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Urban ruins represent a marginal subject of research within the field of Chinese studies, and yet are
a precious reminder of the country’s rapid urban development. By approaching these abandoned
spaces through urban exploration, Judith Audin makes an original contribution to the analysis of
the Chinese city.

Demolition, a violent but banal process in the Chinese urban landscape of the last 40 years, has
produced the most common form of contemporary ruins in China (Meyer 2008). These demolition
landscapes, embodied by the character  拆 painted on the walls, has accompanied the recent and
rapid development of Chinese cities since reforms to move the country towards a market economy,
initiated in 1978, and which accelerated in the mid-1990s (Hsing 2010; Wu 2015).

While “traumatic ruins” (Le Blanc 2010) associated with political events (for example, the Sack
of the Summer Palace of 1860, the Cultural Revolution) or environmental occurrences (e.g. natural
disasters)  have been studied to a  certain extent,  urban ruins and abandoned spaces  constitute a
marginal subject for research within studies on China, which tend instead to focus on growth and
urban development, or on social problems linked to inequalities or integration (see in particular
Logan 2002; Li 2007; Yin 2010). And yet a wide variety of places stand in a state of abandon and
deterioration  in  Chinese  cities:  neighborhoods  in  the  process  of  being  demolished  (photo  1),
abandoned  industrial  complexes,  or  cultural  and  leisure  facilities  that  have  closed  down,  for
instance. Certain newly constructed urban areas are extensively underpopulated or even completely
empty, generating a proliferation of terms such as “ghost cities” and “ghost towns”.

In research on Chinese cities, situations of decline or deterioration tend to be considered only as
parentheses within an urban trajectory, or as abnormalities, with cities destined to be stimulated by
growth; and those publications that do focus on abandoned places tend to view them through the
dominant lens of urban development,  considering them “pathologies” (see in particular Shepard
2015; Sorace and Hurst 2016). And yet the urbanization of Chinese cities is neither a linear nor a
stable process, and spaces that are abandoned or in situations of flux represent a significant stratum
of the Chinese urban space.

This article seeks to explore the blind spots of urban development by considering abandoned
places, development projects that have proved to be failures or “put on hold,” and processes of
deterioration and decline of the built environment. To this end, an ethnographic approach will be
adopted that enables the practice of urban exploration (that is, visits of abandoned places built by
humans) to be used as an original and fecund methodological tool for urban studies.

Urban exploration: a methodological tool for urban studies

Urban exploration—also known as  urbex—has developed as an alternative urban culture since
the 1980s. It has rapidly become more well known in recent years via social networks, and has been
the subject of artistic  approaches and journalistic  accounts,  as well  as research in the fields of
philosophy  and  geography  (see  in  particular  Garrett  2011,  2014a;  Mott  and  Roberts  2013;
Somhegyi  2014;  Nieszczrzeweska  2015).  While  artists  and photographers  have  used  ruin
landscapes as an angle for wider reflection on Chinese society (Wu 1998, 2012), we propose to use
urbex for  research purposes,  through the long-term exploration  of  abandoned places  in  several
Chinese cities: Beijing, Shanghai, Hangzhou (in Zheijang province), Datong (in Shanxi province),
and  Guangzhou  (formerly Canton)  and  Zhuhai  (both  in  Guangdong province).1 Because  urban
exploration involves discovering a place from the inside, and apprehending its physical state as well
as its atmosphere by avoiding any modification or transformation of the space in question, it bears
similarities  with  observational  approaches  in  ethnography.  Sociology  and  anthropology  are
disciplines that re-emerged in Chinese universities in the 1990s, and field studies of an ethnographic

1 This research was made possible—in our spare time—by a mobility program in China as part of the MEDIUM
project (website: http://mediumcities-china.org), which seeks to study contemporary medium-sized Chinese cities.
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nature were developed above all in the 2000s. In this sense, the ethnography of Chinese abandoned
buildings allows us to document those elements that are missing as a result of a form of economic
development that in large part eradicated the social and architectural landscape of the Chinese city
of the 1980s and 1990s.

The  main  problem  raised  by  this  research  methodology  lies  in  entering  these  spaces  and
collecting  data  clandestinely,  at  the  risk  of  researchers’ personal  safety.  Abandoned  places  are
isolated, and the built environment is dilapidated and dangerous. But, more generally, access to
many sites  is  difficult  in  China  for  foreigners  wishing to  follow official  procedures,  and  it  is
common to have to resort to alternative methods of investigation. Urban exploration is a form of
clandestine intrusion, but is a “recreational” form of trespassing (Garrett 2014b): places are visited,
photographed, and committed to memory, without theft or damage.

Using this method, urban ruins are documented in situ, along the lines of an approach based on
reading  clues  and  traces  (Ginzburg  1980).  In  documenting  the  physical  nature  of  abandoned,
neglected  or  forgotten  places,  urban  exploration  looks  for  signs  of  social  apparatus  that  has
disappeared, as a form of “urban archeology.” It seeks to understand the “spirit of ruins” (Ferranti
2005) by identifying lines of continuity/discontinuity in urban space, starting with these “strange”
cases (Lacroix 2007).

Heterotopias for reimagining the dynamics of Chinese cities

Urban exploration allows us to take stock of the different layers that structure the Chinese city,
from the pre-Communist period to the present day: Sino-European architecture from the Republican
era, socialist industrial projects from the Mao era, and urban facilities and projects from the 1990s
and 2000s, for example.

From  this  standpoint,  deteriorated  places  and  contemporary  ruins  are  not  envisaged  as
abnormalities  or  pathologies,  but  rather  experienced  as  “other  spaces”  (Foucault  1994),  or
heterotopias, that enable us to analyze the history and dynamics of the Chinese city through atypical
trajectories.  These  abandoned  spaces  go  against  the  myth  of  the  “civilized”  (wenming)  and
“harmonious” (hexie) modern Chinese city promulgated in the urban imaginary (see Broudehoux
2008; Kloeckner 2016). The empty and run-down pavilions of Expo 2010 in Shanghai, spread over
a vast area, ironically bear witness to the still ephemeral role of international mega-events, all the
more so given that the theme of the event was the “sustainable city” (photos 2 to 5).

These places are also temporal heterotopias, as abandonment reveals the effects of time on a built
space and the sedimentations of history.  Urban ruins are places not just of memory but also of
imagination  in  terms  of  urban  development  and  potential  means  of  reusing  these  decayed,
abandoned or neglected spaces. Observing and photographing spaces that are empty of people, in a
state of abandon or awaiting demolition, is a means of developing tools to record and remember a
culture of vernacular construction that is gradually being lost, even though in some cases it features
on UNESCO’s lists of intangible cultural heritage (photos 6 to 12).

Amusement  parks  require  an  urban  infrastructure  and  an  economic  form  linked  to  the
development  of  the  tourism industry,  as  well  as  a  type  of  architecture associated with  specific
imaginaries. China began to build theme parks in the late 1980s, while Disney only opened its first
park in China in 2016, in Shanghai. Visiting amusement parks and tourist amenities dating from the
1990s allows us to measure and appreciate the differences in scale and content in terms of the
facilities provided for visitors. The imaginaries of the period reveal China’s desire to participate in
globalization,  as  illustrated  by theme parks  reproducing  “the  world”  in  miniature,  such as  the
“Window of the World” park in Shenzhen, which remains one of the most visited in the country.
Other parks, on smaller scales, closed in the 2000s, such as the American Dream Park in Shanghai,
abandoned since 2001 and awaiting demolition since 2012 (photos 13 to 18).
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Finally,  abandoned  places  are  economic  heterotopias,  as  they  challenge  the  myth  of  urban
development as a source of growth. One prime category of spaces that reflect economic crisis is that
of industrial wasteland, present in urban space as the leftovers of a production system (Vaccaro
et al. 2016).  Recently,  the  term “zombie  factories”  has  become increasingly widespread  in  the
media, underlining the fact that many regions are suffering from the massive closure of factories.2

The ruins resulting from deindustrialization are, as elsewhere in the world, evidence of an economic
era that  is  now over  (but in  China they are also spaces  that  were formerly representative of  a
particularly comprehensive form of social control), today left as wasteland (Edensor 2005). For the
ethnographer, entering these places before they are renovated, demolished or rehabilitated is useful,
as operational industrial spaces are difficult to access for outside researchers (especially foreigners),
and, even where permission is granted, can only be visited in part. Entering a former industrial site
allows the researcher to examine production infrastructures in their entirety and identify the way the
factory  operated,  its  geography,  and  its  social  environment  (through  attendance  sheets,  task
allocation tables,  propaganda messages,  workers’ lockers,  administrative offices,  and so forth—
photos 19 and 20).

While  many studies  have  focused on industrial  cities  and spaces  in  decline,  from Detroit  to
Leipzig and Sheffield (see in particular Urbanités 2013), this is not altogether the case in Chinese
studies,  where  abandoned industrial  sites  have  only rarely been documented.  Researchers  have
instead tended to analyze the social consequences of industrial crises through the waves of mass
redundancies of the 1990s, and have focused on sites converted into arts districts, as in the case of
Factory 798 in Beijing, originally an artists’ squat but which in the space of a few years became an
archetype of the commercialization, gentrification and touristification of industrial spaces that have
become showcases of mass consumerism.3 Can the changing uses of these spaces—from industrial
ruin to art industry—be envisaged in ways other than through the “798 model”? What can be done
to foster crisis recovery, particularly in medium-sized cities with less dynamic economies that are
located far from international  megacities? Does the paradigm of  “arts  districts” (yishu qu)  that
conserve only scant traces of former wasteland (photo 21) represent a sustainable solution in terms
of conversion and repurposing?

An ethnography of unfinished and abandoned places

In  addition  to  former  industrial  sites,  incomplete  constructions  (failed,  blocked,  delayed  or
postponed projects) embody a second form of economic ruin that is very common in China. A
Chinese neologism characterizes this  phenomenon:  lanweilou,  meaning a  rotting building in  an
unfinished state. These incomplete and aging structures provide information on a number of levels.
First among these is their visual impact, as these buildings stand in sharp contrast not only with the
rest  of  the  urban  space  but  also  with  other  ruins,  owing  to  their  appearance  that  combines
incompleteness with decay (photo 22).

Studying this  type of architecture also raises a socioeconomic issue,  revealing a political and
economic  crisis  resulting  from power  struggles  between  real-estate  promoters  and local  public
authorities, or funding difficulties since local debt is severely frowned upon by central government.
For example, Datong, stigmatized as the “coal capital” of China, was the subject of a conversion
plan  in  2008  that  took  inspiration  from  image-based  policies  (Rousseau  2013).  An  ambitious
2 See:  “Les  entreprises  zombies  hantent  la  Chine”  (in  French),  Le  Monde,  March  15  2017,

URL: www.lemonde.fr/economie/article/2017/03/15/les-entreprises-zombies-hantent-la-chine_5094666_3234.html;
“Inside  China’s  Dying,  Abandoned  Factories”,  Zero  Hedge,  January  26  2016,
URL: www.zerohedge.com/news/2016-01-26/inside-chinas-dying-abandoned-factories; “Death by a Thousand Job
Cuts:  The  Human  Cost  of  China’s  Zombie  Firms”,  South  China  Morning  Post,  March  7  2017,
URL: www.scmp.com/business/commodities/article/2076401/human-cost-chinas-failing-industrial-soes.

3 The numerous publications on this space, which attracts large numbers of tourists, as well as researchers, tend to
reinforce the labeling of the site as a major artistic space, which has become an obligatory visit or angle for studying
Chinese society (see in particular Abélès 2011).

4

http://www.scmp.com/business/commodities/article/2076401/human-cost-chinas-failing-industrial-soes
http://www.zerohedge.com/news/2016-01-26/inside-chinas-dying-abandoned-factories
http://www.lemonde.fr/economie/article/2017/03/15/les-entreprises-zombies-hantent-la-chine_5094666_3234.html


architectural project—a pastiche of the old town—in central Datong was initiated with a view to
promoting tourism and eradicating unsanitary housing. However, the project suddenly slowed down
following the departure of the mayor in early 2013, leaving Datong in a prolonged state of limbo:
the old-town project is still under way, but the demolition of unsanitary housing has been halted
(photos 23 and 24). In the east of the city, a project for new municipal facilities (a city museum, a
museum of fine arts, a theater, a library, and a stadium and swimming-pool complex) was also put
on hold in 2013 (photos 25 to 29). Only the Datong city museum opened in 2015.

Lastly, unfinished constructions are an embodiment of the production of waste, the generation of
pollution,  and  the  use  of  resources  resulting  in  architectural  failure,  exemplified  by  numerous
unoccupied luxury villa complexes (photo 30).

The vulnerability of Chinese urban ruins

These places are not just physical spaces but also marginal social spaces that interact silently with
the urban space, informing—via a mirror effect—the way in which the standards and practices of
the city change. In general, these urban ruins are socially invisible in China: they tend to become
“non-places” (Augé 1992), that is to say spaces deprived of an identity that are empty, but which at
the same time are guarded, fortified and closed to the public. They are occupied only by the security
guard(s) employed to prevent intrusions.

These marginalized spaces are vulnerable because, at present, they are not sufficiently considered
in terms of their potential for appropriation by social groups that might be capable of producing
alternative sources of creative or playful urban practices.  These empty spaces—camouflaged or
hidden by high walls or by the characteristic blue fencing of work sites closed to the public—are
made  available  for  development  projects  undertaken  by the  dominant  actors  of  Chinese  urban
planning. We saw that, unlike in Europe, these sites almost never become squats, and rarely become
spaces dedicated to urban subcultures such as street art or urbex, except in metropolises that are
exposed to and familiar with international cultures (Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Chongqing).
Rather, they are the subject of massive indifference on the part of the population, with the exception
of amateur or professional photographers and artists, and even then only in the largest cities (Li
2015; Ortells-Nicolau 2015). We nevertheless did observe one local practice that bears comparison
with Europe: in China, certain abandoned spaces are used by local residents, security guards or site
workers as places to plant kitchen gardens.

Making use of urban exploration in this way therefore contributes to analyses of the Chinese city
by studying a dual marginality: social first and foremost, as Chinese urban ruins are generally void
of inhabitants and of any form of regulation; and secondly,  physical,  owing to their  ephemeral
nature. This approach gives a new perspective on the role of ruins in the production of the city, as
artifacts of local history in an intermediate space, between the occupied and the empty, and between
nature and society, the future of which is uncertain. In line with research on cities in decline (Roth
et al. 1997), visiting and experiencing abandoned spaces encourages reflection on the blind spots of
urban  space,  so  as  to  gain  a  better  understanding  of  the  possibilities  and  dynamics  of  urban
re-emergence (Vale and Campanella 2005) that are still lacking in mainland China.4

4 Relationships to ruins are very different in Hong Kong and Taiwan, where many amateurs undertake visits and
participate in projects and events (e.g. raves)
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Photo 1. Shibati neighborhood in the process of being demolished, Chongqing, July 2015
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Photo 2. Remains of an exhibition on the “sustainable city”
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Photo 3. Remains of an exhibition on the “sustainable city”
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Photo 4. The official English-language slogan of Expo 2010 Shanghai China, “Better City, Better
Life,” does not have quite the same meaning as the Chinese slogan, which translates as “The City
Makes Life Better,” evoking more an apology for urbanization than an improvement of the city

Photo 5. Facilities designed to accommodate large numbers of visitors are today deserted
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Photo 6.  Abandoned  villages  of  Shanxi  province,  visited  in  October  2015,  suggest  the
disappearance of yaodong, troglodyte dwellings typical of the Loess Plateau of central China
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Photo 7. In the Kaiping region, in Guangdong province, close to touristic villages on the UNESCO
world heritage list, many hamlets struggle to restore diaolou, defensive structures with a unique
architectural style, dating from the 19th century, erected by overseas Chinese citizens returning to
their home province.  Our visit  in February 2017 revealed many  buildings in  poor condition,
closed altogether, or being used as grain stores, poultry farms, or barns for farming equipment.
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Certain buildings with long histories also stand neglected, such as these former films studios in Beijing,
which date from the 1950s and have been abandoned since 2012 following a move to new premises on
the outskirts of the city, with film sets awaiting demolition.

Photo 8.

Photo 9.
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Photo 10.

Photo 11.
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Photo 12.
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Photo 13.
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The World theme park in Chengdu, visited in August 2016, also ceased operating in the 2000s, and is
now part of a university campus, where it is used as a park and a backdrop for wedding photography

Photo 14.
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Photo 15.

Photo 16.
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Lastly, the discovery in December 2015, while on a detour on a road under construction, of a former
gondola-lift line crossing the Mekong River to reach a zoo (also abandoned) in Jinghong, in Yunnan
province, revealed the changes in scale of Chinese tourist  facilities, previously intended for foreign
visitors and now adapted to the explosion of Chinese tourism in the province. The very simple structure
of the gondolas, and the reduced area of the closed site (photo 17) contrast sharply with the immense
hotel complex being built nearby (photo 18).

Photo 17.
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Photo 18.
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Photo 19. “Go to work happy, come home safely,” the official slogan of Chinese industrial sites,
here seen in a coal gasification plant in Datong, November 2015

Photo 20. The same slogan seen at the Shougang steelworks in Beijing, October 2015
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Photo 21. Part of the Shougang industrial complex in the process of being demolished, Beijing,
October 2015
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Photo 22. Abandoned unfinished building, Hangzhou, March 2016
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Photo 23. Construction site next to the old city wall, Datong, May 2016
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Photo 24. Ruins resulting from the demolition of downtown Datong, October 2015
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Photo 25. Theater, Datong, October 2015

Photo 26. Theater, Datong, November 2015
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Photo 27. Museum of fine arts, Datong, October 2015

Photo 28. Museum of fine arts, Datong, November 2015
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Photo 29. Museum of fine arts, Datong, November 2015
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Photo 30. Unfinished luxury villa, Jingjin new town, November 2015
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