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Abstract 

In 2004, the Shenzhen Municipality announced that Shenzhen would become the 

first city without rural areas and rural villages in China, a milestone in the process of 

urbanization. Officially, rural villages in Shenzhen have disappeared. However, they 

still exist in another form – urban villages. Attending to the processes of urbanization 

and rampant economic development, the social lives of these urban villages has changed 

in many ways, except for the patriarchal logics which continue to marginalize and 

devalue female villagers. To further understand Shenzhen urban villages and female 

villagers, I conducted fieldwork in a Shenzhen urban village and collected data by 

participant observations and interviews. In this thesis, I focus on how urban villages use 

their agency as formerly rural villages and how urban villages are reclaiming female 

villager’s social status. 
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1. The Village and Me 

In November 2021, I was told that my grandmother had a sudden illness when I 

was studying for my master's degree in the United States. However, due to the limited 

number of flights back to China and the 21-day quarantine policy, I did not go back to 

my hometown and missed my grandmother’s funeral as her “inner” grandchild1. This 

summer, I finally went back my hometown after ten days of quarantine, B village in the 

Baoan District of Shenzhen, as a researcher to study Shenzhen urban villages. Once I 

returned to B village, I went to my grandparents’ home and offered incense to my 

grandmother’s memorial tablet. When I started the research at first, I always 

remembered when my grandmother talked to me about the village’s past, including the 

rituals, traditions, and urbanization of rural villages in Shenzhen.  

However, my experiences and memories of villages sometimes made me realize I 

was a minority in Shenzhen. When I studied in my high school in the central area of 

Shenzhen, away from B village, my classmates were always surprised by my identity as 

a local villager and the rural rituals on holidays in Shenzhen because these seemed odd, 

strange, or other when set against the urbane image of Shenzhen. Indeed, in 2004, the 

Shenzhen Municipality announced that Shenzhen would become the first city without 

rural areas and rural villages in China, a milestone in the process of urbanization. 

 

1 The term “inner” grandchild is used in the context of patrilineal system referring to the son’s child. 
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Shenzhen transformed rural residency to urban residency and returned landownership 

from rural collectives to the state in the Baoan District and Longgang District, the last 

two districts that had not yet been urbanized in Shenzhen. Officially, rural villages in 

Shenzhen have disappeared. Nevertheless, the term “village” is still discursively used in 

Shenzhen to refer to urban villages. Urban villages are the product of rapid rural 

urbanization in Shenzhen, retaining the cultural continuity as formerly rural societies 

within the broader context of dramatic social changes (Mary Ann O’Donnell, 2008). 

Urban villages, as formerly rural societies, cannot be neglected in Shenzhen urbanization. 

Shenzhen urban villages are affected by their rural past while undergoing processes of 

urbanization. 

I grew up in an urban village, B village, located in the Baoan District, one of the 

last two legally urbanized districts. It is hard for me to define whether B village is urban 

or rural. On the one hand, B village is not totally rural: the villagers no longer do the 

agricultural activities, and the residency has been changed from rural to urban. On the 

other hand, B village is not fully urban and modernized. B village still has a strong rural 

color. The villagers live on the land like the peasants in the Chinese rural societies, as 

described by the Chinese sociologist Fei Xiaotong (1948/1992). Moreover, the patriarchal 

lineage culture embedded in Chinese rural societies profoundly influences the village. 

The village is administratively and economically managed and controlled by male 

villagers with the village surname. Additionally, many clan-like rituals remain in B 
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village, such as reunion dinners in the clan hall and ancestor worships. Though B village 

was officially urbanized in 2004, it retains the patterns of rural villages. From my point 

of view, it is misleading to say that B village is urban or rural because the history of 

urban villages as formerly rural villages is one of the most important sources in the 

formation of urban villages. 

Scholars who study Shenzhen urban villages also notice the dual characteristics 

of urban villages and work these into their analytical frameworks. Huang’s study on the 

mechanisms and logic behind Shenzhen’s high speed and its rampant economic 

development (2017, p. 66), for example, pointed out that other than the administrative 

power from Beijing in urban planning and the geographic power from Hong Kong in 

economic development, the history of urban villages as formerly rural villages under the 

Mao period made them exempt from the land nationalization and provided them with 

collective ownership of the village land, which played an essential role in filling the gap 

of low-cost housing in Shenzhen. The history of urban villages as formerly rural 

societies is also reflected in Shenzhen’s built environment. O’Donnell’s research on 

Shenzhen’s built environment (2008) highlighted the function of the dichotomy of rural 

and urban in Shenzhen’s construction and built environment. Based on O’Donnell’s 

research in 2008, Bach (2010) underlined the impact of villages on Shenzhen’s 

urbanization by claiming that the villages change the city as much as the city changes 

the villages. Bach (2010) further elaborated on the complicated attitude of the Shenzhen 
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Municipality toward urban villages during the rural urbanization: on the one hand, the 

government cannot ignore the function of villages as formerly rural societies in 

Shenzhen urbanization and economic development; on the other hand, urban villages 

and villagers are usually depicted as a “cancer” needed to be addressed on the way to 

achieving the goal of constructing Shenzhen as a modern city. In the official narrative by 

the government, Shenzhen should be civilized and orderly, while urban villages are 

represented as the opposite: chaotic, dirty, unsecured, backward, and even feudal. 

Generally, these studies about urban villages fill a gap in the studies about Shenzhen 

urbanization by emphasizing the history and role of rural societies in urbanization. 

The studies about urban villages in Shenzhen urbanization also reflect the 

phenomenon that Shenzhen urban villages have the dual characteristics of both rural 

and urban, which reveals that Shenzhen urban villages have a certain degree of 

autonomy as formerly rural villages in the urbanization process. Based on previous 

studies on Shenzhen urban villages, there are two reasons that Shenzhen urban villages 

can maintain a certain degree of autonomy. First, rural villages were initially excluded 

from the early official urban planning (O’Donnell, 2017, p. 108). O’Donnell stated that in 

the early urbanization plan of the 1980s and the 1990s, the government only legalized 

the measures on the economy but ignored transferring land rights from village 

collectives and changing the identities of villagers to citizens, which left an 

administrative gap in the management of villages, especially in the “outer districts,” 
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Baoan District and Longgang District. Baoan District and Longgang District were at first 

included into the New Baoan County. The New Baoan County was the administrative 

unit parallel to the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone. They were separated by a border 

called the “second line” in 1983, but both were controlled by the Shenzhen Municipality. 

Due to the “second line”, the villages in the outer districts successfully maintained the 

rural status and were administered by collective institutions until the “second line” was 

abolished in 2010 (O’Donnell, 2017, p. 108). Therefore, compared with the Special 

Economic Zone, which was first planned to be urbanized, the villages in the outer 

districts have more autonomy. The second reason is that the empowerment of villages is 

important to the “win-win” strategy in urbanization. In the New Baoan County, about 

80 percent of the land was captured by villages. To reduce the cost of confrontation from 

the village resulting from eradication rather than integration, a certain degree of 

empowerment of villages was necessary (Bach 2010). Because of the exclusion from the 

early urbanization planning and the demand for the “win-win” strategy, the urban 

villages in Shenzhen maintained a certain degree of autonomy in the urbanization 

process as formerly rural villages. 

Nevertheless, the narrative about Shenzhen urban villages in prior studies is 

usually from a top-down perspective instead of an insider perspective. I found little in 

the literature on the villages’ own agency as formerly rural villages in the urbanization 

of the villages’ environment and the daily lives of local villagers. As a local villager in 
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Shenzhen, I have witnessed that my home village has been changed dramatically under 

the rural urbanization but still maintains the patterns of rural societies with its agency as 

formerly rural villages, making it both urban and rural. In the next section, I will discuss 

how B village takes advantage of its autonomy as a formerly rural village from three 

aspects: the mode of production, its identity, and the village’s living pattern. 

 

1.1 The Changes of B Village 

B village is in Baoan District, one of the outer districts in Shenzhen in 

Guangdong Province, with about 800 villagers, speaking Cantonese. It is a single 

surname village (danxingcun), which is common in the south of China, especially in 

Guangdong Province and Fujian Province. In B village, all the villagers have the same 

surname, Cai. Generally, single surname villages usually have a very strong patriarchal 

clan culture, which make the villages more stable (Zeng, 2002) and bind the villages 

more internally (O’Donnell, 2017, p.108). B village’s leadership is controlled by the male 

villagers with the village surname, which is beneficial for the village to protect the 

purity of the clan. The clan-like culture of B village plays an important role in the 

village’s daily activities and development not only in the agrarian time but also in the 

present urban village time. Attending to urbanization, the characteristics of rural 

villages remain in the changes of the mode of production, the identity, and the living 

pattern in B village. 
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Taking advantage of the ambiguous status of a formerly rural village and the 

great influx of migrant workers, B village depends on land for production as in the past, 

though the mode of production has been transformed from cultivating crops to 

“cultivating” buildings. B village was a typical agrarian village: the village lived on 

cultivating crops, acting as the source of food provision for Shenzhen citizens before the 

1990s. However, the mode of production changed since the urbanization and economic 

reform in Shenzhen while retaining the past rural pattern of living on the land. On the 

one hand, the villagers have abandoned the agricultural production mode and no longer 

cultivate crops. However, the villagers still live on the land like in the past, with the rent 

of the “handshaking buildings” (woshoulou) on the sites of formerly cultivated fields 

and villagers’ homestead fields. 
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Figure 1: Handshaking Building 1 

 

Figure 2: Handshaking Building 2 

Walking through B village, we can see many buildings about six stories high 

lined up in the village, as seen in Figure. 1. The density of these buildings is so high that 
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people who live in these buildings can make a handshake with the people in the 

neighboring buildings, as the Figure. 2 shows. Therefore, these buildings are called 

“handshake buildings.” These buildings were all built by the villagers before 2010 on 

their own homestead fields and on their cultivated fields distributed by the village 

collective in the 1980s. These buildings are usually rented to migrant workers who work 

in the nearby factories. The more stories a building can have, the more rental income the 

villagers can earn. With respect to the relationship between the rentals and the stories of 

the buildings, the construction of the B village’s environment under urbanization was 

oriented by the rentals, leading to the crazy wave of “cultivating” buildings before 2010 

and the high density of “handshaking buildings” in B village. The rental of these 

“handshaking buildings” have been the primary source of the villagers’ income under 

rural urbanization. 

The change of the mode of production would not have been achieved without B 

village’s agency as formerly rural villages in the process of economic development. The 

rapid economic development in Shenzhen has attracted many factory workers and 

managers from all over the country, while the Shenzhen urban planning does not work 

effectively in providing corresponding housing for the significant influx of migrant 

workers (Bach, 2010). The dramatic demand for low-cost housing in Shenzhen is the 

background of the change of the mode of production to “cultivating” buildings. In 

addition to the great demand for low-cost housing, the ambiguous status as a formerly 
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rural village exerts a big influence on the land ownership rights, providing villagers 

with the opportunity to earn from the land in another way, “cultivating” buildings (Bach, 

2010; O’Donnell, 2017, p.108). In the post-Mao period, the land ownership in rural 

villages belongs to the village collective themselves, while the land ownership belongs 

to the state in the urban areas. Though the villagers have already abandoned farming 

production, B village, located in the outer district, was still legally rural before 2004. 

Therefore, the land ownership remained in B village collective rather than the Shenzhen 

Municipality. Even after the Shenzhen Municipality claimed to totally urbanize Baoan 

district and Longgang District and owned all the land in Shenzhen in 2004, the user 

rights of the land still belonged to village collectives without a limited number of years 

because of urban villages’ ambiguous status as formerly rural villages. The ambiguous 

status of urban villages under rural urbanization gives villages and villagers more 

autonomy in the development of the land, the most important production material in 

rural societies. Taking advantage of the ambiguous status as a formerly rural village to 

defend the village’s own interests in urbanization and utilizing the autonomy of the land 

property in the economic development, B village successfully changed the mode of 

production from cultivating crops to “cultivating” buildings but preserved the 

characteristics of the rural societies, depending on the land. 

In addition to the mode of production, villagers’ identities were also urbanized 

in 2004 when the Shenzhen Municipality transformed rural residency into urban 
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residency in Baoan District and Longgang District. Since 2004, the identity of villagers 

officially disappeared in Shenzhen. However, in practice, the Shenzhen villager would 

prefer to assert their identities as villagers than claim themselves as citizens, implying 

the incomplete integration of villages into the urban planning. (Bach, 2010; O’Donnell, 

2017, p. 108). In B village, villagers would still identify themselves as villagers. 

Nevertheless, concerning the urbanization of rural identity, the identity as a villager is 

no longer determined by whether people were born in the village and had a rural 

registration but by whether they are shareholders of the village. Facing the urbanization 

of the rural identity in Baoan District in 2004, B village started a joint-stock venture 

reform and set up a village-collective joint stock company, by which the village could 

incorporate the collective interests with the individual interest into a whole (Bach, 2010). 

The joint-stock company of B village is fully controlled and managed by the villagers: 

the board of directors and supervisory board are composed of the local villagers with 

the village surname; about 70 percent of the shares are all owned by the villagers except 

for about 30 percent of the shares, which are owned by the village collective. In this 

context, the joint stock company of the village becomes the representation of the village 

collective in the financial and economic sphere. Even though the identity of villagers 

disappeared administratively, the identity of the shareholders of the village joint-stock 

company would make the villagers continue to identify themselves as villagers. With 

respect to the village joint-stock venture, the villagers changed from peasants to 



 

12 

shareholders, but they also discursively retained their identity of villagers as 

shareholders of village joint-stock companies. 

 

Figure 3: Traditional Village Settlements in B Village 

 

Figure 4: The Village Collective Apartment Community of B Village 

Other than the mode of production and the identity, the living pattern of B 

village was changed from traditional village settlements shown in Figure 3 to an 
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apartment community shown in Figure 4. As mentioned before, the villagers built 

“handshaking buildings” and rented these buildings to migrant workers under 

urbanization and economic development. With the high density of buildings and more 

outsiders in the village, B village decided to promote the residential conditions for 

villagers. The village joint-stock company of B village cooperated with a developer to 

construct an apartment community on the land owned by the village collective as a 

welfare project for the villagers in 2010. All the villagers moved from the old village to 

the new village, the village collective apartment community, completing the 

transformation of the living pattern of B village from traditional village settlements to a 

modern apartment community. Though the living pattern of B village has been changed 

to be urban and modern, it is undeniable that it is the village that takes the leadership in 

this transformation by exercising its own initiative in the urbanization of the living 

pattern. 

In summary, attending to the urbanization and modernization of Shenzhen, the 

mode of production, the identity as villagers, and the living pattern have all been 

transformed, generally becoming urban and modern. Although B village is legally 

urbanized, the logics of rural villages still exist in the new mode of production, in the 

new identity as shareholders, and in the new living pattern of apartment complexes. 

They accomplished this by utilizing their autonomy originating from the ambiguous 

status in the rural urbanization of Shenzhen. 
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1.2 Invisible Women 

As formerly rural societies, urban villages have a certain degree of autonomy 

and can exert their own dynamics in the urbanization of villages, constructing a new 

village environment and changing the daily lives of local villagers. The close 

relationship between urban villages and Shenzhen urbanization has been fully 

elaborated in previous studies. However, in the narrative about urban villages, women 

are always invisible. In the previous studies about urban villages, most scholars paid 

much attention to the interactions between the government and urban villages. In this 

kind of narrative, villagers are always treated as a whole, without any internal 

differentiation. Even I can attest that the image of villagers is always represented by the 

male villagers. For example, in Bach’s writing about the function of clan nature in urban 

villages’ economic development (2010), he highlighted the positive influence of the 

patriarchal clan-like culture on the villages’ economic success while neglecting the 

gender inequity rooted in the patriarchal clan-like culture of the village. Prior studies 

about urban villages made a partial definition of the villagers, mistakenly taking male 

villagers’ experiences as all villagers’ stories. In this case, women become invisible in the 

narrative about urban villages, which can be seen in the paper published by Wei, Tong, 

Yuan, and Chu in 2022 about urban villages research hotspots. The topic of villagers and 

the rural collective economy is popular in the urban villages research, while female 
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villagers are seldom mentioned by the scholars. Therefore, we can say that, in the field 

of urban village studies, there is a gap of knowledge about the role of female villagers in 

the urbanization process. 

As a female villager in B village, I have experienced many subtle forms of 

discrimination and have heard many stories about the clan-like traditions in which 

women are always less important the men. For instance, I was told that it was a 

disadvantage for my parents to have only one girl because I could not enjoy the full 

welfare and benefits of my home village like the other male villagers. Every time I 

discussed these discriminations against women with the other villagers, they always 

told me that we should follow and preserve the tradition and clan culture because it is 

the most essential value and logic of the village despite gender discrimination. These 

“backward” and “feudal” traditions and clan culture do not fade out under urbanization 

and modernization; what’s worse, they are brought into the urbanization of villages 

because of the autonomy of urban villages as formerly rural societies. 

Some scholars working in the field of law noticed the influence of urban villages’ 

autonomy on female villagers. Their studies about gender inequity in land property 

rights in China show that the autonomy of urban villages could be harmful to female 

villagers’ property rights (Huang, 2009; Yu, 2014; Li, 2020). Yu (2014) stated that the 

autonomy of urban villages could make the village rules that favor male villagers 

override the state law that emphasizes gender equality. Based on Yu’s research, Li (2020) 
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claimed that the autonomy of urban villages provides a chance to bring patriarchy into 

the distribution of the village collective property, which would broaden the economic 

gap between male villagers and female villagers, especially when urbanization and 

economic reform could generate a huge profit for villages. Nevertheless, these studies 

from the field of law fail to further elaborate on mechanisms of female villagers’ social 

status in the urbanization of villages when patriarchy is incorporated into the formation 

of the environment and daily lives of urban villages. With respect to Cornell’s research 

on gender order (1987), she has argued that gender relations are a product of daily 

interactions and practices. Therefore, to understand how female villagers’ social status is 

reclaimed during the rural urbanization and how urban villages used their agency as 

formerly rural societies, I have aimed to fill in the gap in the anthropological research 

about female villagers. My fieldwork in B village focused specifically on female 

villager’s social status, which I explore in the next chapter. 

Before this discussion about female villagers in urban villages, I want to explain 

the methods employed. This paper grew out of my personal experiences as a female 

villager in B village and three-months of fieldwork in the village. This summer, I 

returned from Duke University to B village and announced to the other villagers that I 

would start an ethnographic fieldwork about urban villages as a researcher. During this 

three-month fieldwork research in B village, I generally applied two methods: 

participant observations and interviews. As for the participant observation, I 
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participated in village events and rituals with the consciousness of conducting research 

and made notes about what I observed in these events and rituals. In addition to the 

participant observation in B village, I conducted two trial semi-structured interviews 

with villagers. After revising the interview instruments, I conducted follow-up semi-

structured interviews with six female villagers, and one interview about the village 

regulations with the head of B village. All the interviews started by asking for 

interviewees’ thoughts on the identity of a Shenzhen citizen and their identity as a local 

villager in Shenzhen. I then turned to question about female villagers’ role and economic 

status in the village. However, during the interviews, it seemed that the identity 

approach was not highly compatible with the topic about female villagers and more 

information about the structure and logics of urban village as formerly rural villages 

were necessary. Therefore, I shifted my research to focus on urban villages’ agency in 

the urbanization process. I was particularly interested in female villages’ social status in 

former rural villages and how this status has changed in urban villages under 

urbanization. 

To protect my participant’s privacy, all the names mentioned in the following 

discussion are pseudonyms. Additionally, the exact village name is not used. I refer to it 

as B village to avoid having any of my participants identified or recognized, which 

could impact their social networks and their social status and standing. Using a 

pseudonym for the field site is beneficial for maintaining participants’ social networks in 
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the village. Due to the patriarchal clan-like nature of Chinese rural societies, topics 

related to women can be sensitive which, again, might even influence participants’ social 

networks in the village. Therefore, I have opted to use a pseudonym, B village, to refer 

to the field site village to protect those who participated in my research. 
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2. “The Daughter Married off is Just Like the Spilt 
Water.” 

 During my research in B village, I often heard a saying, “the daughter married 

off is just like the spilt water,” which means that once the daughter gets married, she 

will no longer belong to her original family and become a stranger to her family, just like 

the water that is throw away. Like this saying, there is a term frequently used in the 

patriarchal rural village community, “out-married daughter (waijianv),” referring to the 

married daughter as an outsider of her paternal family. In the context of the phrase “the 

daughter married off is just like the spilt water” and the term “out-married daughter”, 

all the female villagers are considered as temporary residents in their paternal villages 

because they will eventually become an outsider of their paternal villages once they 

marry at some point in the future (Li, 2020).  

Both the phrase “the daughter married off is just like the spilt water,” and the 

term “out-married daughter” reflect the patrilocal character of B village, in which 

married couples live with the family of the husband. In the logic of the patrilocal system, 

all the female villagers are obligated to move to their husband’s villages, becoming a 

member of their husbands’ villages and an outsider of their paternal villages. This 

patrilocal character is particularly evident in Chinese southern villages in which all the 

families have the same surname and clan-like social connections, just like B village. The 

surname of the families in B village is Cai; and the surname is passed through the 
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patrilineality. Because of the patrilineal pattern of the surname inheritance, the rural 

female villagers and their children will not be regarded as an insider of their home 

village, but part of their husbands’ villages. Therefore, to protect the purity of clan-like 

patrilineal villages, the othering of female villagers is necessary in the structure of family 

and village (Chen, 2003). 

Let me clarify the term “outsider” mentioned above. It does not mean that 

marriage can cut off the relationship between female villagers and their parents, making 

them a stranger to their family members; rather, it refers to the outsider position of the 

patrilineal structure, which is the basic structure of Chinese rural organizations, from 

small families to large lineage villages (Fei, 1948/1992). The differences can be seen in 

Cun’s opinions about her identity after getting married, one of my interviewees. Cun 

was born in B village in 1971 and married to her husband in 1993, who lives in the other 

villages of S town. As for her identity in the family and village, she comments, 

I do not think that I became a stranger or an outsider to my parents when 

I got married. Even if I am married, I am still my parents’ daughter, 

which cannot be changed by whether I marry or not. If they get sick, I 

will come back and take care of them. Besides, if I am in trouble, I do not 

believe that they would not help me. However, if you ask if I still belong 

to B village, I will say no. After all, I married to my husband; I live with 

my husband and our children in his village now, so I think I belong to my 

husband’s village rather than B village. Of course, my children also 

belong to my husband village because they all take their father’s surname. 

For the married female villagers, their identities were transformed from a child 

of their parents to a wife of their husbands in their husbands’ families, no longer relating 
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to their paternal families and villages but their husbands’ families and villages. As a 

result of the transformation of the positions in the family structure and the village 

structure, the positions of female villagers are excluded from their original family 

system or village system based on the patrilineal logics. The exclusion against married 

female villagers can be seen in some clan-like activities, such as reunion dinners and 

worship rituals. In the reunion dinners, there are usually no seats for married female 

villagers in their paternal villages because they no longer belong to the village. Some 

women are even ashamed to go back their home villages’ reunion dinners because they 

considered themselves to be foreigners in the village and should not appear in a clan-

like activity, even though they grew up there. This phenomenon also occurs in the 

worship rituals: all the married female villagers are supposed to only attend the worship 

rituals of their husbands’ families or villages and aid their husbands with the rituals. 

The findings above suggest that the female villagers are always considered to be 

temporary member of the village. They will eventually be excluded from the patrilineal 

system from the perspective of village, though, from a personal perspective, they are still 

related to their families in the village. 

 The patriarchal culture continuously estranges female villagers in Chinese rural 

communities. In fact, the violation of female villager’s rights has been a persistent 

problem in the process of urbanization and modernization of rural areas. This can be 

seen in the extensive number of cases about disputes between “out-married daughters” 
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and the villages about land property. Based on the logics of the patriarchal system, the 

female villagers are outsiders. They are unable to have any rightful claims on the 

village’s land property because the land is owned by the insiders of the village, the male 

villagers, even though it seems to violate the state policy on gender equality. According 

to the previous studies on the “out-married daughter” in Chinese rural society, there are 

two reasons for this dispute: first, the laws about gender equality are mostly ignored 

and marginalized and ultimately work ineffectively in rural society (Yang 2010; Zhang, 

2018; Fang & Ren, 2021); second, the autonomy of the village collective provides a 

platform for the continuation of the patriarchal system and its forms of power and 

control (Huang, 2009; Yu, 2014; Wei, 2019).  

Though the state policy on gender equality has been written in the law, it is just 

an instructional principle, lacking direct legal articles about how to protect the female 

villagers’ rights to land property (Fang & Ren, 2021). Other than the lack of specific 

articles to protect the female villagers’ rights, the lagging nature of law leads to the 

ineffectiveness of law in the rural society because there is no legislation about women’ 

property rights in rural societies when the village violates the female villager’s rights 

(Yang, 2010). In addition to the legislation problems, Huang (2009) claims that the 

autonomy of village collectives makes the patrilineal village have the right to estrange 

the female villagers through the identification of the membership of the village and the 

distribution of the village collective’s property (Li, 2020). Both marginalized legislation 
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in the village and the empowerment of the patrilineal village lead to the violation of 

female villagers’ property rights. 

The conflicts of the female villagers’ property rights, resulting from the 

marginalized legislation and the autonomy of the village collection, controlled by men, 

highlight the contradictions in Shenzhen’s urbanization: though the official image of 

Shenzhen, a metropolis, is celebrated as modern, open, and civilized, the villages are 

always represented as closed, premodern and backward (Bach, 2010). As I have shown 

above, the urban village in Shenzhen have been urbanized in its mode of production and 

distribution ways since the economic reform. But this process has failed to undermine or 

challenge, even on legal grounds, the patrilineal and clan-like lifestyle as a formerly 

rural village. But this is not the complete story. In this chapter, I will discuss how female 

villager’s social status is reclaimed in Shenzhen villages under the process of 

urbanization. 

As mentioned in the last chapter, B village uses its agency as a formerly rural 

village to defend its own interests. The environment and social lives have been changed 

in many ways. For example, the living pattern was transformed from a traditional 

village to an apartment community; the villagers were transformed from peasants to 

shareholders through the village joint-stock venture. Moreover, the village joint-stock 

venture also institutionalized the distribution of collective property: except for about 30 

percent of profits retained by the village collective, about 70 percent of profits would be 
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distributed to the villagers according to the shares. There is no doubt that all the 

villagers received a substantial raise in living standards through the urbanization of the 

village and the economic development of Shenzhen. In B village, the annual dividends 

per shareholder was about 150,000 RMB in 2020, about 140 percent higher than the 

average wage income 53676.77 RMB in Shenzhen in 2020 (National Bureau of Statistics, 

2021). If the female villagers hold village shares, they will have a relatively stable source 

of income and some financial stability. In terms of income level, it seems that the female 

villager’s economic status has been highly promoted in the urbanization of the village.  

In addition to the promotion of the economic standards, the institutionalized 

distribution system, the village join-stock venture, would also guarantee female 

villager’s property rights, to some extent. Based on my interview with the male village 

head, in B village, he said that once female villagers are identified as a shareholder of the 

village, they can enjoy the same benefits of the village as the other male villagers in any 

situation; and there will be no differences based on gender in any village collective 

activities. As for the phenomenon of gender discrimination embedded in the rural 

society, he commented, 

There is no gender discrimination after the join-stock venture reform in 

2004. I do not know the situations in the other village clearly, but at least 

in B village, the distribution of shares is based on people’s registration 

rather than gender. If you registered in the village, then you can have a 

share of the village, which would not differentiate in gender. The female 

villagers have the same rights and benefits as the male villagers if their 

registration is in the village. Different from the past period in which 
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female villagers are forbidden to enter the clan hall or other village 

collective activities, the gender discrimination in B village has been 

alleviated. 

In general, in the process of urbanization, the village uses its agency as a 

formerly rural society to defend its interests, indirectly raising the income of female 

villagers. Moreover, compared with the old distribution system which has an arbitrary 

power to exclude the female villagers and violate their property rights, at least the 

institutionalized joint-stock venture system challenges, to a certain degree, the 

patriarchal logic of the village. 

However, according to Giddens’ s writing about gender and stratification (2013), 

he claimed that all societies are constructed in a way that produces gender inequality 

and gives men more wealth, status, and influence than women. The urban village is not 

an exception. Even though the modernization and urbanization of the village indeed 

improved the production efficiency and villager’s living standards, female villagers’ 

status is subordinate to male villagers in the village because of the patriarchal system, 

which can be seen in the identification of village joint-stock venture’s shareholder 

qualification and the classification of villagers in village collective activities. 

Different from the male villagers whose sources of village shares are easy to be 

recognized, usually from their surname villages, the female villagers’ sources to and 

claims of the shares are often chaotic. Some female villagers’ shares are from their 

surname villages; some female villagers’ shares are distributed from their husbands’ 
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villages; some female villagers do not have any shares of the villages. In fact, the source 

of shares for the female villagers was determined by the “bridges” that connected the 

female villagers and the village when the policy of joint-stock venture was implemented 

in 2004. Before getting married, the “bridge” could be the father, which would allow 

female villagers to gain shares from their fathers’ villages as the daughter of their fathers; 

however, after getting married, their identities would be moved from their surname 

villages to their husbands’ villages because they no longer belong to their fathers’ 

villages, but to their husbands’. In the case when the “bridge” was a husband, then 

female villagers could acquire the shares from their husbands’ villages as the wife of 

their husbands.  

Though the village claims that the distribution of the shares of village joint-stock 

venture are totally based on villager’s registration instead of gender, the social norm of 

patrilocality makes the female villagers unable to acquire the shares in the same way as 

male villagers. Based on the social norm of patrilocality in the village, most female 

villagers would follow the tradition to move to their husbands’ villages after getting 

married. As a result of the changes of living places, their registrations would be changed 

to their husbands’ villages where they live. In general, female villagers’ registrations are 

attached to their fathers before marriage while their registrations would be attached to 

their husbands after marriage. Despite, as we saw in the interview above, village leaders 

state that the distribution of the village shares is irrelevant with respect to gender, in 
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practice, only through the affiliation to the father or the husband can female villagers 

gain their shares. Through the distribution of village shares, the village has in fact 

strengthened women’s dependence on men. 

During the urbanization of the village, people’ s registration has been the key to 

the identification of the village joint-stock venture’s shareholder qualification. In this 

way, the registration has also been the tool for the village to exclude female villagers 

from the patrilineal structure of the village to protect the purity of the single surname 

village. On the one hand, the married female villager’s registration must be moved out 

and registered with their husbands. Under this situation, female villager’s property 

rights empowered by their fathers’ lineages would be taken away, so that female 

villagers will not have any rights to enjoy any benefits of their surname villages. In other 

words, female villagers are excluded from their surname villages. On the other hand, 

even if the female villagers choose to maintain their registrations in their surname 

villages, they must pay more to have the same benefits as the other male villagers, which 

can be seen as a punishment for challenging the social norm of the patrilocality and the 

patrilineality.  

Let me give an example. This is the story of Lilei’s experiences about her loss of 

village shares, which she wrote in a letter to the Shenzhen Municipality to appeal for the 

government’s help. It reveals how the village uses the registration system to marginalize 

women and to economically and culturally disempower them. 
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Lilei was born in B village in 1950, where she grew up and studied.  When she 

became an adult, she did the farming in the village along with the other villagers. In the 

late 1970s, due to the introduction of the “responsibility system,” Lilei received land to 

farm from the village collective. She cultivated crops on the fields and surrendered the 

surplus to the government as the other villagers did. And then, in 1986, with the 

implementation of economic reforms in Shenzhen, Lilei’s farming fields and her 

personal homestead were expropriated by the village collective to build up factories and 

attract foreign investment.  

Shortly after, Lilei married her husband who worked in the town government 

and held an urban registration. But Lilei decided to maintain her rural registration in B 

village. However, when her two children were born in the 1990s, the village did not 

allow her to register her children in the village unless Lilei would pay 10,000 RMB to the 

village for each child. Different from the other male villagers whose children inherited 

the village’s surname, Lilei’s children did not take the village surname but Lilei’s 

husband’s surname. Therefore, from the village’s view, Lilei and her children were 

strangers to the village, and there were no positions left for Lilei and her children in the 

patrilineal system. If Lilei wanted to register her children in the village, she had to pay 

more to “buy” a village registration for her children. Moreover, the “bought” village 

registration is nominal, which means that Lilei’s children could not enjoy any village’s 
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welfare or rights of the village like the other male villagers’ children; they merely 

received an empty title.  

Nevertheless, since Lilei and her husband did not have enough money to “buy” 

a village registration for their children, Lilei registered in her husbands’ work unit. Since 

then, Lilei and her children’s registrations have been erased from B village and 

transformed from rural registration to urban registration. 

Finally, due to the removal of the registration from B village, Lilei and her 

families lost the village shares. Even though their registrations were changed back to the 

village in 2010, the registrations were still nominal. Lilei and her family are still regarded 

as outsiders of B village. Facing the unfair experiences of losing the village shares just 

because she was a woman, Lilei vented her grievance in her letter of appeal to the 

government. She wrote, 

We are a local family in Shenzhen. Our only hope is that the Municipality 

and the Congress can help us. We have exhausted all our efforts to 

defend our rights without giving up any chance all these years. We just 

hope that the Municipality and the Congress could understand our 

difficulties and help us create a road to happiness for the original 

villagers like us: in the revision of the village joint-stock venture’s 

regulations, we should be given the share equity due to the original 

villagers who had the responsibility fields and homestead in the village.  

In Shenzhen urban villages, there are many villagers like Lilei whose shares are 

expropriated by the villages because they are identified as outsiders of the villages once 

married. In these years, these female villagers repeatedly appealed for the government’s 
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help to protect their rights. With their perseverance, they finally received some of their 

due rights: all married female villagers whose registration has always been in the 

villages without any movements could use 20,000 RMB to buy the village shares that 

should have belonged to them, but their children still cannot buy the village shares. In 

the case of the shares of female villagers’ children and husbands, the female villager is 

considered as the “bridge” to connect her husband and her children to the village. 

However, compared to the male villager, the female villager and her families are 

regarded as marginalized elements in the village based on the logics of patrilocal and 

patrilineal principle; therefore, they must pay more to get back villager’s welfare when 

the female villager is recognized in the village as an independent person but not a 

daughter or a wife. 

According to the registration-oriented principle in the distribution of the village 

shares, it seems that only the male villagers with the village surname, who held a rural 

registration of the village in 2004, could automatically acquire the village shares while 

the female villagers need to take advantage of the affiliation to fathers or husbands to 

own the village shares. Nevertheless, in B village, a group of women without the village 

surname, whose husbands do not hold the village’s registration either, gain the village 

shares just as the male villagers. Hui is one of this group of women in B village, whose 

story I now turn to. 
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Hui was born in Huizhou in the 1950s and got married in the 1980s. Her husband, 

Yifan, used to be a villager of the B village. In the 1960s, Yifan immigrated to Hong Kong 

to make a living, and Yifan became the citizen of Hong Kong while losing the 

registration in B village. Although Yifan went back to the village and lived there, Yifan 

no longer registered in B village. After Yifan and Hui got married, according to the 

social norm of patrilocality, Hui’s registration had to be moved from Huizhou and 

remained with her husband. However, since she did not want to change her citizenship 

to Hong Kong, she registered in her husbands’ home village, B village, in the 1980s. As a 

result of her registration being moved to B village, both Hui and her children who 

inherited the village’s surname from Yifan acquired the shares of the B village.  

In fact, the identification of Hui and her children’s shareholders qualification is 

still achieved by their affiliations to Hui’s husband, Yifan. Even though Yifan no longer 

registered in B village, Yifan is included in B village as an insider, no matter where he 

lives because of his village surname. Based on the patrilineal principle of the Chinese 

rural area, the single surname communities are expanded through the patrilineality (Fei, 

1948/1992). Therefore, if Yifan keep his village surname, he still belongs to the village. To 

protect the integrity and the purity of the clan-like B village, Hui and her children are 

also identified as a member of the villages, considering their affiliations to Yifan. In this 

case, Yifan has been the “bridge” to help Hui and her children to get into B village. 
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However, as for female villagers, the situation is just the opposite. When the 

female villagers serve as the “bridge” to connect their children and husbands to the 

village, the female “bridge” is more vulnerable than the male “village”. They could be 

blocked by the village, and it is impossible for the female villager’s children and 

husband to be admitted into the village. Even if the female villagers’ registrations 

remain in B village after getting married, their husbands and their children would not 

qualify to own village shares, because married daughters and their husbands are 

identified as outsiders under the patrilineal principle (Fei, 1948/1992). As a result, the 

female villagers’ children would not satisfy the requirements to qualify for village shares, 

because they did not inherit the village’s surname from their mothers and will not be 

recognized as an insider of their mothers’ villages. 

The divergence between the male villagers and the female villagers as the 

“bridge” connecting their family members to the village reveals the differences in their 

influence in the village. According to Fei’s studies on the mode of association in the 

Chinese rural areas (1948/1992), the family kinship relationships are just like the 

concentric circles produced by a stone thrown into a lake and each circle represents the 

different level of closeness to the stone; also, the heavier the stone is, the greater the size 

of the concentric circles. In B village, villagers are the stones, and their spouses and 

children are located into the concentric circles. From the distribution of the village shares, 

we can see that the size of the concentric circles produced by male villagers in B village 
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is big enough to include their wives and children into the village, which gives them 

rights to village shares. However, the size of the concentric circles produced by female 

villagers are too small to include their husbands and children into the village. In other 

words, as the stone of the concentric circles, male villagers are heavier – more influential, 

more powerful- than female villagers. In this system of concentric patriarchal power, the 

influence of female villagers is subordinate to male villagers under the distribution 

mode of the joint-stock venture. 

In the identification of village joint-stock venture’s shareholder qualification, the 

key to the distribution is based on whether people are insiders in the patriarchal village, 

though the village joint-stock venture institutionalizes the distribution of village 

property and claims to be based on village registration and not on gender. However, in 

the practical implementation process of the village joint-stock venture reform, female 

villagers’ registrations are still affected by the patrilocality and the patrilineality. Thus, 

only through the affiliations to fathers or husbands can female villagers gain their due 

economic status in the village. Likewise, gender discrimination on the distribution of 

shares further weakens women’s influence in urban villages, especially in terms of their 

economic status. 

Attending to the urbanization and the modernization of Shenzhen, all the 

activities of the villages have gradually been managed orderly and institutionalized, 

aiming to better respond to the demands of the complicated market economy. However, 
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in most cases, the power of making village regulations remains in the village committee 

(Yu, 2014; Wei, 2019; Wang, 2020), in which most are men except for the head of the 

village women’s federation. With the great proportion of men in the village committee, 

the village regulations usually favor the males, providing a chance for the development 

of patriarchy in the village (Li, 2020). What’s worse, under the urbanization and the 

economic development of the village, the patriarchal pattern of B village seems to be 

formally institutionalized, which can be seen in the classification of villagers in the 

collective apartment project, the tongjianlou.  

The collective apartment project (tongjianlou) of B village was finished in 2012. It 

is a welfare program for villagers to improve the residential conditions. To satisfy the 

large demand for low-cost housing with the great influx of migrant workers into 

Shenzhen, there were many hand-shaking buildings in B village, making the 

environment chaotic, crowded, and insecure. Therefore, to improve the overall quality 

of the living environment, B village decided to cooperate with a real estate company to 

develop the collective apartment project (tongjianlou). Although this is a welfare 

program for villagers, not every villager can receive benefits equitably. Their benefits in 

this welfare program are determined by the classification of the villagers. The 

classification of villagers and the corresponding benefits are as follows: 

The first class of villagers are married villagers. Each married villager will be 

distributed with 100 squares meters that can be purchased at a cost 1600 RMB per square 
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meter; the extra squares meters can be purchased at 2500 RMB. They can have priority 

for housing selection. The second class of villagers are single adult male villagers. They 

will be distributed with 100 squares meters that can be purchased at a cost 1600 RMB; 

the extra squares meters can be purchased at 2500 RMB per square meter, but they only 

have second priority for housing selection. The third class of villagers are the original 

male villagers who were born and grew up in the village, but their registrations were 

moved away from the village. They can purchase the apartment at 2500 RMB per square 

meter. They could only select housing after the first and second class. 

Based on the classification of villagers, different villagers have different extent of 

rights in this village welfare project. From the classification of villagers above, we could 

see that the classification ignores the female villagers and favors the male villagers. 

Among the single adult villagers, the male villagers are separately classified into a 

category who can buy the welfare apartment at cost; while the female villagers are 

indirectly classified into the first class as the daughter of their fathers, losing the 

independency, thus, they could not have the same rights as the single adult villagers to 

buy a separate apartment. Like the gender discrimination on the single adult villagers, 

among the original villagers whose registrations are moved away from the village, the 

male original villagers could still enjoy the welfare from the village, while the female 

original villagers are unable to have any benefit from the village. Through the 

classification of villagers, the villagers are stratified: under the same conditions, male 
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villagers are institutionalized to have more power and rights than female villagers, 

making them capture the dominant position, while female villagers are placed in the 

subordinate position. 

The classification of villagers is not only seen in the economic activities like the 

welfare apartment projects, but also in daily activities which are also managed by the 

patriarchal village collective. This can be seen in the case of parking fees in the collective 

apartment community.  

In B village, the parking facilities are owned and managed by the B village joint-

stock venture. The B village joint-stock venture also classified the villagers for different 

fees based on whether they are shareholders or not. The shareholders are classified as 

the first-class whose parking fee is 1000 RMB per year per parking lot; while the non-

shareholder is classified as the second-class whose parking fee is 1500 RMB per year per 

lot. Since the joint-stock venture reform was implemented in the village in 2004, villagers 

born after the 2004 would not acquire village shares though they could inherit village 

shares from their parents or grandparents; thus, they are supposed to be classified as the 

second-class. However, in response to the situation that the wives and children of 

shareholders may not have the village shares, the village introduced an extra regulation 

on the parking fees: shareholders’ wives and sons could be promoted into the first-class 

with 1000 RMB per year per lot, while shareholders’ daughters are still placed in the 

second-class with 1500 RMB per year per lot. As a result of the classification of villagers, 
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daughters need to pay more for the parking fees than sons, suggesting that the position 

of daughters is subordinate to that of sons in family. Through the classification of 

villagers on something as seemingly banal as parking fees, the village exerts a profound 

influence on the stratification of gender in the family: sons are regarded as the first-class, 

while the daughters are placed into the second-class, which further undermines female’s 

role and status in the family system. 

The classification of villagers is common in the village from as big as the 

distribution of village welfare apartments to as small as parking fees. Taking advantage 

of the classification of villagers, the village can differentiate the villagers and provide 

greater influence and advantages for male villagers than female villagers. In practice, it 

not only stratifies the villagers based on the gender but also marginalizes female 

villagers’ social status in the village, placing female villagers into the subordinate 

position no matter in the village or in the family. 

In conclusion, with the urbanization and modernization, the production and 

distribution system of B village as formerly rural villages, has been drastically 

transformed: first, the village joint-stock venture become the key to the distribution of 

the collective property; second, the village’s economic activities tend to be orderly 

regulated. The urbanization of B village affected female villagers’ social lives in two 

aspects. On the one hand, it did promote female villagers’ economic income and 

improve the quality of life. However, one the other hand, it institutionalized the 
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patriarchal pattern that is embedded in the clan-like rural societies, which makes urban 

villages work unfairly, generating gender inequity and favoring male villagers with 

more wealth and influence than female villagers.  

There is no doubt that urbanization has brought huge economic development to 

villages. However, as this chapter has demonstrated, at the same time it has placed 

female villagers in a subordinate position in the family and the village. The shadow 

behind the saying “the daughter married off is just like the spilt water,” still haunts B 

village. 
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3. Conclusion: Female, Insider, and Researcher 

During the fieldwork conducted in my home village, I heard many stories about 

women. Many of these I have never heard before. Stories about clan-like rituals, the 

history of local food, social life before the economic reforms in Shenzhen, and so on. 

However, as a female villager, among these stories, the one that impressed me the most 

is about a neighboring village not allowing married daughters to come back and live in 

the village collective apartment community. This neighboring village was the first 

village to decide to construct a village collective apartment community and the 

apartment was completed in 2001, about 11 years earlier than the one in B village. In 

2001, the villages in Baoan District were still legally rural villages, having many 

privileges because of their rural status, which also meant that the urban villages had 

more autonomy in the urbanization of villages than they have now. As a result of this 

autonomy, it was easier for the village to incorporate patriarchy and clan-like culture 

into the urbanization process, even leading to the case of excluding married daughters 

from the village collective apartment community. In fact, at first, the neighboring village 

did not construct enough apartments for all the villagers. Considering female villagers’ 

subordinate status in the family and village system, the neighboring village decided to 

prioritize the housing needs of male villagers and ignore the housing needs of female 

villagers. This neighboring village claimed that all the married daughters would not 

receive any apartments; what’s worse, the village did not even allow the married 
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daughters to come back and live there because the married daughters were considered 

as outsiders of the village according to the patterns of patrilocality and patrilineality 

embedded in the “natural order” of rural villages. 21 years have passed, and the married 

daughters of this neighboring village are still not allowed to live in their home village.  

Although all the villages which constructed their own collective apartment 

communities later than this neighboring villages did not make such discriminative 

regulations as the neighboring villages, the story about how female villagers are 

excluded from their surname villages left a deep impression on me as a female villager. 

This story also made me start to rethink the narrative of urban villagers from the male 

perspective that appear in prior studies on urban villages and consider how the 

patriarchal logics continue to marginalize and devalue female villagers during the 

urbanization of rural villages, in which the villages have retained a certain degree of 

autonomy. 

This thesis has sought to identify two major gaps in the studies about urban 

villages: first, prior studies seldom discuss how urban villages take advantage of their 

agency as formerly rural villages to control the environment of the villages and the 

social lives of local villagers; second, female villagers are always invisible in the research 

about urban villages. For me to figure out women’s status in urban villages, it was 

necessary to understand how formerly urban rural villages changed during the process 

of urbanization in Shenzhen. My research shows that the ambiguous status of urban 
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villages provides an opportunity for urban villages to use their agency as formerly rural 

villages. They have done this in terms of the mode of production, identity, and the living 

pattern, all of which retain some basic characteristics of rural societies. First, I showed 

that though the mode of production was changed from cultivating crops to “cultivating” 

buildings with the rampant economic development in Shenzhen, the villagers still live 

on the land like the past. Second, I showed how the identity of villagers was 

transformed from peasants to shareholders after the urbanization of identity in 2004. 

Third, I showed how the living pattern was changed from traditional village settlements 

to a modern apartment community, but the village collective apartment community is 

still managed and controlled by the villages, acting as a new “village” for the villagers. 

In all these cases, the autonomy of the villages allowed them to incorporate patriarchal 

control as villages were urbanized. This thesis also has pointed out that urban villages 

are reclaiming female villagers’ status through the identification of shareholders 

qualification and through the classification of villagers into different types. This has 

placed female villagers in subordinate status in both the family and the village. The 

empowerment of rural villages in the urbanization has institutionalized the nature of the 

patriarchal clan-like culture and reproduced gender discrimination against female 

villagers, especially in economic terms. 

This thesis contributes to existing knowledge of urban villages by providing a 

deeper insight into the urban villages’ agency as formerly rural societies. I have tried to 
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tell this story about the changes in the social lives of the villages from an insider 

perspective. Moreover, this thesis also provides a female perspective in the narrative 

about villagers by refusing to ignore the gender differences in villagers’ lives and to 

mistakenly infer male villagers’ stories to the whole villagers’ stories. These 

contributions cannot be achieved without my identity as a female insider of B village in 

this research. With respect to my identity as an insider, I was able to break through some 

impediments such as language barriers and participants' distrust and integrate into 

urban villages more easily than other researchers. The identity as a female villager also 

helped me realize the lack of female narrative about urban villagers and led me to make 

a comprehensive investigation of female villagers’ social status under the rural 

urbanization.  

However, my female insider status can sometimes be a constraint for doing 

research from two perspectives: first, the interviews about female villagers’ social status 

in the village might be influenced by my social networks in the village; second, the 

insider status sometimes requires me to take a villager’s stance rather than a researcher’s 

stance. During interviews, both interviewees and I might unconsciously consider our 

social networks in the village. After all, the discussion of female villagers’ stories could 

be a little bit sensitive in the village because it might challenge the patriarchal clan-like 

culture of the village. The unconscious worries about social networks in the village 

might limit my ability to further explore the topic of female villagers. Additionally, the 
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insider status might sometimes prevent me from observing the village from a 

researcher’s stance.  

Different from other scholars who are not insiders of the village, I might 

sometimes be required to take a villager’s stance and defend the village’s interests. For 

example, previously in observing a quarrel between the villagers and other residents in 

the village, I was told that I must support the villagers when I observed it. In this case, 

the boundary of an insider and a researcher was blurred, which might lead to a concern 

in the investigation of villages. Generally, female insider status both provides a new 

perspective for the current studies about urban village and acts as a constraint of the 

research at the same time. In the field of auto-ethnography, how to better balance the 

insider status and the outside status of the researcher should be a source for further 

discussion and debate in future studies. 
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