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Change and Continuity: Chinese Villages in Transition
(II) – Panyang Village①
Nick R. Smith

Abstract  This is the second in a series of four articles that ethnographically explores 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 
demonstrate the specifi city and idiosyncrasy of village transformation and the need for planners to “take actions that suit local conditions” (yindi 
zhiyi). This installment investigates Panyang Village, located in the Xiangcheng District of Suzhou Municipality. The municipality has used a 
portion of Panyang’s land for an industrial development zone, and the remainder of the village has been turned into relocation housing for dis-
placed villagers. This has resulted in profound economic and socio-spatial transformation, but Panyang has not been allowed to fully urbanize. 
For instance, both the village and its residents are still administratively rural, and the municipality has imposed building codes that preserve the 
village’s existing housing typology. The tension between economic transformation and socio-spatial conservation has led to unforeseen conse-
quences, including a diffuse, de-centered morphology; increasing disinvestment on the part of registered villagers; and new development initia-
tives by migrant workers.
  
Keywords  village planning; peri-urbanization; ethnography; Suzhou

1. Introduction

The rapid urbanization of the countryside 
has emerged as one of the defining char-
acteristics of contemporary China, and the 
nation’s urban planning and policy have in-
creasingly focused on managing this urban-
rural interface. This is the second in a series 
of four articles that use ethnography to 
investigate ongoing processes of transforma-
tion in China’s peri-urban villages (see the 
previous issue of this journal for an extended 
introduction to the series). The first article 
in this series considered the transformation 
of Longmei Village, located in the Panyu 
District of Guangzhou Municipality (Smith, 
2013). The current article investigates Pan-
yang Village in the Xiangcheng District 
of Suzhou Municipality. Based on ethno-
graphic research conducted over the past 
five years, each article presents an in-depth 
analysis of a single village located on the ur-
ban periphery. As they navigate between the 
urban and the rural, these liminal villages 
reveal how contingent and fluid the urban-
rural relationship can be. The transformative 
infl uence of this transition is indelible, but in 

each village, change and continuity are com-
bined in diverse and unpredictable ways. 
Rather than predetermining this diversity 
through the application of canned typologies 
and categories, the ethnographic approach 
demonstrated in this series remains open to 
variations and commonalities that are unex-
pected and surprising.

The investigation of Longmei Village raised 
questions about the extent to which eco-
nomic change can be catalyzed while main-
taining socio-spatial continuity. Was this 
unique to Longmei and similar villages in 
the Pear River Delta? Is the tension between 
change and continuity a function of Long-
mei’s strong lineage institutions and com-
pact morphology, or is this a more general 
challenge facing China’s transforming peri-
urban villages? To explore these questions, 
I turn to the current case study, Panyang 
Village. Located in the Yangtze River Delta, 
Panyang has a distinct social, political, and 
economic context. For instance, the vil-
lage lacks strong lineage institutions, it is 
morphologically dispersed, and it is subject 
to much more active intervention from the 

township and the municipality. 

Nevertheless, the tension between change 
and continuity is still palpable in Panyang. 
As in Longmei, this is in large part the result 
of an effort to limit the socio-spatial impacts 
of the village’s integration into larger eco-
nomic networks. But Panyang’s transforma-
tion has also diverged significantly from the 
process undergone in Longmei. In Panyang, 
different actors pursuing different strate-
gies have resulted in a different set of socio-
spatial contradictions, with change and con-
tinuity intersecting in new and unforeseen 
ways. Village transformation is an open and 
undetermined process, and it can easily be 
distorted and misunderstood when subject to 
a predetermined analytical framework. Such 
approaches tend to homogenize the natural 
diversity of settlement transition, often re-
sulting in cookie-cutter village plans. Instead 
of pre-defi ning variables or parameters based 
on the prior analysis of Longmei, I therefore 
proceed ethnographically, building up a thick 
description of Panyang in order to under-
stand how it combines the universal with the 
particular. In the conclusion, I then return to 
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a comparative perspective, combining the 
insights from both Longmei and Panyang.  

2. Panyang Village

Located roughly 15 kilometers north of 
the center of Suzhou, a prefecture-level 
municipality in southern Jiangsu Province, 
Panyang is an administrative village in 
Huangdai Town, Xiangcheng District. Over 
the past decade, its population has grown 
five-fold, from 2,100 registered villagers to 
nearly 10,000 long-term residents, most of 
whom are migrant laborers from the north 
of Jiangsu. These migrants work at factories 
built in what was once the western half of 
Panyang Village, and they live in apartments 
and dormitories located in what remains of 
the village’s land.②

Panyang has thus undergone substantial 
change over the past ten years. As in Long-
mei, the village’s economy has shifted from 
predominantly agrarian to a mix of indus-
try, commerce, and real estate. But, unlike 
Longmei, Panyang’s transformation was 
predominantly driven by investment and 
planning from Suzhou and Huangdai. In 
2001, the municipal government established 
a new development zone, which included 
the Panyang Industrial Park. By the time 
the park was completed in 2003, it had been 
designated a provincial level industrial park 
and development oversight had been del-
egated to the town.

In order to establish the park, the town, act-
ing on behalf of the municipality, claimed the 
collective ownership rights over Panyang’s 
land and transferred a portion of it to the 
state in order to make it available for indus-
trial development. This move relied on the 
institutional ambiguity regarding collective 

ownership of China’s rural land, which can 
be claimed by a range of economic and po-
litical actors at both the village and township 
levels (Ho, 2001). This land was then graded 
and provided with services and infrastruc-
ture, and large plots were subsequently sold 
to manufacturers on advantageous terms. 
This section of Panyang is now home to a 
large number of factories producing elec-
tronic components. 

Villagers living in the western part of Pan-
yang, where the industrial park was planned, 
were relocated to the easternmost section 
of the village, near the edge of Huangdai. 
These village households had both their con-
tracted agricultural land and their residential 
construction land expropriated. Rather than 
paying villagers directly for their agricultural 
land, the town used a portion of the money 
it had earned from the establishment of the 
industrial park to set up a social welfare fund 
and a worker training program for the villag-
ers. Meanwhile, in exchange for the residen-
tial construction land that had been expropri-
ated, each village household received a new 
residential construction plot of 200 square 
meters (see Fig. 1). 

Under a plan supervised by the municipal 
planning bureau, these new plots were laid 
out in orderly rows in Panyang’s eastern sec-
tion, taking up the contracted agricultural 
land of the remaining villagers (see Fig. 2). 
Each plot was provided with a full slate of 
services, and the household was given a 
small subsidy to construct a new house. Each 
household was thus left to organize the con-
struction of its own house but with strict de-
sign guidelines, which limited each structure 
to a 125-square meter footprint and a two-
storey profile. As a result, though the colors 
and materials vary somewhat, all the houses 

Fig. 1 Aerial image of the eastern resettlement area 
of Panyang c. 2009 
Source: GeoEye.

and streets in Panyang’s new residential area 
look and feel exactly the same (see Fig. 3). 

Meanwhile, those villagers already living in 
the eastern section of Panyang also had their 
contracted agricultural land expropriated 

Fig. 2 Figure-ground study of Panyang’s resettlement 
area, showing new residential construction in black
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(to make room for the new residential plots), 
but they retained their originally allocated 
residential construction land. This provided 
them with substantially more land and flex-
ibility than relocated villagers. Many of them 
have built large houses with two or three 
fl oors, as well as small detached outbuildings 
for rent to migrants. Small courtyards, stores, 
and recreation areas can also be found scat-
tered through these old residential clusters. 

This approach to villager resettlement and 
the allocation of residential construction land 
suggests some of the priorities at play as Su-
zhou and Huangdai have sought to manage 
Panyang’s transformation. While pushing 
forward the village’s rapid industrialization, 
they have refrained from pursuing Panyang’s 
full-fl edged urbanization – villagers retained 
their residential construction land and rural 
registration. This was in part a pragmatic 
decision taken in order to lower the costs of 
development: by maintaining Panyang as a 
village and its residents as rural villagers, 
Suzhou and Huangdai could avoid the higher 
costs of expropriating villagers’ residential 
land and providing them with the level of so-
cial welfare given to urban residents. 

At the same time, however, the municipal 
planning bureau wanted to avoid the exuber-
ant and unbridled development found in “vil-
lages-in-the-city” which are often produced 

by similarly pragmatic policies: contracted 
agricultural land is expropriated, while 
residential construction land is left intact, 
incentivizing villagers to intensify the use of 
their remaining land (WANG et al., 2009). 
The municipal planning bureau therefore in-
stituted strict limits on the use of residential 
construction plots in Panyang, effectively 
requiring the reproduction of the existing vil-
lage housing typology. 

But this strategy of typological continuity 
has also precipitated further morphological 
and social transformation. Before its rapid 
development, Panyang was a scattered 
collection of small hamlets, each contain-
ing no more than a few hundred residents. 
Each hamlet consisted of several rows of 
two-storey residences, separated by com-
mon spaces used for drying and threshing 
crops, enabling a delicate balance between 
the need for collaboration and proximity to 
agricultural land. After the village’s trans-
formation, this multi-centric morphology 
has been replaced by a diffuse and largely 
undifferentiated residential environment. In-
stead of many small centers, Panyang has no 
center at all; rather, it is now centered on the 
adjacent town of Huangdai. The boundaries 
of the village bleed into the industrial park 
on one side and the town center on the other, 
and it is difficult to tell where one ends and 
the next begins. The low level of density and 
the lack of a clear center have effectively 
turned the village into a characterless suburb 
of the town. Even the park specially built for 
Panyang has gone largely unused, serving 
instead as a place to deposit construction 
materials and other refuse.

This tendency is further emphasized by the 
social and economic activities of Panyang 
villagers. The strict limits on residential 

construction have sharply curtailed villager 
investment in Panyang. While many vil-
lagers rent out one floor of their two-storey 
homes, this only brings in a few hundred 
yuan per month. Thus, village households 
have few opportunities to monetize their land 
holdings, and the lack of a center with a high 
level of foot traffic has made it difficult for 
villagers to start successful enterprises. As a 
result, much of the specially-built commer-
cial real estate, which lines Panyang’s main 
roads, still stood empty several years after 
completion. Instead, most villagers have 
turned to Huangdai for their economic and 
social needs. Only a short bicycle ride away, 
this is now where many villagers work, shop, 
and seek basic services. Even the village of-
fi ces are located in the town center.

The artificiality of this socio-spatial engi-
neering is especially clear when viewed in 
contrast with the sections of Panyang that 
have been reserved for future development. 
These large plots of land in the middle 
of Panyang will be used to build welfare 
housing for other relocated villages and 
privately developed market-rate housing for 
the burgeoning middle-class in Suzhou and 
nearby Wuxi. Since these developments are 
intended for urban residents, they are being 
planned at a much higher density, with mid-
rise apartment buildings six-to-twenty stories 
high. They are designed using the standard 
typology of urban residential districts, with 
staggered rows of free-standing apartment 
buildings set in green open spaces that are 
gated and guarded. 

Not only do Panyang villagers see no finan-
cial benefit from these developments, they 
are also physically excluded from them. The 
Panyang that the villagers live in has become 
an “other” space – what is left over after the 

Fig. 3 Photograph of a street in Panyang’s resettle-
ment area
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town, the municipality, and private develop-
ers have carved up the land for their own 
profit. In recent years, many villagers have 
stopped investing in their homes in the hope 
that they will soon be demolished and their 
families relocated to one of the new high-
rise estates. 

Meanwhile, migrants in Panyang also face 
an uncertain future. Though they outnumber 
villagers by nearly 5-to-1, migrants currently 
enjoy a relatively high level of social inclu-
sion in Panyang. Villagers and migrants have 
friendly relations and some even share lei-
sure time together. This is in part due to their 
similar cultural, linguistic, and geographic 
backgrounds, as most migrants in Panyang 
are from the less developed north of Jiangsu 
Province, colloquially referred to as Subei. 
But, it is also partly driven by the villagers’ 
strong social and economic orientation to the 
town – with little invested in the village, Pan-
yang villagers feel less threatened by a much 
larger population of migrants. 

Nevertheless, for migrants, it is not the vil-
lagers but the town government that pro-
vides the primary context for their lives and 
livelihoods. To a large extent, Huangdai has 
sought to insulate Panyang from the poten-
tially overwhelming social transformation 
that could result from the large number of 
migrant laborers necessary to staff the fac-
tories in the Panyang Industrial Park. To do 
so, Huangdai initially built a set of dormito-
ries on the boundary between the industrial 
park and the resettlement area. In a move 
that underlined their effort to control the 
migrant population, the town subsequently 
built a large police station directly across 
from the entrance to this compound, and 
it employs a number of security guards to 
patrol areas frequented by migrants. But as 

more and more factories were built, the dor-
mitories were quickly filled to capacity, and 
migrants found housing among Panyang’s 
villagers, who rented them rooms and small 
outhouses. Soon, migrants were scattered 
throughout the village, making it much more 
difficult for the town to keep them moni-
tored and controlled.

In addition, migrants took the initiative to 
catalyze the social and economic intensifi ca-
tion that the town was unwilling to provide. 
This transformation took the form of a mar-
ket street, which Panyang residents call “Xi-
aojie” (Little Street). Several dozen migrant-
run shops lined this narrow street, providing 
migrants with a range of goods and services, 
including restaurants serving hometown 
specialties, labor exchanges, phone booth 
centers, hair salons, and grocery stores. 
There was even a shop that specialized in 
bags and suitcases used by migrants when 
they travel home during the holidays. In 
addition to being a center of economic ex-
change, Xiaojie also became an important 
social space for Panyang’s migrants, who 
came here to stroll, chat, and relax after 
work or between shifts (see Fig. 4). 

Located immediately adjacent to the migrant 
dormitories and intersecting with the main 
roadway used by migrants commuting to 
the industrial park, Xiaojie was optimally 
located as a center of migrant activity. While 
most of the town’s specially built commercial 
storefronts languished empty, the migrants’ 
market hummed. And while few people 
could be found walking the long, monoto-
nous streets of Panyang’s resettlement area, 
Xiaojie was often bustling with people. Like 
the park occupied by migrants in Longmei, 
Xiaojie thus represented a scarce resource in 
Panyang, commercial and social activity. 

This subversion of Panyang’s carefully con-
trolled transformation is further underlined 
by the fact that much of Xiaojie lay beyond 
the regulatory reach of the town. While some 
entrepreneurs rented storefronts in adjoining 
buildings, most of the stalls were built direct-
ly on the street pavement, occupying a grey 
space in the town’s territorial regime. As a 
result, these shop owners were able to avoid 
paying both rent and taxes, even though their 
claims to the land were widely recognized in 
the community. Indeed, most stores were rel-
atively permanent structures, with tile fl oors 
and cement fixtures, and when shop owners 
decided to leave Panyang, they were able to 
command substantial sums for their de facto 
land rights.

In August 2010, the town government tore 
down these informal structures, claiming 
that they were unsanitary and threatened 
public health. Xiaojie’s merchants were of-
fered space in a new row of stalls, but few 
have chosen to relocate there. High rent 
payments, permitting fees, and taxes have 
cut deeply into owners’ margins. Moreover, 
the new location is behind the migrant dor-
mitories, well away from the main road and 
far less convenient, with substantially fewer 
passersby. Those merchants that did relocate 
have found it difficult to attract custom-
ers. Even the most popular restaurant, once 
teeming with patrons, began relying almost 
exclusively on delivery orders. The migrants’ 
center, the only real center in all of Panyang, 
has been dispersed. This represented a real 
loss for the village, and it is notable that the 
demolition project went forward over the 
objections of both individual villagers and 
the village committee. Indeed, though few 
would readily admit it (and though the shops 
and restaurants on Xiaojie mainly served 
migrants), villagers also sometimes took 
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advantage of its convenient location to buy a 
last-minute ingredient for dinner or to grab a 
quick meal. 

The town’s insistence on the street’s demoli-
tion suggests an ulterior motive beyond mere 
hygiene. As Xiaojie was being torn down, a 
private developer with support from the town 
was simultaneously breaking ground on a 
new multi-storey mall a few hundred meters 
away, complete with a department store, jew-
elry stores, fashion boutiques, and a variety 
of chain restaurants (see Fig. 5). In contrast 
to the messy, extralegal, and migrant-initiat-
ed economic activities of Xiaojie, this mall 
represents the type of controlled, up-market 
transformation valorized by the town and the 
municipality. Unlike Xiaojie, the new mall is 
intended to serve the middle-class residents 
of Suzhou that Huangdai hopes will buy the 
market-rate housing currently being devel-
oped in Panyang’s empty land. 

This episode demonstrates the uncertainty 

facing Panyang’s migrants. They currently 
occupy a relatively comfortable position, 
with stable employment and relatively good 
relations with villagers, but planners and de-
velopment officials in Huangdai and Suzhou 
envision a Panyang where migrants play an 
increasingly insignificant role. While villag-
ers are guaranteed some place in this future, 
migrants could easily be left behind as Pan-
yang’s transformation continues to unfold.

3. Conclusion

When comparing the transformation of 
Longmei and Panyang, several commonali-
ties and divergences begin to emerge. Re-
gional differences between the Pearl River 
and Yangtze River deltas are one important 
source of variation. Close to Hong Kong and 
Macao and far from Beijing, Guangzhou is 
characterized by a stronger entrepreneurial 
spirit, with more direct access to foreign cap-
ital and more robust local affinity networks. 
By contrast, Suzhou is one of the largest 
cities in southern Jiangsu, which is famous 
for the Sunan Model of rural development 
dominated by township-village enterprises 
and state direction. The socio-spatial organi-
zation of each village prior to transformation 
is also distinct. As is common in southern 
China, Longmei was organized as a compact 
natural village with two dominant lineages 
and a relatively integrated social structure. 
Panyang, meanwhile, was formed from 
many scattered natural villages, without 
larger solidary groups that might unify the 
administrative village.

These and other structural differences par-
tially explain the variation in transforma-
tion between Longmei and Panyang. While 
Longmei’s transformation is primarily 
driven by the village leadership, Panyang’s 

transformation is primarily driven by the 
town and the municipality. While only ag-
ricultural land was used for development in 
Longmei, both agricultural and residential 
construction land was used in Panyang. In 
Longmei, the village went to great lengths 
to keep the existing social structure intact, 
whereas in Panyang, society was increasing-
ly subsumed by the town. In Longmei, the 
village’s morphology was largely kept in-
tact, while the residential typology changed 
dramatically, but in Panyang, the opposite 
was true.

Meanwhile, the two villages also have nu-
merous similarities. Both have encouraged 
economic transformation, industrialization, 
and real estate development. In both, vil-
lagers have lost their agricultural land and 
been allotted new residential construction 
land, while retaining their rural registration. 
And in both, migrants have played a crucial 
(though unanticipated) role in village trans-
formation, creating new social and/or eco-
nomic spaces that were otherwise lacking. 

Perhaps the most significant similarity in 
Longmei and Panyang is the dynamic ten-
sion between change and continuity, pro-
duced as different actors simultaneously 
seek to catalyze transformation and preserve 
aspects of the existing social and spatial fab-
ric. In Longmei, this was driven by the ef-
forts of both villagers and village leaders to 
harness the dynamics of economic transfor-
mation while insulating their society from 
the potential for radical social change. This 
strategy resulted in a variety of contradic-
tions, including the increasing partition of 
land and shareholder equity, young people’s 
inability to establish new households and 
migrants’ territorial assertiveness in the face 
of social exclusion. 

Fig. 5 Photograph of the newly-developed shopping 
mall in Panyang

Fig. 4 Photograph of Xiaojie (Little Street), with mi-
grant dormitories on the right



72                       

City Pro! le
    China City Planning Review Vol. 22, No. 4, 2013

Like the village leadership in Longmei, 
Huangdai and Suzhou have sought to trans-
form Panyang’s economy while limiting 
its socio-spatial effects. As the village’s 
economy transitioned from agriculture to 
industry, villagers were forced to transform 
themselves from farmers into laborers and 
entrepreneurs. Under the urban-rural dual-
ism of China’s administrative apparatus, 
this would typically mean that Panyang’s 
villagers should acquire urban registration. 
But instead, they kept their rural registration 
and their allocated residential construction 
land. Even as they became more and more 
oriented toward the town’s economy and so-
ciety, villagers still remained formally rural 
with self-built homes. Meanwhile, villagers 
were forced to build these houses according 
to the existing village residential typology, as 
defi ned by the municipal planning bureau. 

As in Longmei, this strategy of encourag-
ing the village’s economic transformation 
while preserving the community’s socio-
spatial structure produced unanticipated and 
contradictory results. The persistence of the 
village’s housing typology, in combination 
with the resettlement of all villagers into 
one area, resulted in a morphology that ef-
fectively erased the village, intensifying vil-
lagers’ socio-spatial orientation to the town. 
This, in combination with the contrast of 
newly-developed apartment buildings right 
next door, has encouraged villagers’ disin-
vestment and economic disengagement from 
the village. Meanwhile, the lack of social and 
economic services has resulted in migrant-
led initiatives to produce village-scaled 
transformation, which the town has subse-
quently sought to eliminate and replace.

These contradictory outcomes point to-
ward the foolhardiness of any attempt to 

encourage certain transformations while 
controlling and limiting others. Economic, 
social, and spatial changes are all closely 
interconnected, and efforts to prevent such 
interconnectivity produce unanticipated 
compensations and effects, some of which 
may be less desirable than the social and 
spatial changes actors sought to avoid in the 
first place. Even if Suzhou and Huangdai 
succeed in completely transforming Pan-
yang into an elite suburb full of high-rise 
apartment buildings and luxury services, 
there will still be unmet needs and unfore-
seen consequences. No transformation can 
be completely planned and controlled. 

This simple insight is crucially important in 
the context of contemporary village plan-
ning in China, where planners and policy 
makers are developing strategies to improve 
economic growth and villager welfare while 
keeping villages agricultural and socio-
spatially distinct from surrounding develop-
ment (HE, 2010). With these priorities, rela-
tively few developmental paths are possible, 
the most popular of which is agro-tourism, 
which formally preserves agricultural 
functions while enabling increased capital 
investment. But even this approach leads to 
unforeseen socio-spatial transformations and 
distortions. Moreover, the repeated applica-
tion of this strategy in any given area rapidly 
leads to economic cannibalization and col-
lapse. In trying to artificially fix China’s vil-
lages as properly agricultural, planners and 
policy-makers unwittingly precipitate their 
further transformation. To truly resolve these 
persistent tensions and contradictions, it is 
necessary to develop innovative and flexible 
(rather than fixed and prejudged) conceptu-
alizations of village transformation. These 
issues will be further explored in the next 
installment of this series, which considers 
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a village that has started moving down this 
path of agro-tourism and has already begun 
to encounter unforeseen challenges.  

Edited by Qingfei ZHANG & Qizhi MAO  

Notes:
① Editor’s note: This paper is the second install-
ment of a series of four articles exploring village 
transpformation in pre-urban China. The first 
installment with the title of “Change and Continuity: 
Chinese Villages in Transition (I) – Longmei Village” 
was published in the colume of “Observation 
Overseas” in China City Planing Review , 2013, No. 
3. The colume of “Observation Overseas” is changed 
to “City Profile” in this issue for better describing the 
feature of the paper, and the rest two installments will 
also be published in the colume of “City Profie”  for 
consistency.

② The data presented in this article are primarily 
based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in 2009 
and 2011. This research has been funded in part by 
the National Science Foundation Graduate Research 
Fellowship Program (USA).
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