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ABSTRACT 

This essay explores the dynamic interplay between migration, state control, and urban expansion in 
Shenzhen's urban villages. With Shenzhen's designation as a special economic zone in 1978, the 
city experienced unprecedented economic and demographic growth, primarily driven by rural-to-
urban migration and facilitated by the government's reform policies. This influx has led to the 
proliferation of urban villages, which are informal housing areas that have developed due to rapid 
urbanization and the state's uneven regulatory oversight. These urban villages have become focal 
points of social and economic activity, housing diverse populations including migrant workers and 
local entrepreneurs. The essay argues that migration and state control are crucial in shaping the 
urban landscape of Shenzhen, influencing the development and characteristics of urban villages. 
Through a detailed examination of these areas, the essay highlights the complexities of urban 
expansion in the context of China's broader socio-economic transformations. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Like many other emerging nations, China has witnessed a tremendous inflow of people into its cities 
along with urban growth (Hao et al., 2011). Specifically, China’s reform and opening up in 1978 
made Shenzhen a special economic zone, and its GDP rose from 200 million yuan in 1978 to 2.24 
trillion in 2017 (Wang, 2023). Additionally, urban migratory populations are growing, especially in 
urban peripheral areas and urban villages close to city centers, and this has been supported by 
economic growth (Wang, 2023). The rise of urban villages in China is commonly attributed to rapid 
urbanization and rural-urban migration, however there are also various other political, social, and 
economic factors at play (Wang et al., 2009, p. 965; Wang, 2023; Zhang, 2023). The absence of state 
regulation or the state’s inefficiency has also resulted in the widespread growth of urban villages 
(Zhang, 2023).  

This essay argues that migration and state control have contributed to Shenzhen’s demographic and 
economic landscape, especially the development of urban villages (informal houses). These elements 
have driven Shenzhen’s rapid expansion and transformation. The rest of this essay has three major 
parts. The first part is the literature review, which will introduce and explain the relevant scholar’s 
opinions about informality, migration, state control, and urban development, providing a solid 
theoretical background. The second part will explain the development of urban villages in Shenzhen 
and describe their background, driving factors, and functions. The last part is the conclusion, which 
is responsible for reiterating the argument with the key points that exist in the essay while pointing 
to future relevant research. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Urban villages are informal housing, which is very common in China’s urbanization process, and 
among informal housing in the world, Shenzhen’s urban villages are unique. Informality is pivotal in 
global dialogues concerning urbanization, disparities, and irregular progress (Garmany & Almeida, 
2023, p. 276). Urban villages are common informal communities in Chinese cities where urban-built 
environments progressively encircle rural villages throughout urbanization (Pan & Du, 2021). Urban 
villages’ shortcomings include overcrowding, traffic jams, filthy living quarters, lack of property 
ownership, and various environmental and public health hazards to the land brought on by the “illegal” 
habitation of slum residents (Ghertner, 2010, p. 204). Informal neighbourhoods in Latin America are 
distinguished by a “lack of formal urban planning, substandard construction, illegal or semilegal land-
tenure arrangements, a preponderance of poor and nonwhite residents, and restricted access to public 
goods and services” (Fischer, 2014, pp. 11-12). Additionally, Shenzhen urban villages exhibit 
numerous similarities to shanty towns in other developing nations, such as overcrowding, high 
population density, substandard housing, inadequate infrastructure, social and environmental issues, 
and elevated crime rates (Wang et al., 2009, p. 970). However, there is no occurrence of a military 
invasion on land in Shenzhen’s urban villages, and the shelters given are of higher quality compared 
to those found in slums or shanty towns (Wang et al., 2009, p. 970). Moreover, currently, most urban 
village residents are not impoverished and come from different regions of China with distinct socio-
cultural backgrounds, including indigenous villagers, migrant tenants, newly graduated youths, and 
some international business operators live there (Pan & Du, 2021). 

Urbanization factors like migration and government neglect, particularly in Shenzhen, have led to the 
growth of informal settlements. Several socio-economic factors are currently linked to favelas, 
including poverty, inadequate sanitation, lack of education, rural-to-urban migration, and government 
neglect (Garmany & Almeida, 2023, p. 282). Moreover, the asymmetrical trade with rural areas, 
haphazardly developed settlements (fragmentation) disregarded by the government, and a growing 
informal sector all contribute to the economic expansion but also result in a city that is spatially 
divided and disjointed (Murphy & Carmody, 2019, p. 148). Additionally, according to De Soto (as 
cited in Garmany & Almeida, 2023, p. 287), informality resulted from excessive regulation and 
bureaucratic management. However, the development of urban villages in Shenzhen is due to 
governmental initial ignorance and later ineffective government supervision (Wang et al., 2009). In 
Italy, as labour shortages hit the wealthy industrial regions of northern Italy, demand for “flexible” 
services and low wages surged, attracting more migrant workers from the south and boosting informal 
housing (Merrill, 2011). Urban areas with high population densities and frequent influxes of 
commuters and tourists often experience a proliferation of tiny, inexpensive enterprises, which leads 
to a situation where workers are paid low salaries and the labour is demanding and intense (Sassen, 
2011, pp. 88-89). Traditional, informal urban marketplaces and housing arrangements primarily 
support the subsistence of poorer people (Murphy & Carmody, 2019, p. 143). Urban villages are 
crucial in the context of rapid urbanization since they provide vital sources of affordable housing and 
employment prospects for individuals with low incomes (Wang et al., 2009, p. 957). Migrant workers 
who immigrated to Shenzhen from other places in China to participate in the construction and 
development of Shenzhen have a significant impact on the development of Shenzhen, including the 
development of urban villages (Wang et al., 2009).  

State control over the city was uneven, often neglecting poorer communities, and Shenzhen did not 
formally address its complex land management until 1992, and corruption among village cadres also 
exited. It has long been assumed that the state establishes a more significant presence in affluent 
neighbourhoods (where levels of capital accumulation are higher) than in poorer ones because the 
impact of the state machinery tends to vary throughout space (Garmany, 2009). Additionally, 
planning in the Global South also equates to a dishonest transaction when authorities trade contracts 
or an exemption from existing rules on new construction for a share of the profits made by 
development (McFarlane, 2012). Like the favelas of Rio and other Brazilian cities, Pirambu’s 
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material existence—that is, its hospitals, schools, streetlights, public parks, municipal and federal 
buildings, security and emergency response personnel, etc.—is noticeably less than that of wealthier 
areas (Garmany, 2009). Before 1992, The municipality used rural hukou status to restrict village 
people from urban services, while residential solid land use rights stopped developers and the local 
government from taking over residential land for development (Wang et al., 2009). In Shenzhen, it 
was not until 1992 that the municipal government granted urban resident status to all locally registered 
rural people to take over collectively owned land (Gan et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2009, p. 959). Usually, 
village cadres and their families often lead illegal housing construction, and there is frequently a 
profit-sharing relationship between village cadres and developers, which could be called corruption 
(Wang et al., 2009; Shi et al., 2018).  

3. CASE STUDY 

Geographically, in the process of Shenzhen’s urban expansion, roads and other infrastructure 
improvements also avoided village residences, while the new municipal center and other critical 
public buildings were constructed on recently purchased farmland (Wang et al., 2009; Hao et al., 
2011) to avoid costly and time-consuming plans and the demand of compensation and relocation of 
Indigenous residents (Hao et al., 2011). This urban expansion method preserves the original land of 
the villagers in the urban villages and provides a foundation for the construction of urban villages 
(Wang et al., 2009; Hao et al., 2011). Additionally, after the reform of China’s household registration 
system, rural immigrants obtained the right to reside in Shenzhen temporarily, and a large number of 
rural immigrants entered Shenzhen to work, stimulating the local rental market (Wang et al., 2009). 
Moreover, the government ignored the growing urban village housing market and illegal development 
because it could partially help solve both the livelihood of indigenous villagers and the housing 
problem of migrants (Wang et al., 2009; Hao et al., 2011). However, when the government wants to 
limit the development of urban villages, the lack of effective supervision causes urban village 
development again (Wang et al., 2009; Hao et al., 2011). Two primary aspects promote the 
development of urban villages in Shenzhen, including the vast immigration and the absence and 
ineffectiveness of state control. Anyway, the advantageous positioning of urban villages in rapidly 
expanding cities, coupled with the substantial rise in land prices, have presented village communities 
with favourable economic and commercial prospects, facilitating their transition from agricultural to 
urban lifestyles (Wang et al., 2009, pp. 966-967). 

3.1. Immigration 

Shenzhen’s transformation from a fishing village to a global economic hub exemplifies China’s rapid 
urbanization and migrant integration. Remarkably, Shenzhen, a small fishing village, quickly 
developed into a leading special economic zone, a major global technical and economic force, and a 
representation of an immigrant city in just thirty years after China implemented its reform and 
opening-up strategy (Chen, 2023). The investment of multinational capital promoted the development 
of Shenzhen, and the rapid development and the creation of many job opportunities attracted 
immigrants from all over China (Clark, 1998). Between 1979 and 2019, 11.79 million people entered 
Shenzhen, consolidating its position as China’s most significant population flowing into cities (Chen, 
2023). Migration was crucial in facilitating the urbanization and growth of Shenzhen (Wang et al., 
2009, p. 958). The need for inexpensive housing has risen dramatically along with the number of 
migrants, but the government’s efforts to provide such a demand are not meeting it, so urban village 
attracts a vast number of immigrants (Wang, 2023). Additionally, identity and rights are essential for 
the migrants (Secor, 2003). The household registration system, which divides all people in the nation 
into either agricultural (rural) or non-agricultural (urban) populations and requires official approval 
to migrate, has tightly regulated rural-to-urban migration since 1958 (Clark, 1998; Wang et al., 2009, 
p. 958). According to Shen (as cited in Wang et al., 2009, pp. 958-959), rural migrants were first 
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permitted to register as temporary residents of cities in 1985. Since then, the primary contributing 
reason to China’s urbanization has been rural-to-urban migration (Wang et al., 2009, p. 959). 
Currently, there are so many immigrants in Shenzhen that there is seldom use its local dialect in daily 
life, basically Mandarin, while the phrase “You are a Shenzhener once you come here” reflects the 
inclusivity of Shenzhen (Chen, 2023, p. 574).  

Shenzhen’s rapid development attracted numerous rural migrants; however, due to their low income, 
they prefer the urban villages, while local farmers earn income by leasing self-built rooms after losing 
their land. Shenzhen drew a large number of rural migrants during its explosive growth thanks to 
foreign investments from Hong Kong and other nations, which resulted in the construction of many 
industries and processing facilities (Wang et al., 2009, p. 959). Simultaneously, locals are turning to 
land and property-related companies as a means of earning money because new arrivals need 
inexpensive homes (Hao et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2009). Even though migrants made more money 
than in other places, they could only afford older, less desirable houses, so many migrants ended up 
living in shoddy, poorly situated homes in nearby towns (Wang et al., 2009, p. 959). Urban Village 
meets the increasing demand for immigrants because most immigrants are low-income (Hao et al., 
2011). Additionally, migrant workers and urban villages are like magnets that attract each other, 
because urban villages are expanding and hiring migrant workers to build buildings, while migrant 
workers rent cheap rooms in urban villages. (Hao, 2011). Local farmers in urban villages create 
housing on their residential land and lease it to migrant workers, which offer essential facilities such 
as water, electricity, toilets, and a sewage system (Wang et al., 2009, p. 970). The loss of revenue and 
farmland forces the villages to find alternative means of subsistence, and most farmers have only 
completed elementary or junior high school, which makes it challenging to get appropriate 
employment in cities (Wang et al., 2009, p. 962).  

3.2. State Control 

Government efforts to regulate the informal development of urban villages in Shenzhen are 
undermined by inefficiencies and the prevalence of ‘popular’ illegal practices, often led by local 
officials with vested interests. Due to the illegal development and subsequent social problems in the 
village in the city, the government is increasingly unbearable to the urban villages and wants to solve 
urban villages (Hao et al., 2011, p. 218). However, the inefficiency of government supervision caused 
the prevalence of housing construction in urban villages (Wang et al., 2009, p. 962). The 
administrative and political agencies of the time could not effectively regulate the vast and 
complicated informal settlements solely through penalties and legislation (Ghertner, 2010, p. 190). 
When the local administration attempted to enhance regulations on village home construction, the 
outcome frequently entailed an increase in both the size and scope of growth (Wang et al., 2009, p. 
967; Hao et al., 2011, p. 219). Because illegal methods were so standard, they were “popular”; 
resource management still has many different rights, conventions, and regulations today (Meehan, 
2013, p. 321). Popular illegalities are, however, brittle accomplishments because different 
institutional and infrastructure assemblages distribute state authority unevenly (Meehan, 2013, p. 
331). The government must use village cadres to implement policies and regulations (typically the 
highest standards) that limit village development because there is no efficient administrative structure 
to carry them out (Wang et al., 2009, p. 967). The central government has long criticized the Shenzhen 
government’s lack of effort in fighting against corruption (Clark, 1988). Village leaders occasionally 
accept bribes from real estate developers while also possessing personal stakes in the development 
process, and typically, unlawful housing construction is frequently spearheaded by village officials 
and their families (Wang et al., 2009).  

Shenzhen’s land reform 1992 sparked resistance from villagers and village leaders, highlighting the 
limits of state control in the face of entrenched local interests. In 1992, Shenzhen’s land reform 
recognized rural residents as urban citizens, entangling traditional land rights with modern legal and 
political challenges. According to Shenzhen Municipal Government (as cited in Wang et al., 2009, p. 
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959), the municipal authority assumed collectively held land and granted urban resident status to all 
locally registered rural people in 1992. Despite being state-owned in law after the land acquisition, 
the original villagers retained ownership and could profit from, transfer, and build private dwellings 
on the site (Gan et al., 2019). Beyond the above territory, the original village collective and people 
occupied further state-owned land (Gan et al., 2019). Urban subjects assert citizenship rights 
conditional to their integration into the discourses and behaviours around urban identity and 
belonging (Secor, 2003). Cultural politics often forms around rights and entitlement disputes, with 
identity as the center of political conflict (Secor, 2003). Because the expectation that farmers should 
relinquish their rights for compensation was contested by villagers who believed collective ownership 
represented their communal rights over generations (Wang et al., 2009, p. 966). However, village 
leaders, who were also the lowest-level government and Communist Party officials, found themselves 
in a difficult position, navigating between representing villagers’ traditional land rights and 
governmental pressures (Wang et al., 2009, p. 966). However, as mentioned before, the village leaders 
prioritize their interests and the interests of their family above state interest, leading to instances of 
corruption (Wang et al., 2009). 

The informal development of urban villages in China reflects the government’s flexibility in planning 
restrictions and housing policies, as well as the adaptation to low-income migrants during 
urbanization. Urban villages are considered informal and unsatisfactory due to the absence of 
government oversight and the institutional limitations on communal land property rights (Lai et al., 
2017). Although some of these villages were situated far within the city’s built-up districts, the 
government found it challenging to exercise control over the construction of family homes within 
village boundaries (Wang et al., 2009, p. 967). There have traditionally been few planning and 
building restrictions in villages, allowing rural people to construct and utilize their houses in any way 
they see fit (Wang et al., 2009, p. 967). Without proper implementation in planning and building, it 
is reasonable and essential for local farmers to construct rental properties to ensure their survival (Hao, 
2011). Additionally, in support of changing accumulation regimes, Shenzhen’s policies towards 
urban villages have evolved, oscillating between tolerance and exclusion, with informality emerging 
during the social creation of spaces due to negotiations and compromises between local authorities 
and affected residents (Zhang, 2023). Informality is the government's deliberate strategy to create 
distinct spatial values and establish a regulatory mechanism that addresses issues based on experience 
rather than the law (Gan et al., 2019). Urban villages have become the city’s primary concentration 
point for low-income groups and provide low-cost housing and employment for migrants, a 
temporary solution to the government’s affordable housing shortage (Gan et al., 2019; Hao et al., 
2011).  

4. CONCLUSION 

This essay has effectively explored how immigration and state control influence the development of 
Shenzhen’s urban villages on the topic of global urban development. It reiterates that immigration 
and state control have been essential in developing Shenzhen’s urban villages. They do not exist in 
isolation but interact complexly, shaping urban villages’ characteristics and development trajectories. 
Immigration is due to cancellation by the central governments on the partial restrictions of household 
registration, which allows farmers to move to cities. In addition, without implementing reform 
opening-up, and loosening market regulations, foreign capital would not have been able to enter 
Shenzhen with such ease. Additionally, while immigrants can only afford urban villages due to their 
low incomes, the government deliberately ignores the early development of urban villages so that 
local farmers can profit from providing accommodation. Later, the Shenzhen Municipal Government 
decided to deal with the urban villages, but it could not control its state effectively due to corruption.  

Anyway, despite the longstanding controversy surrounding urban villages in China, the English-
language literature on this topic is sparse (Wang et al., 2009, p. 958). Discussions by conventional 
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scholars and policymakers predominantly revolve around economic factors, often overlooking the 
concerns and requirements of the local community, particularly the significant migrant population 
(Wang et al., 2009, p. 958). The relatively cheap rents in Shenzhen’s urban villages have attracted a 
large number of outsiders, including recent graduates, who come to Shenzhen to pursue their dreams 
(Wang et al., 2009; Pan & Du, 2021). The development and origin of urban villages in Shenzhen have 
been described and explained in this study. A potential direction for future research could be to 
explore the impacts on immigrants if urban villages in Shenzhen were to be demolished. This would 
provide deeper insights into the social and economic dynamics that govern urban transformations and 
their effects on marginalized communities. 
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