Ruination and the Production of
Space in Contemporary China
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Beyond the exceptional lens: Ruination and the
shaping of ordinary spaces in China

Urban ruins constitute ubiquitous spaces in contemporary China: from
neighbourhoods and areas undergoing urban demolition to newly built
“ghost cities” (guicheng 2%%), from industrial wastelands to forgotten
buildings and abandoned theme parks in various states of disrepair. The
familiar strangeness of Chinese urban ruins and abandoned places has
been seen and described through the lenses of filmmakers, photographers,
and journalists. As in other contexts, rubble, ruins, and abandoned places
fascinate, as architect Ignasi de Sola-Morales Rubi6 explains with his
concept of the “terrain vague”:

Empty, abandoned space in which a series of occurrences have taken
place seems to subjugate the eye of the urban photographer. Such
urban space, which | will denote by the French expression terrain vague,
assumes the status of fascination, the most solvent sign with which to
indicate what cities are and what our experience of them is. (2014: 25)

While these ruinscapes tend to be mediatised as exceptional and
spectacular, analysed as “unreal” (Lam 2020b), “vanishing” (Messmer and
Chuang 2013), or empty, this special feature argues that ruination deserves
to be studied through the angle of the “production of space.” As Henri
Lefebvre (1991) explains, any given space is produced by social interactions,
including spaces in ruins, where we would not expect to find people still
using them in everyday life (see cover photo). Ruins, rubble, and abandoned
places are here conceived as ordinary spaces produced by individuals, social
groups, and any other actors that inhabit, practice, or represent such places.
The four articles in this special feature contain original materials on ruins,
abandoned places, and derelict buildings in various Chinese contexts such
as China’s most famous “ghost city,” abandoned places in Beijing, derelict
neighbourhoods in the urban fringes and in rural areas, and an abandoned
coal town. From the angle of ordinary space production, the articles focus
on the interactions between such spaces and the people that use them:
remaining residents from different generations, journalists, and researchers,
as well as tourists and urban explorers.

Ruination and dereliction as social facts

Ruination has generated a rich body of research on contemporary
Chinese society, driven by the unprecedented trajectory of urbanisation
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since the reform era. Scholarly publications on ruins, rubble, and
abandoned places exist in the fields of political history (Lee 2009; Li
2020), cultural history (Wu 2012), geography and architecture (Sorace
and Hurst 2015; Woodworth and Wallace 2017), as well as political
science (Sorace 2017; Xu 2017), and visual and ecocritical studies (Li
2009; Chu 2012; Lam 2013a; McGrath 2014; Ortells-Nicolau 2015; Schulz
2016). The rich body of research on urban demolition (Ren 2014) and
displacement (Padovani 2005) has contributed to taking urban ruins and
the interactions with local residents as full social facts. These perspectives
on the Chinese built environment produced new concepts out of
multidisciplinary approaches. More precisely, many published works in the
social sciences focus on the rubble of urban destruction with qualitative
research on the social impact of “demolition-relocation” (chaigian 7€),
and especially on violence, resistance, and resilience in neighbourhoods
and “urban villages” (chengzhongcun %7 1) under demolition (Vale and
Campanella 2005; Ho 2013; Shao 2013; Wu, Zhang, and Webster 2013).
Yet, beyond urban demolition and displacement, ruination is here
conceived as a process happening in many overlooked social and
spatial dimensions of Chinese society, from dilapidated buildings and
depopulated villages to industrial wastelands and unfinished-abandoned
buildings (lanweilou [#E1%) produced by real estate speculation, as well
as abandoned Cold War cities, ruins of natural disasters, and many more.
The difficulty lies in the scientific interpretation of such ruins, whose
landscapes reveal a sharp contrast between the planned project - or
“conceived space” according to Lefebvre (1991) - and the “perceived”
reality on the ground. Some studies on contemporary ruins tend to
exceptionalise these spaces, seen as urban pathologies (Shepard 2015;
Sorace and Hurst 2015), or to study them through aesthetic approaches
(Braester 2010; Ortells-Nicolau 2015; Nieszczrzeweska 2015; Valjakka
and Wang 2018). Qualitative studies based on solid fieldwork have
helped grasp how the textures and materialities of Chinese urban spaces
in disrepair or abandoned continue to have strong social and political
effects (Chu 2014; Ulfstjerne 2017). Grounded research also presents
how ruins can produce new systems of “value” (following Davidov 2016),
both economic and aesthetic, from street artists and urban explorers
inspired by urban ruins and abandoned places (Massey forthcoming) to
waste pickers making a living out of scrapping in such spaces (Wu and
Zhang 2019). In this special feature, the study of ruination gives special
attention to the temporalities of these spaces (Garrett 2011). Geographer
Marc Augé explains that “ruins convey the feeling of time that passes
and lasts” (2003: 92). For instance, by exploring abandoned cities from
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the Cold War era, Tong Lam produces original materials for the study
of twentieth-century China (2020a). As Max Woodworth puts forward
in his article on Ordos in Inner Mongolia, ruination opens up new
perspectives, not only on urban demolition, but also on various cycles of
the built environment, including the construction phase. He describes it
as follows: “Ruin is always a looming possibility, not just at the end of a
structure’s life cycle, but throughout its existence, including during the
construction phase.” Ruination, as a multifaceted process, helps bring
to light overlooked social processes in contemporary China, beyond the
lenses of demolition, heritagisation, or full decline.

Urban ruins are part of what Anna Jorgensen calls “urban wildscapes”:
“Urban spaces where natural as opposed to human agency appears to be
shaping the land, especially where there is spontaneous growth of vegetation
through natural succession” (2012: 1). Rubble, ruins, and abandoned places
in China contribute to various urban wildscapes reshaping human agency.
Urban wilderness is a key element of the attraction of abandoned places
and urban ruins for Chinese urban explorers, who visit these spaces as a
way to alleviate “urban alienation and everyday boredom,” as Annabella
Massey argues in her article. Her study reveals new forms of human agency
in the city, especially as “urbex narratives often draw links between urban
exploration and the reclamation of a childlike sense of discovery, appealing
to those who feel dissatisfied with ordinary city life.” In another approach
of “ludic” and “childlike” practices of ruins, rubble, and wastelands, Camille
Salgues’s article explores the ordinary social processes that characterise
children’s uses of their neighbourhoods in an urban village under demolition
in Shanghai and in a depopulated village in Guangdong Province. The
playful dimension of ruins becomes central through the experience of
children, shedding new light on the social life of derelict neighbourhoods.
This exploration, focusing on children, displays another form of “perceived
space” than the common spatial practices of migrant workers in the
same environment. By studying the overlooked practices of children in
interaction with their neighbourhood, Camille Salgues shows that urban
ruins constitute a full element of their mental maps in a dilapidated area of
Shanghai's periphery and a left-behind village in the Chinese countryside:
“The abandoned spaces, linked to the dispersion phenomena, provide
isolated places, suitable for secrets, exploration, and activities (...)." Such
spaces are essential spaces for childhood development, providing settings
where children create their own itineraries, developing risk management
as well as physical skills. Indeed, ruination induces new forms of agency
through specific processes of socialisation. Judith Audin’s article, based on
fieldwork in Kouguan — an uninhabited coal town in Datong —, argues that
ruination does not correspond to the destruction of social ties. It induces
specific spatialities, routinised experiences of the abandoned buildings by
old residents, but also new experiences of these spaces by former residents,
journalists, filmmakers etc., that reconnect rather than disconnect people
and places in this former industrial town. Because they understand ruination
as a process contributing to the production of ordinary spaces, the articles
in this special issue analyse more closely what Lefebvre calls the “perceived
space” of ruination (1991), that is to say the various social processes at play,
taking the local contexts into full consideration.

Challenging images: Urban exploration and photography

Visiting or studying contemporary ruins is intimately linked with the
production of images. Approaching ruination in China as an ordinary

research object beyond fascination or aesthetisation constitutes a
challenging, ambiguous effort that engages not only local actors, but
also researchers in a form of introspection. Urban exploration (chengshi
tanxian 5% - the visiting and documentation of derelict man-
made structures and abandoned places — has developed in recent years
and has inspired various research methods in social sciences (Garrett
2014a, 2014b; Offenstadt 2018). This approach has proven useful to
infiltrate undocumented places and to access new fields of knowledge
and offer a critical understanding of the Chinese city (Lam 2013b; Audin
2018). In recent years, the practice of urban exploration also developed
as a creative practice in the Chinese urban space. In this issue’s article,
Annabella Massey studies the way these urban explorers produce and
exchange images of ruins on specific forums. She analyses more precisely
the photographic work of Zhao Yang i[5, the Cooling Plan project,
understood by Massey as “present[ing] the ruin as a creative refuge that
helps the explorer build a restorative sense of individual autonomy and
mitigates the negative mental impact of the 'seen’ city.”

By exploring urban ruins in qualitative perspective, the articles in this
special issue also produce original contributions on the methodological
challenges of studying ruination and dereliction. One key aspect is the
use of photography during fieldwork. An important methodological issue
is the aesthetisation of the object, all the more so as urban exploration
is often connected to the systematic use of photography. Between pure
documentation of the context and aesthetic production, images produced
through this medium should be analysed more closely. In his study of an
urban village under demolition — Xian Village in Guangzhou - Tong Lam
develops a “critical aesthetics of resistance through [his] own intervention
and dialogue with the environment” (2021). The “ghost city” imagery
studied in this special issue by Max Woodworth uses the photographic lens
to highlight how the Chinese real estate industry has produced “spectacular
instances of disuse.” Woodworth critically reflects on his own status as
a researcher while discussing the use of photography in Ordos: photos of
this “ghost city” convey a “dramatically eerie impression of abandonment
and ruin.” The author indeed wonders how “fieldwork images of spaces
commonly pictured as ruins confirm or disrupt the idea of ruins.”

Ruination and alternative geographies

The empirical studies contained in this special feature are useful to
understanding contemporary Chinese ruins grounded in specific contexts
with a focus on the ways local communities interact with them. More
precisely, the articles show how residents (Audin and Salgues), but
also urban explorers (Audin and Massey), journalists, and researchers
(Woodworth) interact with these ruins. Audin’s and Salgues's articles
are based on ethnographic approaches that participate in a critical
understanding of Chinese urban development by highlighting dynamic
economic, political, ecological, social, and cultural processes embedded
in the ruins. In both articles, the authors follow closely the itineraries of
overlooked communities in overlooked spaces: migrant workers’ children in
Shanghai's outskirts and in a village in Guangdong, as well as old residents
in a coal town near Datong, continue to interact with disused buildings
and abandoned spaces. Grounded acts of dwelling, games, and other forms
of socialisation characterise these spaces. More broadly, such methodology
allows an acute analysis of the ways in which specific social groups
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practice, use, think, and shape abandoned or derelict spaces. Far from being
left empty, the material texture and social contexts of abandoned spaces
stimulate sociocultural creativity and adaptation. Hence, considering
the various forms and processes of ruination, the articles in this issue
help consolidate not only knowledge on contemporary China but also
geographic knowledge on ruination. They offer new perspectives on how
local communities and other various actors invest the ruins and derelict
buildings. In his article on migrant workers’ children in Shanghai and
Guangdong, using the concepts of concentration and dispersion, Camille
Salgues concentrates his attention on how children use and represent
their dilapidated neighbourhoods, producing alternative geographies
of the everyday less focused on urban density. In his critical discussion
on fieldwork photography in Kangbashi New District in Ordos, Max
Woodworth confronts the “conceived” landscape of planners to his
bottom-up spatial experience. Finally, Annabella Massey's paper discloses
an alternative geography of Chinese mega-cities such as Beijing and
Shanghai by envisioning the city through the ludic use of abandoned
places by Chinese urban explorers.

The lived space of ruination

Exploring the processes of vanishing, as well as the presence (or
absence) of traces (Ginzburg 1980) can bring to light how individuals
and social groups consider these spaces and their trajectories. How does
dereliction contribute to making places and communities? The articles
manage to reveal the practices of individuals and social groups in these
spaces even if they are “invisible” to others (Huang and Yi 2015). In his
theory of the production of space, Lefebvre develops a third dimension,
more cultural, called the “lived space”: through a dynamic process,
spaces become attributed with symbols, representations, and values
(1991). How do inhabitants or other actors react when confronted with
processes of ruination, depopulation, abandonment, or disrepair? Much of
the research on the “lived space” of ruination has focused on traumatic
ruins stemming from natural disasters, widely studied in the case of the
2008 Sichuan earthquake in China, which generate complex effects and
affects, from the “politics of compassion” (Xu 2017) to difficult memory
issues (Xu 2018). The landscape of destruction generated ambiguity in
the double meaning of the notion of “ruin” in Chinese: ruins as rubble
(feixu [ 4E), but also ruins as a historical site (yizhi 72 1IL), producing both
extreme trauma among the local population as well as new forms of dark
tourism through a heritagisation plan leading to the “commodification of
both the living and the dead” (Le Mentec and Zhang 2017). This special
issue contributes to this aspect by studying the lived space of ruination
in ordinary spaces. In their analyses of dereliction and ruination, the
articles fully consider the representations produced by social actions
and reactions in such spaces. In his article on Ordos, Max Woodworth
wonders if his “fieldwork photos of ambiguous ruin sites perform the
same critical or ideological work as the formal ruin photograph genre.”
Camille Salgues's article follows the everyday itineraries of children, and
he accurately describes how their daily wandering in the ruins creates
feelings of freedom, joy, and fear. In her contribution, Annabella Massey
highlights a "more amateur and everyday dimension of Chinese ruin
representation” in the way urban explorers visiting abandoned places
generate a “sense of authenticity” and allow the cultivation of “solitude
in China’s overcrowded urban environments.” Judith Audin analyses the
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various ways in which local people and off-site actors (former inhabitants,
artists, tourists, heritage activists, or journalists), by expressing memories
or other cultural narratives, develop a sense of place in uninhabited
Kouquan through their various personal and social interactions with the
town in ruins and its abandoned buildings.

To conclude, this special feature on ruination gives special attention
to how local communities composed of old and young residents, as well
as visitors such as urban explorers, scientists, or journalists, experience
ruination processes and appropriate these ordinary spaces through
fieldwork photography, dwelling practices, games, memory, and nostalgia
in contemporary China. The articles in this special issue bring out how
people and communities, including researchers, (re)create communities,
lifestyles, and social practices, as well as represent, re-envision, and re-
imagine the built environment in abandoned buildings and in uninhabited
or half-demolished neighbourhoods.
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