 
housing (ZHANG et al., 2003), land con-
version (TIAN, 2008), villager-migrant 
relationships (Guldin, 2001; Siu, 2007), 
global-local integration (LIN, 2006), and 
shareholding and territoriality (Hsing, 
2010), to name a few. These commonali-
ties make Longmei a good starting point 
for this ser ies, familiar ground f rom 
which to begin a broader exploration. 

At the same t ime, the schola rly em-
phasis on the Pearl R iver Delta (and 
southeastern China more generally) has 
encouraged a tendency to see villages 
like Longmei as nationally representa-
tive. As one of the first regions in which 
China’s villages began urbanizing, the 
Pearl River Delta is an important region 
for study, but subsequent research has 
identified substantial national diversity 
(see LIN 2010 for an example of such 
comparative work). Regional typologies, 
in which Longmei might be considered 
representative of villages in Guangdong 
Province or Guangzhou Municipality, are 
also misleading. While regional variables 
provide impor tant context for village 
urbanization, these are not the primary 
determinants of change and continuity. 

Each instance of vil lage t ransforma-
tion needs to be considered as a unique, 
independent phenomenon. Doing other-
wise risks overlooking, and potentially 
obliterat ing, the r ich var iety of local 
society in China, a prospect that becomes 
increasingly l ikely as more munici-
palities implement cookie-cutter village 
planning programs. Meanwhile, the first 
national standard for village plans is in 

the process of being developed. While 
such efforts are doubtlessly necessary in 
order to ensure development coordination 
and planning quality, overly regimented 
standards risk destroying one of China’s 
key resources of socio-economic sustain-
ability as the nation continues on the path 
toward urban-rural integration.

By investigating the socio-spatial speci-
ficity of individual village case studies, 
this series seeks to provide an antidote 
to such general izat ion. In Longmei, 
variables such as scale, ter r itory, and 
networks reveal the tensions inherent 
in village transformation, as actors try 
to balance both change and continuity. 
Rather than t rying to eliminate these 
tensions, planning needs to begin from 
them, and this requires a deep ethno-
graphic engagement with each village. 
For, as the subsequent installments in 
this ser ies wil l show, each vil lage is 
home to its own set of actors and its own 
socio-spatial complexities.  

                                           Edited by Fang QIAN
Proofread by Jiayan LIU

Note:

① The data presented in this article is primarily 
based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in 
2009. This research has been funded in part by 
the Harvard China Fund and the National Science 
Fo u n d a t i o n  G r a d u a te  R e s e a rc h  Fe l l ows h i p 
Program.
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