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ABSTRACT 

In 2015, United Nation Habitat estimated that 1.5 million people globally were 

moving from the countryside to the city every week. They are often regarded as living in 

a seemingly “transient” or “liminal” status. Their ambiguous status of identity and place 

has long been taken for granted as temporary, exceptional, unstable, undesirable, 

vulnerable, or dangerous in both state-dominant political discourse and critical urbanists’ 

scholarly examinations. However, my research finds that a community of Chinese rural-

to-urban migrants challenge this assertion and pursue a right to permanently inhabit this 

seemingly undesirable status between rural and urban. They identify themselves as rural-

urban “inbetweeners,” build “in-between” informal settlements on the rural-urban 

periphery and mobilize themselves to sustain an inbetweener identity as a permanent and 

positive identity.  

Inbetweeners’ pursuit of the right to permanently inhabit a seemingly transient, 

ambiguous, and marginal status poses a puzzling question: Why do migrants pursue an 

in-between social status which has been widely viewed as dangerous and 

disadvantageous? To solve this puzzle, my dissertation explores two research questions: 

1) Why do migrants decide to become inbetweeners? 2) What do migrants do with this 

inbetweener identity in their everyday life practices and collective resistance? Drawing 

on data from my in-depth interviews with two inbetweener communities and my 

observations of their anti-formalization and anti-eviction movements in two Chinese 

cities — Chengdu and Beijing — from 2016 to 2018, this dissertation reveals a nested set 

of logics behind migrants’ decision to construct, preserve, and deploy an inbetweener 

identity.  

 I found that migrants’ decision to identify themselves as inbetweeners was born 

from their resistance to be identified by the dominant discourse as an inferior group — 

the floating population (in Chinese, liudong renkou). To replace this floating people 

identity, migrants created this inbetweener identity. By identifying themselves as 

inbetweeners, migrants don’t say a simple “no” to their social and spatial status between 
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rural and urban; instead, they find potential in this seemingly disadvantageous rural-urban 

in-between status. Inbetweeners deploy their identity to achieve material benefits, escape 

the gaze of state power, and create an alternative social belonging beyond a rural-urban 

category. This inbetweener identity signals both danger and opportunities for migrants in 

their everyday life. 

These findings enrich scholarship on critical urban theory, modernist and 

postmodern planning theory, and interpretative methods in urban studies. First, these 

findings challenge critical urbanists’ etic assertion about migrants’ general desire to move 

from a “liminal” status between rural and urban to a more stable and permanent urban 

status. Instead, I found that a rural-urban in-between status signals both danger and power 

from migrants’ emic perspective. It can be simultaneously exclusive and empowering. By 

constructing and deploying this inbetweener identity, migrants are able to strategically 

and flexibly respond to and resist the multifaceted repercussions produced by a rapid 

urbanization process. Second, this dissertation criticizes a modernist planning mode that 

overly relies on a series of spatial and non-spatial oppositions, including rural/urban, 

inclusion/exclusion, and past/future, to index and explain social differences. Drawing 

from the danger and power experienced by rural-to-urban migrants who live and straddle 

between rural and urban societies, I argue that planners should treat a rapidly urbanizing 

society as a contradictory whirlpool in which marginalization, exclusion, and exploitation 

paradoxically coexist with material opportunities, liberating potentials, and new modes of 

social belonging. Third, this study demonstrates another way in which interpretative 

method is a promising approach for investigating previously neglected dimensions of 

urbanization in people’s everyday life practices and their meaning-making processes.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

Inbetweener Identity and Community 

On a summer day in 2016, I sat with Ji’an Qian, a 55-year-old Chinese rural-to-urban 

migrant. I expected to hear about his experiences of being “humiliated and insulted” in 

the city, as news reports suggested people like Ji’an would feel. My jaw dropped when I 

heard his answers to my questions about why he had decided to leave his children in the 

countryside instead of bringing them into the city. The reasons I was prepared to hear 

were some “typical” stories of material hardship such as high tuition and miscellaneous 

fees beyond what a migrant family could afford, urban residents’ discrimination against 

migrant children, or unstable and insecure living situations in cities. But Ji’an provided a 

different answer: 

I intentionally left my children in the countryside to secure my family’s access to 

farmland. If I had brought my youngsters with me to the city, grassroots cadres in 

my village would have grabbed my land. Currently, I can only hold my right over 

my farmland in the name of my children’s livelihoods. I know it sounds selfish, but 

the access to the farmland matters a lot to me to keep an identity as a periodic 

and partial peasant. 

I was confused and followed up: “People get an impression that rural-to-urban 

migrants have a general desire to become ‘real’ or ‘new’ urban people, but you just said 

you want to keep an identity as a partial peasant; why?” Ji’an smiled at me bitterly and 

explained:  

Because I truly belong to the place between rural and urban. Migrants will not 

belong to the city in the future, and it’s impossible for us to go back to be pure 

peasants again like what we were. I choose to be a rural-urban inbetweener (in 

Chinese: Cheng Xiang Zhongjianren) permanently, and I believe it is the best 

choice for all of us. 
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My conversation with Ji’an brought me into a community of migrants who 

identify themselves as rural-urban “inbetweeners,” build “in-between” informal 

settlements on the rural-urban periphery and mobilize themselves to sustain and defend 

an in-between-ness as a permanent and positive social status. Ji’an’s willingness to 

permanently inhabit a seemingly marginal and vulnerable social and spatial status 

between rural and urban is representative of members in his inbetweener community but 

runs counter to prevalent assumptions and interpretative orientations in urbanites’ 

everyday commonsense and urbanists’ scholarly discourse. I view this inbetweener 

identity as a collective identity built by a group of rural-to-urban migrants. This collective 

inbetweener identity represents a shared sense of “we-ness” and “collective agency” 

(Snow, 2001) among these migrants. The rural-to-urban inbetweener identity first 

emerged in 2016, and thus is not a fully-fledged social movement. My focus on the early 

identity formation stage allows me to explore how migrants negotiate their identity 

confusion and crisis after being dragged by urbanization into a world of ambiguity and 

ambivalence — a world on the boundary between rural and urban. 

In urbanizing countries, rural-to-urban migrants are often regarded as living in a 

liminal (Van Gennep, 1909) state. Their “betwixt and between” (Turner, 1967, p. 59) 

status of identity and place has long been taken for granted as temporary, exceptional, 

unstable, and undesirable in both state-dominant mainstream political discourses (see 

Solinger, 1999; Zhang, 2001; Roy, 2005; Baviskar, 2003) and critical urbanists’ scholarly 

examinations (see Davis, 2006; Dwyer, 1975; Haider, 1993; Jayne, 2017; Kasarda and 

Crenshaw, 1991; Peattie and Aldrete-Haas, 1981; Roy and AlSayyad, 2004; Sassen, 

2011a, b, Wacquant, 1996, 1997, 2008; Gilbert, 2007; Ren, 2011). Yet Ji’an and his 

fellow inbetweeners view an in-between status as a desirable position to defend and 

sustain. Inbetweeners’ pursuit of a right to permanently inhabit a seemingly transient, 

ambiguous, and marginal status between rural and urban poses a puzzling question: Why 

does this community of migrants strive to keep this disadvantageous and unpleasant 

rural-urban in-between status as a normal state of affairs?  
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As Howard Becker (1998) points out, a “strange talk” takes us “right to the heart 

of how a complex social activity is organized and carried out” (p. 115). In my study, the 

particular phenomenon that migrants identify themselves as “inbetweeners” contradicts 

some prevalent thinking regarding migrants’ status. This dissertation centers migrants’ 

accounts of their attachment to this inbetweener identity as a window into the specific 

ways in which migrants act to negotiate, revalorize, manipulate, and strategically deploy 

their seemingly vulnerable and marginal social positions. The broader purpose of this 

dissertation is twofold. First, I attempt to explore how rural-to-urban migrants conceive 

of, respond to, and resist social, political, and cultural repercussions produced by rapid 

urbanization. Second, I hope to illustrate how migrants strategically manipulate and 

deploy their seemingly ambivalent and ambiguous in-between status to develop their 

social belonging beyond place-fixed citizenship.  

To solve the puzzle and fulfill these purposes, I explore two specific research 

questions through my observation of inbetweeners’ everyday practices and my in-depth 

interviews with them: (1) Why do migrants decide to become inbetweeners? (2) What do 

migrants do as an inbetweener? The remainder of this chapter outlines the theoretical and 

methodological bases of this project. In the first section, I review the literature on how 

migrants’ in-betweenness is framed in state-dominant political discourse and in critical 

scholarly examinations. In the second section, I present my critiques of those prominent 

framings. In the third section, I describe how my research, which details inbetweeners’ 

emic understandings of an in-betweenness, responds in a dialectic way to those 

prominent framings in the dominant discourse. In this section, I also introduce the 

theoretical orientations of this dissertation. Following the theoretical orientations, I 

briefly introduce research design, methods, and data collection strategies, which are 

presented in Chapter 2 in greater detail. In the last section, I describe the outline of this 

dissertation. 
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Prominent Framings of Migrants’ In-Between Status 

In-Between Status in State-Dominant Public Discourse 

In state-dominant political discourse, including official discourse, urban public 

discourse, and state media, migrants and their in-between status have long been viewed 

as a cause of social problems. Although migrant labor is indispensable for fueling cities’ 

engines of urbanization and economic growth (Gans, 1972; Solinger, 1999), the images 

of them — out of place, out of order, and out of control — fuel ideas that migrants 

rampantly flock into cities and cause urban ills such as poverty and environmental 

degradation (Davis, 2006). Migrants, as a group of people that appears detached from 

both rural and urban authorities, exacerbate the state’s anxiety about its ability to regulate 

an emerging market-centered economy and (re)impose socialist order on people’s lives 

during rapid urbanization process in China (Zhang, 2001; Ren, 2011).  

A series of discursive and non-discursive governing strategies have been 

developed by various governing institutions and actors to overcome this anxiety and to 

(re)gain control over migrants and their communities (Solinger, 1999; Zhang, 2001; 

Messner, et al., 2008; Smith and Hugo, 2008). Discursive practices include naming and 

categorizing migrants as “internal others” or “outsiders” (Ren, 2011); identifying 

migrants as people “who do not display the minimal level of self-control expected of 

decent citizens” (Solinger, 1999, p. 340-41); and stigmatizing migrants’ neighborhoods 

as “sick” communities burdened with pathologies and dysfunctions (Solinger, 2000).  

In China, the discursive control of rural-to-urban migrants is made possible 

through multiple strategies, including a reinforcement of the Hukou Registration 

Regulation. Since 1958, the China Hukou (i.e., household) Registration Regulation 

requires every Chinese citizen to register with the local authorities as either an urban or 

rural hukou holder depending on one’s place of birth. From the implementation of this 

birth-ascribed hukou law to the early 1980s, rural hukou holders were strictly prohibited 

from migrating into the cities. After the early 1980s, the situation changed: More and 

more migrants flocked into cities to fulfill cities’ engines of urbanization and economic 
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growth. Chinese rural-to-urban migrants, as rural hukou holders living in the cities, came 

to be stigmatized as an inferior social group under the names of floating people (liudong 

renyuan), displaced outsiders (wailai/waidi renkou), low-end population (diduan renkou), 

and temporary residents (zanzhu jumin) in public and official documents such as the 

national census and city master plans (Liang and Ma, 2004; Li, 2006; Chan, 2010). These 

naming and identifying strategies, assisted by the Hukou regulation, explicitly turn 

migrants into alien “others,” strangers, invaders, second-class citizens, and even 

noncitizens. These names also reflect beliefs and judgments about the cultural 

backwardness and behavior pathology of migrants. Chinese rural-to-urban migrants’ 

neighborhoods are stereotypically described as communities with troubling 

characteristics, including concentrated poverty, violence, high street-crime rates, family 

instability, drug abuse and trafficking, prostitution, school dropouts, and high fertility 

rates (Yi, 1995; Li et al., 2006; Keung Wong et al., 2007; Wang et al., 2010). Migrants’ 

social networks are accused of becoming a fertile ground of grassroots community 

power, which may compete with once-monopolizing socialist state power (Solinger, 

1999).  

Beyond those discursive and cultural initiatives to stigmatize and control 

migrants, non-discursive practices have also been applied to govern migrants in a rural-

urban in-between status. The state has employed migrant-targeted policing, incarceration, 

surveillance, demolition, eviction, mandatory registration, and other policies and 

programs to regulate and control migrants (Murray and Szelenyi 1984; Solinger, 1999, 

Zhang, 2001). Migrants are required by the Public Security Ministry (gong’an bu) to 

apply for temporary residency cards within a month of their arrival in the city (Cao et al., 

2012). This mandatory registration requirement effectively helps governments obtain 

better demographic records of migrant population and accurately control them. Migrants 

are stopped and searched by the police at disproportionately higher rates than urbanites 

for identification checks. If migrants are not able to show an active and proper temporary 

residency card, they may be taken to the police department for further investigation or 

sent to the jail directly (Zhang, 2001). Local governments also encourage grassroots 
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urbanites to participate in a mass social surveillance network targeting migrants (Swider, 

2015). For example, local chengguan officials, who can be viewed as informal police 

officers, are in charge of watching over migrants’ activities in urban neighborhoods 

(Swider, 2015). Local landlords are also required to watch over their migrant tenants’ 

everyday activities (Zhang, 2001).  

Although urban governments frame migrants’ in-between status as a problematic 

and dangerous social phenomenon, they never try to end it. Governments’ paradoxical 

attitudes toward migrants are understandable; low price migrant labor is essential for 

urbanization and economic development. If migrants’ in-between status is ended, for 

example, if they are entitled full urban citizenship (i.e., urban household registration), 

they would stop their cooperation and contributions in the market as underpaid and 

precarious migrant workers. The basic purpose of migration governance is thus not to end 

migrants’ unstable rural-urban in-between status, but to try to devalue this status in order 

to transform migrants into cooperative and exploitable subjects in the urban labor market. 

To cope with this internal contradiction in migrant governance, governmental authorities 

combine or converge seemingly contradictory approaches or ideologies to form a new 

way of control over migrants. For example, the state-owned media frames migrants as a 

self-contradictory subject — they are emerging socialist workers with an iconic positive 

image of independent citizens on the one hand, and potential social stability breakers with 

a threatening image as a pathological underclass on the other hand. This framing strategy 

allows the state to flip an inclusion-exclusion coin: When cities don’t need migrants, 

urban governments are able to invoke a stereotypical image of migrants, then restrict 

migrants’ spatial mobility into the cities, even violently exclude them from the cities; 

when cities need raw and cheap migrant labor for economic developments, rural people 

are encouraged to live and work in the cities on a temporary basis. This framing strategy, 

which combines and converges seemingly contradictory approaches to identify migrants, 

represents a main feature of the prominent mode of governmentality in urbanizing 

countries today. Governmental practices mask, naturalize, manage, and soften social 

tensions by using ambiguities and ambivalences in policy and programs. Market-oriented 
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socialism (i.e., socialist market economy) is a similar policy regime which compresses 

contradictory governmentalities — socialism and market orientation — into one ideology 

or national economy system (Bardhan and Roemer, 1993). Public-private partnership is 

another widely used approach to provide migrants or other marginalized groups with 

welfare and infrastructures. This governing arrangement explicitly combines two 

contradictory goals: public interest and private profits (Flinders, 2005). At the same time, 

many urbanizing countries engage themselves in neo-liberal urbanization and 

globalization (Harvey, 2005, 2014; Brenner, 2004). Allmendinger (2009) points out that 

this neoliberal planning mode actually combines two contradictory governing approaches 

— a “market-oriented competitive state (liberalism) and an authoritarian strong state 

(conservatism)” (p. 107) — into one type of planning practice. He argues that the fusion 

of these two traditionally separate approaches constructs a “neo” liberalist planning 

typology, which legitimizes planning practices that would not hinge the market. 

In-Between Status in Critical Scholarly Discourse 

Critical urban scholars criticize the prominent political rationalities and 

governmental strategies that combine and converge seemingly contradictory approaches 

to form a new way to control and regulate migrants and their in-between status 

(Brenner, 2018). Paradoxically, critical scholars themselves also view migrants’ in-

between status as undesirable and unwanted, yet their rationale is significantly different 

from that of governments. Rather than associating migrants with villains who cause 

social problems, critical urbanists view migrants as passive victims who are unfairly 

excluded from the urban society and have no other choice besides being stuck in their 

in-between, marginalized, and vulnerable social and spatial position. In other words, 

migrants’ in-between status is an undesirable consequence of social problems and 

injustice, which are produced by rapid urbanization. 

Relying on this rationale, critical urbanists view migrants as passive victims 

suffering breakdown, anomie, poverty, and frustration because of their transient and 

temporary status between rural and urban (Germani and Silvert, 1961; Lenkersdorf, 
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1971; Lewis, 1966, 1975). Migrants are viewed as being stuck in their informal and in-

between settlements, which are always unhealthy and disorganized neighborhoods. For 

critical urbanists, migrants and their in-between neighborhoods manifest phenomena 

such as over-urbanization, pathological growth, economic exploitation (Davis, 2006, 

Harvey, 2008), and residues of urbanization (Wacquant, 2008; Eason, 2012). Critical 

urbanists argue that the transience and liminality, as the dominant characteristics of the 

lives of migrants, limit migrants’ capability to nurture a migrant class and mobilize 

themselves in collective actions (Liu, 1996; Lee 1998b; Blecher 2002; Perry, 2015).  

To alleviate the burdens of these seemingly disadvantaged migrants, critical 

urbanists (re)claim “a right to the city” (Lefebvre, 1968; Harvey, 2008) for migrants. 

They advocate for policy efforts that can fully integrate migrants into urban social 

systems. They assert that this transient and liminal in-between lifestyle is not from 

migrants’ free choices, but rather a forced consequence of social control and disciplinary 

techniques. They argue that rural-urban migrants have a general desire and necessity to 

move from a social and spatial status between rural and urban to a more stable and 

permanent social and spatial position in the urban society, for migrants’ own good. 

Based on this assertion, urbanists promote policies and programs to provide migrants 

with affordable housing in urban neighborhoods, allocate formal urban citizenship to 

migrants, and secure migrants’ access to participation in urban social and political life 

(Holston, 1999; Ren, 2011).  

This camp of critical urbanists views the in-between-ness of migrants as a social 

problem to be fixed and cured by inclusive policies and planning. They tend to “reduce 

the complex problems [that migrants face] to a dichotomy in which exclusion can be 

counter-posed to inclusion” (Hall, Hirsch, and Li, 2011, p. 13). They criticize 

“exclusive” planning practices and advocate “inclusive” policies ranging from slum 

formalization to residential integration with an expectation that migrants’ in-between-

ness will fade away eventually when they are fully urbanized and integrated (Anand & 

Rademacher, 2011; De Soto, 2000). Critical urbanists further charge that the 
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government has yet to create an opportunity structure that would enable migrants to 

escape their in-between status. They also maintain that the government itself is 

exploiting migrants’ in-between status and creating structural obstacles to prevent 

migrants from escaping this undesirable in-between status on the rural-urban boundary. 

In other words, critical urbanists believe that an unjust social structure, rather than 

migrants’ behavior, forces migrants to get stuck in this unwanted in-between status 

(Harvey, 2005).  

Critiques of Prominent Framings 

Both camps — the governments and the critical urbanists —fall into a trap of 

“medical model” used by Tommie Shelby (2013, p. 2) in his critique of an 

integrationist approach to “cure” ghettos in the U.S. context. Drawing upon Shelby’s 

theory, I argue that the governments develop discursive and non-discursive strategies 

to regulate migrants’ in-betweenness in order to cure other urban problems, which 

have been perceived as caused by migrants’ in-betweenness. For governments, this 

medical model proposes an optimistic, linear, and generic urban governance plan — if 

migrants’ pathological and dysfunctional behavior, which comes from their in-between 

social status, can be eliminated, urban social problems like environmental degradation, 

crime, and poverty will be solved sequentially. Different from the governments’ 

rationale, critical urbanists identify the neoliberal governmentality and capitalist 

globalization as the collective linchpin that keeps migrants’ in-betweenness in place. 

Critical urbanists propose another medical model that tends to remove this linchpin 

through integrating migrants into urban labor markets, urban social life, urban welfare 

systems, and urban residence. Critical urbanists’ medical model assumes that if 

migrants are entitled to full access to urban society, their in-between status and social 

burdens will eventually fade away.  

 Challenging the Assertion That In-Between-ness Is a Problem 

This oversimplified medical model, which is used by urban governments and 

urbanists in different ways, has its limitations and pitfalls. It marginalizes the agency of 
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the migrants it aims to help or regulate. When attempting to include and integrate rural 

people into the existing city social system, critical urbanists treat migrants’ willingness 

to be fully integrated into a city as a given. When attempting to exclude migrants from 

urban life and sending them back to their rural origins, the governments treat migrants’ 

cultural rootedness and social attachment to their native farmland and villages as 

legitimate and natural. Both camps neglect to address an important question: What if 

migrants neither want to be fully included in the city nor agree to be fully excluded 

and sent back to the countryside? Is it possible that they would like to stay between 

rural and urban? Do they have a right to inhabit a social and spatial position between 

rural and urban? Do they have a right to move periodically or cyclically between rural 

and urban?  

In a recent national longitudinal survey of rural-to-urban migrants in China, 

Chinese Family Panel Survey (Xie, et al., 2014, 2015), I found that nearly all (94 

percent) of the migrant population agrees that they live in a social and spatial status 

neither rural nor urban but in-between. Starkly different from the dominate 

imagination, this survey shows that only seven percent of migrants have an intention to 

change their rural-urban in-between status through applying for a permanent urban 

residency status (i.e., urban hukou). Nearly half (44 percent) of them claim that they 

neither have an intention to settle down in the city nor plan to return to the countryside 

in the next twenty years. The rest, 49 percent of them, choose not to answer this 

question. It seems clear from the survey results that at least half of the migrant 

population doesn’t have a general desire to move from a transient and liminal status 

between rural and urban to a more stable or permanent one. In other words, these 

migrants don’t have the urge or eagerness to change their identity from migrants to 

urbanites as most inclusive planning advocates expect. 

 Why do both camps, the governments and the critical urbanists, ignore the 

possibility that migrants might intend to stay between rural and urban? Why do both 

camps assert that this in-between status is problematic and has to be cured or fixed by a 
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medical policy model? I argue that this medical model proceeds on the basis of implicit 

theoretical frameworks that are structured around a series of false binary oppositions. 

Two sets of seemingly elegant binaries pervade the medical model: inclusion-exclusion 

and rural-urban binaries. These two sets of binary oppositions become a central focus in 

the political rhetoric that frames migrants’ in-betweenness as a problem or an exceptional 

state of affairs. Those binaries have also been frequently used by critical urbanists to 

carve out spaces for policy reforms to include and integrate migrants into the cities. But 

such binary-based ideals are simplistic, idealized, and run counter to reality (Harms, 

2006; Brenner, 2018). 

Problematizing Inclusion-Exclusion and Rural-Urban Binaries  

The critiques of some overly simplistic binary narratives and oppositions have 

been widespread in postmodernists’ critiques of modern planning, urban design, and 

social theories. Soja (1997), for example, offered a powerful critique of the structuralist, 

binary view of reality — that is, to view everything in terms of dichotomous relations 

such as black-white, worker-capitalist, immigrant-native, and male-female. Sandercock 

(1998) criticizes a persistent binary opposition between planning experts and the lay 

public and shows how this opposition has dominated and excluded “other” ways of 

thinking and knowing. Roy (2005) criticizes the binary category of the formal or 

planned city versus the informal or unplannable city and examines how these binary 

categories reproduce social hierarchies of class, race, and ethnicity in India. Scott (1998) 

criticizes some modern states’ efforts to simplify and standardize the civil society 

through employing oppositions such as scientific knowledge versus local knowledge; 

planned order versus accidental order; and public versus private.  

But two urbanization-related binary oppositions — inclusion-exclusion and 

rural-urban binaries — haven’t received enough scholarly attention and still persist in 

everyday consciousness, governmentality (Foucault, 1991), and scholarly discourse in a 

large number of urbanizing countries. Mainstream urban scholars treat in-between-ness 

as the equivalent of exclusion and try to find its opposite — a purely good inclusion — 
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to cure this completely evil exclusion. However, in practice, inclusion and exclusion are 

not two opposites but two sides of the same coin (Hall, Hirsch, and Li, 2011). It’s 

impossible to find a purely good inclusion to cure a completely evil exclusion like what 

urbanists have expected in their medical model. For example, laws recognizing a 

migrant as an urban citizen (i.e., seemingly inclusion) coexists with laws justifying an 

acquisition of that same migrant’s farmland in his home village (i.e., an actual 

exclusion). A similar paradox marks the environmental consequences of the universal 

“right to the city” approach. The marginalized population always suffers first and worst 

from pollution and climate-related disasters (Kasperson and Kasperson 2001). Policies 

which neglect degraded environment and overly include migrants in cities tend to 

simultaneously exclude the poor and powerless, who are always migrants themselves, 

from healthy urban life in a long-term perspective (Timmons Roberts and Park, 2007). 

Thus, this medical model, which relies on an oversimplified inclusion-exclusion 

opposition, produces a series of inconsistent and unclear policy and planning projects. 

This model also nurtures policies with fuzzy and unclear boundaries, which potentially 

legitimizes governments’ virtue of being “flexible” and “exceptional” and also 

legitimizes their abuse of power to evict, intimidate, and corrupt.  

Governments and critical urbanists also justify their inclusion efforts by citing 

another widely used binary opposition: the rural-versus-urban binary. The socio-spatial 

differentiation in income, wealth, education, and occupation have been emphasized by 

planners, policymakers, and urban scholars (Brenner, 2017). They treat this rural-urban 

binary as if it were a self-evident, objective, and clear-cut category that produces 

inequality and injustice. This rural-urban binary also produces a policy ideal that 

assumes that if migrants can be fully urbanized or included in the urban society, the 

inequality and injustice they are experiencing will naturally fade away. This rural-urban 

binary implies that urbanization is a simple, linear, unambiguous, irreversible, and 

purely demographic change that simply redistributes the population between two static 

spatial containers: rural and urban. Some critics do ask questions related to the massive 

displacement of population, economic recession, and political struggle in the 
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countryside (Miraftab, 2009). But most of them still focus on social phenomena fixed in 

one place (rural or urban) and pay scant attention to people’s social experience between 

rural and urban. 

In reality, rural and urban blend with each other (Hugo, 2017). It’s no longer 

possible to rely upon these rural/urban or urban/non-urban distinctions to characterize 

political-economic relations and people’s social or cultural identities (Brenner, et al. 

2011). To gain an emic understanding of people’s experience during urbanization, urban 

scholars must reject these false binary oppositions and admit the existence of groups of 

people who straddle between the countryside and the city. As Brenner (2017) points out, 

“spaces cannot be treated as if they were composed of discrete, distinct, bounded and 

universal types of rural versus urban settlements” (p. 181).  

Post-structuralist planning theorists remind us that those overly used, idealized 

binaries are effects of power, especially the hegemonic power of states/governments, 

which advertise urbanization, urban order, and urban lifestyle as if they were a self-

evident, natural, neutral, and necessary progress. A transformation from a rural society 

to an urban society has long been described as a powerful and universal trajectory to 

modernization, globalization, and other social advancements. What is paradoxical is that 

the camp of critical urbanists, who continue to make counter-hegemonic efforts to 

destabilize such power, also obsessively use false binaries produced by the same 

hegemonic power. In other words, critical urbanists’ actions produce the opposite effects 

of what they intend.  

Migrants actually sit in the middle ground between rural and urban, and between 

peasantry and urbanity. Their liminal, fluid, and hybrid position between rural and urban 

might be exploited by political elites to exercise power. However, migrants’ pursuit of 

this rural-urban in-between status force a simple but unavoidable question: What does 

this in-between status offer migrants that makes it favorable? We have to be open to the 

possibility that this ambiguity and liminality might also provide migrants with both 

power and danger. As this dissertation shall show, for instance, the undefinable status 
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detached from both rural and urban authorities paradoxically provides migrants with 

opportunities to escape the gaze of state power and “make authorities work for them 

rather than against them” (Klandermans, 1997, p. 194). Migrants’ self-built settlements 

and neighborhoods that disorderly combine both rural and urban economic activities 

(i.e., agricultural and industrial productions) actually provide migrants good excuses to 

escape the building codes or zoning regulations specifically designed for either urban or 

rural areas.  

A Grounded Perspective: Inbetweener as a 

Positive and Empowering Identity 

To understand tensions and dilemmas produced by the overly simplistic binary 

oppositions of inclusion-exclusion and rural-urban, I argue that urban scholars must 

recognize the complex role that this rural-urban in-between status plays in migrants’ real 

lives. On the one hand, the status between rural and urban is believed to be a transient 

and unpleasant experience for migrants in both political and scholarly discourse. Why is 

it that, on the other hand, migrants themselves strive for this seemingly unpleasant status? 

I view this inbetweener identity as an ultimate expression of the contradictions in the 

rural-urban in-between status.  

Instead of rushing to blame this in-between status, or proposing to end this in-

between status, this dissertation attempts to understand migrants’ emic perceptions of it. 

Theoretically, attention to migrants’ emic knowledge about their in-between status and 

identity demands an engagement with scholarly work about the power and danger of 

being between things and of crossing boundaries.  

The Danger and Power of Being In-Between 

In her most famous book, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of 

Pollution and Taboo, Mary Douglas (2003) uses the metaphor of an unborn child to 

discuss the vulnerability, danger, and power of people at a transitional, liminal, marginal, 

disordered, and formless status. It is worth quoting at length: 
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[An unborn child’s] present position is ambiguous, its future equally. For no one 

can say what sex it will have or whether it will survive the hazards of infancy. It is 

often treated as both vulnerable and dangerous. The Lele regard the unborn child 

and its mother as in constant danger, but they also credit the unborn child with 

capricious ill-will which makes it a danger to others. When pregnant, a Lele 

woman tries to be considerate about not approaching sick persons lest the 

proximity of the child in her womb causes coughing or fever to increase. Among 

the Nyakyusa a similar belief is recorded. A pregnant woman is thought to reduce 

the quantity of grain she approaches, because the foetus in her is voracious and 

snatches it. (ibid., pp.96). 

The research subjects of my dissertation — the group of rural-to-urban migrants 

— fall into a similar transitional, marginal, disordered, and formless status between rural 

and urban. Migrants fail to fit into a socially accepted rural/urban category and are 

placeless and undefinable. Like unborn children, migrants have also been viewed by the 

dominant culture as either in danger (i.e., vulnerable victims of social injustice) or able to 

emanate danger to the whole society (i.e., a social problem).  

At the same time, Douglas also rightly argues that the failure to fit into a socially 

accepted category or be a fixture of the society can mean different things for different 

people. She admits the power in this exactly disordered, marginalized, and formless 

status. She uses a metaphor of the disorder of the mind to illustrate this argument: 

Granted that disorder spoils pattern, it also provides the material of pattern. 

Order implies restriction; from all possible materials, a limited selection has been 

made and from all possible relations a limited set has been used. So, disorder by 

implication is unlimited, no pattern has been realized in it, but its potential for 

patterning is indefinite. […] we recognize that [disorder] is destructive to existing 

patterns; also it has potentiality. Ritual recognizes the potency of disorder. In the 

disorder of the mind, in dreams, faints and frenzies, ritual expects to find powers 

and truths which cannot be reached by conscious efforts. (ibid., pp.95)  
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“To plot a map of the powers and dangers in a primitive universe, we need to 

underline the interplay of ideas of form and formlessness. So many ideas about 

power are based on an idea of society as a series of forms contrasted with 

surrounding nonfarm. There is power in the forms and other power in the 

inarticulate area, margins, confused lines, and beyond the external boundaries.” 

(ibid., pp.100) 

Scholarly discussions about the danger and power on the boundary or of spaces 

between things are relatively scant in urban studies but can be found in the sociology of 

institutions and knowledge. A public policy think-tank in the U.S., for instance, stands 

between political and intellectual fields and gets caught in a similar marginal and 

undefinable status like unborn children or rural-to-urban migrants. For elite theorists, the 

in-between status of think-tanks is a danger — it turns think-tanks into hidden 

mechanisms of ruling class power. In contrast, for pluralist scholars, this ambivalent and 

hybrid position helps turn think-tanks into interest groups in which intellectuals are able 

to keep their intellectual independence and political affiliation. Pluralist scholars thus 

defend think-tanks as a great site of potential for politically engaged intellectuals 

(Medvetz, 2012). The divergent or even contrasting visions toward think-tanks — 

whether pessimistic or optimistic — both depend on the fact that think-tanks lie on the 

boundary between academics and politics.  

Drawing on the insights from Douglas and Medvetz, I attempt to explore the 

danger and power of being rural-urban in-between. The power that inbetweeners obtain 

from their marginal status, which is not available to those who have stayed within the 

control of social and spatial order, may explain why the group of migrants identifies as 

inbetweeners and strives to inhabit this seemingly disordered status. A series of questions 

about rural-urban migrants can be raised: Is it possible that migrants’ spatial and social 

positions between rural and urban simultaneously exclude and empower them? Is it 

possible that migrants manipulate their in-between position and inbetweener identity, as a 
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positive and empowering instrument, to extract potency from their ambivalent, 

ambiguous, undefinable, and transitional positions?  

A group of urban scholars has been aware of rural-urban migrants’ agency and 

capacity to use their informal and in-between status to empower themselves. But their 

scholarly productions focus more on how migrants use their transient identity to adapt to, 

acculturate to, and politically cooperate with an upcoming urban life. They view 

migrants’ informal and in-between status as a sheltered space, which is strategically 

developed by migrants to provide creative economic-, social- and political-coping 

solutions. From this rationale, this group of urbanists optimistically approaches migrants 

in these informal settlements as self-propelling (Dohan, 2003; Domínguez, 2011; 

Newman, 2009; Wilson, 2009) or self-efficacious (Ward, 1976; Wilson, 1999, 2011) 

agents who experience a transition for their future new urban life (Safa, 1964; Massey, 

2017; Mazereeuw, et al., 2017). Those people, who are described as advocates of “slums 

of hope” by Eckstein (1990), argue against eradication or replacement and recommend 

legalization of those communities or to formalize these communities from inside 

(Drakakis-Smith, 2012). However, this group of scholars and policymakers still takes for 

granted that an in-between status is temporary and transient, and migrants’ pursuit of this 

in-between status can be reduced to a temporary coping strategy (Connolly, 2017). They 

believe that the process of urbanization moves a whole society to a known “urban” end 

and migrants will be eventually turned into urbanites, which is a happy ending for both 

the migrant group and the urban society. My dissertation argues against this narrative, 

which interprets inbetweeners’ in-between status as a coping strategy on a temporary 

basis. This narrative still bifurcates the society into discrete and opposed spatial and 

temporal categories of rural and urban, unurbanized and urbanized, undeveloped and 

developed.  

The Danger and Power of Border-Crossing 

Rural-to-urban migrants’ in-between status is not a static structural position. 

Instead, this in-between status is a consistent boundary-crossing process. Improved 
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domestic transportation allows migrants to travel between their native places and the city. 

At the same time, improved telecommunication technology makes it much easier for 

migrants to keep in touch with their rural families, friends, and others to maintain close 

social ties with their rural origins. This border-crossing process, in which migrants 

consistently oscillate back and forth between rural and urban areas, like the in-between 

status, also simultaneously excludes and empowers migrants. I draw on insights from 

studies of diasporan culture and identity, transnational immigrant identity, and flexible 

citizenship to find an analytical lens of the danger and power embedded in migrants’ 

rural-urban border-crossing experience.  

Inbetweeners’ identity is analogous to the identity of transnational immigrants, 

who also negotiate, struggle, and play with two cultures — the cultures of motherland 

and host land. In particular, the scholarships of flexible citizenship (Ong, 1999) and 

immigrant identity (Bhabha, 1994) offer me inspiration to conceptualize rural-urban 

migrants’ inbetweener identity. Flexible citizenship refers to the cultural logics that 

induce transnational/international migrants to develop a flexible notion of citizenship as a 

response to fluidly and opportunistically changing political-economic conditions in the 

era of globalization (Ong, 1999). Immigrant culture and identity have been 

conceptualized similarly to the in-between identity by using interchangeable terms of 

“ambivalent identity” (Ngo, 2010, p. 12), “third space” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 211), a position 

of liminality (Bhabha, 1994, p. 212), and multiple and hybrid identities.  

David Harvey (2005) identifies the flexibilities as essential to the reproduction of 

capitalism in his seminal book, The Condition of Postmodernity. Harvey argues late 

capitalism belongs to “a regime of flexible accumulation” (p. 2), which is different from 

the earlier Fordist model of production and consumption. The border-crossing 

movements of capital, labor, goods, and information produce new modes of 

subjectification that cut across political borders of nation-states. The mobile, 

transnational, and diasporan (im)migrants, who experience instability, uncertainty, 
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displacement, as well as wealth accumulation, are shaped or self-shaped to a flexible 

citizen (Ong, 1999).  

Scholarly works about these transnational immigrants’ subjective experience of 

displacement, cultural hybridity, and cultural struggles in the global era have been 

categorized under the term “diaspora studies” (for example, Anzaldua, 1987; Lavie and 

Swedenburg, 1996). Similar to how rural-to-urban migrants’ identities and social status 

are framed as victims of urbanization, a camp of scholars and policymakers frame 

transnational immigrants as victimized and sacrificing. They frame immigrants, in 

particular, the enforced immigrant laborers, as victims of corporate exploitation and 

neoliberal global capital accumulation. This camp of scholars advocates that immigrant 

laborers make important contributions to the development of their host countries and thus 

deserve integration and respect in the mainstream society. Another camp of scholars, in 

contrast, echoes and repeats images of failures and dysfunctions of migrant communities 

and causally links these failures and dysfunctions to migrants’ backward and traditional 

cultural values and characteristics (Haymes, 1995). Their framings of immigrants are 

marked by a language of “culture clash” (Louwagie and Browning, 2005) and 

“antiquated” culture. These two camps of scholars produce discourses about transnational 

migrants within dualistic categories of modern/traditional, First World/Third World, or 

developed/developing, similar to how the dominant culture frames migrants within a 

rural/urban and inclusion/exclusion category. Ong (1999) rejects these bifurcated models. 

Ong suggests that a transnational mobility and a flexible status between two cultures can 

signal liberatory potential and oppressive or exploitative forces at the same time. She also 

rightly notes that transnational migrants have engaged in a new mode of identity 

construction and developed a new vision of space and belonging that transcends a single 

nation-state.  

In her book, Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality, Ong 

argues: 
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Among transnational subjects, those most able to benefit from their participation 

in global capitalism celebrate flexibility and mobility, which give rise to such 

figures as the multiple-passport holder; the multicultural manager with ‘flexible 

capital’; the ‘astronaut,’ shuttling across borders on business; […] and so on. 

Flexibility, migration, and relocation, instead of being coerced or resisted, have 

become practices to strive for rather than stability. (Ong, 1999, p. 35) 

Ong writes about these displaced subjects as people who affirm, celebrate, and 

strategically utilize their cultural hybridity and shifting social positions resulted from 

immigration and displacement to accumulate wealth and power. She also rightly notes the 

other side of the same coin:  

[…] such tensions are at work between oppressive structures and border-crossing 

flows, the nation-state — along with its juridical-legislative systems, bureaucratic 

apparatuses, economic entities, modes of governmentality, and war-making 

capacities, - continue to define, discipline, control and regulate [displaced 

transnational subjects]. (ibid., p. 56) 

[They are] considered politically alien, or alienable [in postcolonial states], when 

conditions take a turn for the worse. (ibid, p. 70) 

Inspired by this concept of flexible citizenship and the both oppressive and 

emancipatory meaning embodied in this identity, I conceptualize migrants’ inbetweener 

identity as a rejection of a place-fixed identity and an embrace of a social space located at 

the crossroads of the rural and urban societies. Inbetweener identity, as a border-crossing 

identity, is strategically deployed by migrants to liberate their fluid, flexible, and 

undefinable social positions and to navigate the repercussions produced by urbanization.  

Rural-to-Urban Migrants’ Collective Identities 

Absence of Collective Identity among Migrants?  

 The existence of an inbetweener identity illustrates migrants’ collective efforts to 

enhance the recognition and acceptability of their rural-urban in-between social and 
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spatial status. The very existence of this inbetweener identity also argues against an 

assertion in literature that Chinese rural-to-urban migrants have been unable or unwilling 

to create bonds, links, and solidarity among themselves. 

 Transience and liminality are viewed as dominant characteristics of rural-to-urban 

migrants’ lives. Some scholars worry that these transient and liminal characteristics raise 

barriers to nurturing migrants’ collective identities and actions (Liu 1996; Lee 1998, 

Blecher 2002, Perry 2015). These critics highlight that migrants are generally unable or 

unwilling to define and make sense of the question of “who we are.” Liu (1996) 

investigated the urban experiences of rural-to-urban migrants in Hunan province in 1990s 

and found that nobody could give a concise answer to “who do you think rural-to-urban 

migrants are.” Critics attribute this lack of a collective identity among migrants to three 

factors, as follow (see Lee 1998, Blecher 2002, Perry 2015).  

 First, becoming or being an industrial migrant worker in urban areas tends to 

atomize migrants from their original kinship- or family-based social networks in the 

countryside. These kinship- or family-based social relations no longer provide reliable 

reference points for migrants to construct a meaningful social and personal identity. This 

reason emphasizes the individualization function of urban capital, which seizes a 

potential for migrants to nurture a consanguinity-based or ancestor’s-original-place-based 

collective identity and organize resistances.  

 Second, scholars expect that it’s difficult to forge solidarity among migrants because 

they tend to have heterogeneous understandings of themselves and the social situations 

they are facing. Migrants are heterogeneous social subjects who are significantly different 

in their family economic status, length of time staying in urban areas, and individual life 

courses. Some migrants may tend to devalue their old rural identity and try to quickly 

adapt themselves to urban life through constructing an industrialized, urban identity (Liu, 

1996). In contrast, other migrants may suffer from the pain of being forced to leave their 

homeland and work long hours along the assembly lines. These migrants are expected to 
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view their rural identity nostalgically and usually have solid plans to return to the 

countryside after making enough money in the city.  

 The third reason is about the constraints in material resources and political access 

migrants would need to nurture a collective identity. Coming into an oppressive urban-

industrial world, migrant workers are expected to experience a process of alienation and 

proletarianization. The overwhelming disciplinary power in urban workplaces, the severe 

lack of material resources, and the limitation in political access in a repressive late-

socialist state tend to significantly repress migrants’ collective action, political 

engagements, and a quest for a collective identity. Ngai (2005) points out that the hybrid 

marriage of state socialism and global capitalism generates new forms of social and 

personal control. Under this control, Chinese rural-to-urban migrants’ confrontational 

collective actions are expected to be politically suppressed (Blecher 2002). This specific 

reason gives more emphasis to the material determinations of migrants’ collective 

identity formation than to cultural and social initiatives. My dissertation argues against 

the assertion that Chinese rural-to-urban migrants have been unable or unwilling to create 

bonds, links, and solidarity among themselves. This dissertation shows that migrants do 

express a collective consciousness of solidarity based on their social and spatial status 

between rural and urban.  

Collective Identity of Rural-to-Urban Migrants 

There has been scant literature on rural-to-urban migrants movements organized 

around some substantive issues and their collective identities built in these movements. 

For example, Mifaftab (2009) uses an example of the Western Cape anti-eviction 

campaign to illustrate how migrants resist being evicted from their self-built informal 

settlements. Boonyabancha (2005) and Abers (2000) document how rural-to-urban 

migrants in Thailand and Latin American countries organize themselves for new forms of 

democratic rights to participate in urban planning processes. Holdt (2002) shows how 

migrant workers organize unions and labor strikes for equity in job opportunities in the 

labor market in South Africa. Holston (2009) documents how rural migrants struggle on 
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the urban peripheries for rights of urban residence, legal access to urban resources, and 

quality urban service delivery. Appadurai (2002) explores how migrants struggle for 

urban infrastructure in their informal settlements. These stake- or issue-centered 

discussions of migrants’ identities are scattered in different disciplines ranging from 

urban studies to labor studies. For example, migrant tenants’ anti-eviction campaigns are 

usually categorized under the discipline of “urban studies” or the study of “radical 

planning,” yet migrant workers’ union organization or labor strikes are primarily 

categorized under labor studies. These scholarly works reflect one of two tendencies in 

approaching migrant identity, which treats migrant identity as products of particular 

social structural strains (Davies, 2006). Migrants’ identities are determined by the 

oppressions and struggles they are experiencing. For instance, in the anti-eviction 

campaigns, migrants are identified as (migrant) tenants. In the labor strikes, migrants are 

identified as precarious (migrant) workers. These identifications may be suitable for a 

specific movement but are not able to differentiate migrant activists from working-class 

urbanites or forcedly displaced urban residents. The focus on structural strains overlooks 

how migrants interpret and articulate their identity as evicted migrants or working-class 

migrants.  

The second tendency in approaching migrant identity is to treat it as a group 

identity based on consanguinity (xueyuan) or attachments to their ancestors’ place of 

birth (diyuan). In Earthbound China (1985), Fei argues that traditional Chinese people 

tend to build a collectivity based on their social ties to their rural origins, such as family 

structures, village clans, common places of origin (Laoxiang network) (Zhang and Xie, 

2013), extended kinship ties, and sworn brotherhood (Zhang, 2001). Zhang and Xie 

(2013) point out that rural migrants from the same places of origin tend to live in the 

same neighborhoods, which can be called migrant Laoxiang enclaves or localistic 

enclaves. These localistic enclaves provide migrants a sense of security and belonging, 

which migrants commonly lack in their urban workplaces. Migrants coming from the 

same place of origin speak the same dialect and share similar lifestyles, which condition 

an origin-place-based identity formation process. This approach to analyzing migrant 
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identity can be analogous to the immigrant studies about the construction of transnational 

ethnicities, ethnic ghettoes, and ethnic identities. This tendency in approaching migrants’ 

identity is also problematic because these identity-seeking or identity-affirming behaviors 

focus more on migrants’ hometown culture rather than their acts of migration. Zhang 

(2001) found that migrants coming from the province of Zhejiang identified themselves 

as members of Zhejiang Society (Bang) but didn’t try to differentiate themselves from 

Zhejiang urbanites or rural natives who don’t choose to cross the rural-urban boundary. 

In other words, migrant members of Zhejiang Bang didn’t emphasize their identity as 

rural-to-urban migrants in particular but only emphasized their social ties with their place 

of origin. In sum, these highly fragmented and isolated scholarly works prevent an in-

depth and authentic understanding of the self-identification process of migrants, rather 

than that of migrant-tenants or migrant-workers.  

The Inbetweener Identity Construction Process 

This dissertation describes how migrants actively work to create their sense of 

who and what they are. I draw insights from new social movement (NSM) theory to 

understand this inbetweener identity construction process, even while recognizing that 

the anti-eviction and anti-formalization movements that I study may not yet be — or 

indeed, may not ever become — fully fledged social movements. The NSM literature 

opens a door for my research to think about migrants organizing to revalorize and sustain 

their seemingly illegal, informal, and marginal social status and neighborhoods as a 

means of resisting and challenging the dominant social construction of migrant identity. I 

follow Alberto Melucci and suggest that this inbetweener identity has to be understood 

from the “production of meaning in [their] politicized everyday practices” (1996, p. 69). 

The construction of a “we” as inbetweeners is a process in which migrants interact with 

each other to define a boundary between “us” and “others”; to impart the common 

interest of being a collective “us,” and to negotiate the standpoint epistemology with 

knowledge produced from the dominant groups (Taylor and Whittier, 1992). These 

procedural and relational analytical approaches of collective identity in NSM can vividly 
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reveal the conflicts between migrants’ emic knowledge about themselves and the etic 

knowledge about migrants. Migrants’ self-identification as inbetweeners seeks to rework 

cultural assumptions that an in-between status means danger and/or vulnerability. This 

inbetweener identity movement, similar to the lesbian and gay movements, is an 

elaboration of migrants’ development of a sense of collectivity. This collectivity is united 

in migrants’ positive perceptions about their in-between status, which is in opposition to 

the dominant framings of migrants’ in-between status.  

 I follow Mouffe’s (1988) suggestion that every agent occupies multiple subject 

positions. A migrant may identify him/herself as a precarious worker when he/she 

participates in a labor strike and identify him/herself as a displaced tenant when he/she 

participates an anti-eviction campaign. Migrants are able to construct multiple 

subjectivities, but these identities — ethnicity, gender, sexuality — must be articulated 

with their migrant identity. I argue that we should focus on the ways in which migrants 

self-consciously become a collective migrant actor, which means that these individuals 

make sense of the world and their action primarily, even exclusively, based on their 

“migrant” identity — an act crossing rural-urban boundary and being between rural and 

urban — rather than on either their structural roles like precarious workers or their rural-

tied identity like a member of their place of origin (i.e., Bang member). I do not claim 

that class, gender, ethnicity, or places of origin of migrants do not exist, nor that they 

cannot become the basis for migrants’ mobilization and resistance. But in this study, I 

focus more on how the identity of being a rural-to-urban migrant, as one of the arrays of 

available subject positions, is articulated with other identities and becomes a locus of 

migrants’ social struggles and empowerments. 

Research Context and Design  

My research employs an interpretive analysis to document the meaning-making 

practices of inbetweeners in their identity construction processes, based on an 

accumulative 10-month ethnographic study of two emerging inbetweener communities. 

The communities I focus on in this study, the Huazhu neighborhood in Chengdu and 
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Xinjian No.2 Village neighborhood in Beijing, are two large squatter settlements located 

in the rural- urban transitional zones, both of which are exclusively occupied by rural-to-

urban migrants. The inbetweener identity was first established in Huazhu neighborhood 

in Chengdu during a collective mobilization against a municipal government campaign 

that aimed to formalize migrants’ informal and self-built settlements on the urban fringe 

in 2016. At the end of 2017, migrants in Xinjian No.2 Village neighborhood in the city of 

Beijing organized themselves to resist a municipal government campaign that aimed to 

clean up all migrant communities located on the peri-urban area in Daxing district in 

Beijing. Although migrants are mobilized to respond to seemingly different threats 

(formalization vs. demolition) toward their neighborhoods in divergent contexts, they 

actively construct the same collective identity — an inbetweener identity — and strive to 

defend their in-between neighborhoods, which manifests a similar type of sociopolitical 

membership crisscrossing and in-between rural and urban areas.  

Migrants’ construction and control of their own residential space (i.e., the in-

between neighborhoods) played a significant role in facilitating the development of the 

inbetweener communities and identity. The contention over the peri-urban space — the 

anti-eviction and anti-formalization movements — intensified sociopolitical conflicts 

between inbetweeners and municipal governments and further made it possible for 

migrants to collectively identify themselves as inbetweeners. These in-between 

neighborhoods provided inbetweeners with connectedness and meaningful personal 

relationships among each other and helped inbetweeners develop a “sense” of 

community. The exact locations of these neighborhoods between rural and urban provide 

an important spatial basis for migrants to interpret their social positions as rural-urban in-

between.  

Methodologically, this dissertation commits itself to interpretive analysis and 

comparative case studies. Interpretive analysis serves as a foundation in each case. This 

approach is suited to the research questions about why migrants identify themselves as 

inbetweeners and what they do as inbetweeners for three reasons. First, this interpretive 
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approach appreciates the centrality of meaning in human life (Hatch, 2002), and my 

research hopes to understand better what an inbetweener identity means for migrants. In 

other words, this approach enables me to explore how inbetweener identity and status are 

rendered meaningful for migrants. Second, this approach privileges the relational 

dimensions of collective identity. The interpretive approach allows me to explore how 

inbetweeners and other social and political actors, especially dominant groups like 

authorities and elites, reciprocally constitute an inbetweener identity (Wedeen, 2002). 

Third, interpretive work is committed to context, and I will be able to shed light on how 

migrants negotiate their identity under the context of rapid urbanization.  

Data for this study come primarily from my observations of and interviews with 

members of two inbetweener communities. Field research includes in-depth interviews 

and ethnographic observation. At the same time, to capture the richness and complexity 

of collective identity construction processes, I exploit advantages of archival materials 

produced by inbetweeners such as emails, newsletters, posters, flyers, blackboard 

displays, their social media posts, text messages, and other documents. I conducted thirty-

nine interviews with inbetweeners in Chengdu and twenty-five interviews with Beijing 

inbetweeners. Three interviewees are members of both Chengdu and Beijing inbetweener 

neighborhoods. Interviewees range in age from 16 to 75. About 45 percent of the 

interviewees are women. The classes and professions of them are diverse. Twelve of 

them are second-generation migrants. Interviews were recorded and transcribed.  

Outline of This Project 

To conclude, my dissertation shows the potential to rethink and critique etic views 

about migrants’ in-between status by examining migrants’ emic views and lived practices 

of their identity and communities between rural and urban. An analysis of migrants’ 

identity construction and cultural production processes based on a multiple case study 

research has a potential to unravel the aforementioned puzzle — why do migrants pursue 

a right to inhabit a rural-urban in-between social status if this status had been widely 

viewed as either a cause or a consequence of social problems such as poverty or 
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inequality? This puzzle reflects a fact that migrants do perceive, evaluate, and construct 

their in-between status in ways that are substantially different from urban elites, 

observers, and outsiders. This inbetweener identity and its identification process 

challenge the cultural domination and, at the same time, constitute a strategic step for 

migrants to achieve material benefits, political and institutional changes, and cultural 

changes. Through their everyday practices of survival, resistance, and solidarity, migrants 

produce distinct knowledge and discourses about the rural-urban in-between status. I 

view migrants’ inbetweener identity as a cultural process that seeks and develops new 

and distinctive knowledge about what a rural-urban in-between status is, how important 

this status is for migrants themselves and for the society as a whole, and what this in-

between status implies for urban planning. On the one hand, the inbetweeners’ 

communities and movements are reactive to a wide range of governmental practices that 

aim to change their in-between status. On the other hand, inbetweener communities’ 

culture and politics are genuinely creative and dynamic. The politics produced by 

inbetweeners are never a simple ‘no.’ Inbetweeners seek ways beyond and outside the 

dominant discourses to produce a new discourse to rescue and rehabilitate their oppressed 

identity as inbetweeners.  

The remainder of this project proceeds as follows. Chapter 2 elaborates on the 

research design and methods used in this project. Chapter 3 delves into motivations and 

subjective considerations of migrants’ decision to identify themselves as rural-urban 

inbetweeners and pursue a right to inhabit a social and spatial status between rural and 

urban. As I shall show, inbetweeners’ identity construction process starts with the 

question of “who we are not.” The group of migrants uses the inbetweener identity to 

deny some unwanted identities imposed on them by the dominant culture. In Chapter 3, I 

shall show that migrants create and sustain an inbetweener identity to diminish or soften 

the danger and disadvantage of being in-between. In other words, migrants’ inbetweener 

identity movement was born from their resistance to the danger of being between rural 

and urban. Chapter 4 takes up the question of what people do as inbetweeners in their 

everyday life practices and collective resistances. This chapter answers the question of 
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how people deploy their inbetweener identity to harness the power of being in-between. 

This project concludes in Chapter 5 with a discussion of the broader intellectual 

implications of this study for rethinking modernist planning and modernist urbanization.  
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Chapter 2 Research Design and Methods 

This chapter presents my approaches to research design, method selection, case(s) 

selection, data collection, and data analysis strategies in greater detail.  

Research Design 

Multiple-Case Study 

The research design employed is a multiple-case study (Yin, 2015, p. 56). 

Literally, a case study is a study of an individual case or multiple cases of an instance or 

variant of “a set of broadly defined objects” (Ragin, 1992, p. 2) or more generic 

phenomena. In my dissertation, an inbetweener identity is the case of a collective identity 

construction process. Taylor and Whittier’s (1992, p. 105) definition of collective identity 

is “a shared definition of a group that derives from members’ common interests, 

experiences, and solidarity.” Drawing upon Melucci (1992), the term of “collective 

identity” should be conceived as a process in which people negotiate a shared definition 

of what their group is or should be.  

This study is also construed as a case of the identity of a specific group — rural-

to-urban migrants. This special group of Chinese rural-to-urban migrants newly emerged 

after the 1980s and is significantly different from previous collective actors like socialist 

workers (Gongren), traditional peasantry (Nongmin) (Cohen, 1993), and rural-urban 

migrant groups in other urbanizing countries who have different social-economic status, 

subcultures, and political orientations than Chinese rural-to-urban migrants.  

This dissertation chooses a multiple-case-study method to explore migrants’ 

collective identity process for four reasons. First, Melucci (1992) defined a collective 

identity as “a process of ‘constructing’ an action system (p. 44)”, which means that the 

level of analysis for collective identity is the system of action. Snow and Anderson (1987, 

p. 149) claim that the unit of analysis for a case study in social movement research “is 
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typically some system of action rather than a cross-section of individuals, as in a survey” 

(ibid., p. 152). 

Second, a collective identity is not only produced by collective actors’ self-

identification, but also “produced, reproduced, recognized, denied, maintained or 

changed by other elements within a particular context” (ibid., p. 46). This statement 

illustrates that a collective identity process is a highly contextualized and embedded 

phenomenon bounded in time and space. The blurry line between the collective identity 

as a phenomenon and the context this phenomenon is produced in leads me to choose a 

case study method. Snow and Anderson (1991) claim that the research objective of a case 

study is to understand how the action and process “are produced and reproduced by 

examining their ongoing interaction with other elements within the particular context” (p. 

153). A case study can generate a richly detailed, “thick” elaboration of migrants’ 

identity process within their “real-life context” in which the dominant culture plays an 

important role (Yin, 2015, p. 56). In this study, I am interested not only in the process 

with which migrants themselves construct their identity, but also in the contextual factors 

that shaped or constrained migrants’ strategies or routines to construct their identity. The 

contextualized feature of case study strategy is necessary for me to produce a holistic and 

socially embedded understanding of migrants’ collective identity.  

Third, case study can generate more nuanced understandings of collective identity 

through a methodological triangulation. Different from other qualitative research 

procedures such as ethnography, interviews, and focus group study, case study is a 

triangulation of multiple and overlapping research approaches. In other words, case study 

is not a single method but a research strategy that triangulates a number of data-gathering 

methods and analytical procedurals. As Snow and Anderson (1991) assert, the logic of 

such methodological triangulation is “rooted in the complexity of social reality and the 

limitations of all research methodologies. […]. Consequently, rather than debating the 

merits of one method vis-à-vis another … one does better to combine the multiple 

strategies so that they complement and supplement on another’s weakness” (p. 158). This 
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methodological triangulation, or borrowing Yin’s words, the kind of “multiple sources of 

evidence” (2015, p. 103), allows for a more nuanced, detailed, multi-perspective, and 

holistic description of migrants’ collective identity construction process. In particular, 

this study involves the generation of three different data sets, each associated with a 

different methodology: in-depth interviews, ethnographic observation, and documents 

and archives, including social movement fliers, pamphlets, and newsletters. A more 

detailed description of data-gathering and analytical procedurals will appear in another 

section of this chapter.  

Fourth, the multiple-case study method, which focuses on migrants’ meaning-

making process, has potential to generate what Geertz (1983) has called “experience 

near” rather than “experience distant” understandings of how migrants lead their lives 

between rural and urban. Based on a detailed, procedural, and contextualized account of 

the collective identity construction process, case study strategy functions as a mechanism 

for theory extension and refinement. This dissertation seeks a theoretical extension of 

modernist planning and urban theory. I argue that a modernist understanding of place and 

urbanization overly relies on a series of spatial and non-spatial oppositions, including 

rural/urban, inclusion/exclusion, and past-future, to index and explain social differences. 

This is what I call “the danger of modernist planning.” Drawing from the danger and 

power experienced by rural-to-urban migrants who live and straddle between rural and 

urban societies, I argue that planners should understand a rapidly urbanizing society as a 

whirlpool in which marginalization, exclusion, and exploitation paradoxically coexist 

with material opportunities, liberating potentials, and new modes of social belongings. 

This theoretical implication is elaborated on in Chapter 5. 

Case(s) Selection  

This dissertation is a two-case study that investigates migrants’ collective identity 

construction in two inbetweener neighborhoods. In these two neighborhoods, migrants in 

different cities who encounter seemingly different threats — one facing a forced eviction 

and another facing a forced formalization — construct the same inbetweener identity. I 
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chose this two-case design, rather than a single-case study, for two reasons. First, these 

two cases follow what Yin calls a “literal replication logic” (Yin, 2015, p. 57), which 

means that the second case duplicates one or more key conditions of the first case and 

thus each case predicts similar results. In Locke and Thelen’s words, these two cases are 

“analytically parallel cases” (1995, p. 334). My study shows that these ostensibly 

different threats — eviction and formalization —actually function in the same way as a 

threat to migrants’ legitimacy and ability to invoke an identity and social status between 

rural and urban. On the surface, the migrants appear to organize themselves around two 

different substantial issues, but they were actually defending the same in-between status. 

I chose these two cases to ensure that migrants’ inbetweener identity and their pursuits of 

a rural-urban in-between status travel well between contexts. I also intend to use these 

two cases to ensure that this inbetweener identity continues to “yield defensible 

interpretations as new social phenomena swim into view” (Geertz, 1973, p. 27). Second, 

the most fundamental features of migrants’ inbetweener identity are flexibility, fluidity, 

and shifted-ness, thus a multiple-case design is necessary to illuminate how this identity 

comes to appear in different shapes in different social contexts. There are three other 

reasons behind my choice of these two specific cases. 

First, these two cases exemplify seemingly different threats encountered by 

migrants — being formalized and being evicted. At first glance, it is counterintuitive that 

the markedly different, even opposite, threats to migrants ultimately produce the same 

collective identity and very similar resistance. Analogous to the replication logic used in 

multiple experiments (Hersen and Barlow, 1976), the case of anti-formalization 

resistance can be viewed as a replication which has a similar result as the case of anti-

eviction resistance. These patterns of similarity (i.e., a result of inbetweener identity) and 

differences (i.e., different conditions of material threats) imply a possibility that the two 

seemingly different threats actually impact migrant lives and communities in the same 

way. Since a threat is both materially and ideationally constituted, it’s also possible that 

migrants make meaning around these two threats in a similar way. These two cases thus 

can help me see how this inbetweener identity is able to continue over time and beyond 
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variations in the environment, or put it simply, to see the core of this inbetweener identity 

as its fluidity, hydration, and ability to adapt to different circumstances. 

Second, the demographic characteristics of participants in the two movements 

overlap enough to allow for an understanding of their inbetweener identity in a 

comparative manner. The sizes of participant populations are similar in both movements. 

The compositions of populations in both movements are diverse according to the criteria 

of age, ethnicity, sex, personal wealth, and educational status. The diversity of 

populations in both movements ensures that the research population of this study is the 

general migrant participants rather than some subset of them: for instance, only middle-

class migrants or male migrants. This diversity also prevents any form of 

class/ethnicity/gender reductionism to understand migrants’ collective identity. These 

two cases show that although migrant participants’ pre-existing identities are diverse and 

cross-class, they are able to negotiate and construct a new collective identity as 

inbetweeners. 

Third, for Melucci, “the concept of collective identity […] cannot be separated 

from production of meaning in collective action” (1996, p. 69). In my study, migrants in 

both neighborhoods and resistances are self-conscious about their inbetweener identity. 

In their practices of community development, campaign organizing, and leadership 

building, they deploy this inbetweener identity to produce interpretations of the issues 

they are confronting, either eviction or formalization, which may contest hegemonic 

interpretations from planning agencies or local governments. They also deploy this 

inbetweener identity to mobilize or engage participants.  

Contexts of Cases  

The Anti-Formalization Campaign in Chengdu  

The claim that migrants have a right to live in a place between rural and urban as 

inbetweeners first came from an anti-formalization campaign in the city of Chengdu. This 

migrant-organized campaign started in April 2016. Migrants organized themselves to 

mobilize against the city government’s efforts to formalize their self-built, illegal, and 
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informal settlements in Shuangliu District, which is located approximately 19 kilometers 

away from downtown Chengdu. The emergence and development of the Huazhu 

neighborhood has largely resulted from the failure of the city government to deal with the 

housing needs of low-income rural-to-urban migrants from the 1990s.  

The municipal commission of urban planning in the city of Chengdu tried to 

tackle the problem of the spread of informal housing and communities. In particular, the 

planning commission proposed to formalize and commodify the informal housing and 

land in the Huazhu neighborhood whose residents are all rural-to-urban migrants. The 

municipal planning commission promised to offer compensation to the original settlers 

(i.e., the migrant residents) and provide migrants with affordable and much smaller 

apartments in adjacent neighborhoods. The migrant residents rejected the proposal, 

organized themselves to defend their self-built settlements, and later filed multiple 

lawsuits against the Chengdu municipality. They claimed that they would like to use the 

judicial system to pursue citizenship rights for their group: a sacrificing citizen group of 

rural-urban inbetweeners. After these lawsuits were all dismissed by the court, migrant 

residents in Huazhu neighborhood and their urbanite supporters massed in front of the 

courthouse in Chengdu. Their organized demonstrations and public protests lasted for 

three months until the planning commission announced they would postpone the 

formalization plan. 

The Anti-Eviction Campaign in Beijing  

On November 18, 2017, a fire engulfed a number of apartment buildings in 

Xinjian No. 2 Village neighborhood, Xihongmen town, Daxing district, Beijing. This 

blaze killed nineteen migrant residents and injured eight. From November 20, 2017, the 

Beijing municipal commission of city planning launched a 40-day official campaign to 

demolish 40 square kilometers of migrants’ “illegal settlements” and clear out their 

migrant population. Migrant residents were forced to leave with one to two days’ notice. 

To force residents out of their rented property, the planning commission cut water, heat, 

and electricity despite the freezing temperature in November. There have been no official 



 

 

 

 

36 

reports on the number of people evicted, but it has been estimated that at least tens of 

thousands of migrants were affected. Most of the migrants fled back to their home 

villages in the countryside, but a small group of migrants resisted being forced out of 

their in-between community. 

They tried to negotiate with the local government in terms of material 

compensation, on the one hand, and took actions of collecting petition signatures, 

organizing protests/sit-ins/demonstrations, and expressing their oppositional opinions 

through the internet and social media on the other hand. During these activities, these 

Beijing migrants got to know three of the Chengdu inbetweeners’ movement leaders and 

began to identify themselves as rural-urban inbetweeners. Every Saturday, they gathered 

in a basement of an apartment building to have dinner together and share questions and 

concerns. When they acted as a group, they wore a T-shirt with the word “inbetweeners” 

and a smiling emoji face printed on the back, and a term of “floating people” with a 

disappointing emoji face on the front (Figure 1). Inbetweeners wore these T-shirts under 

sweaters and coats when police officers were present and took off their top layer to show 

the T-shirts to people when they felt safe. 

 

 

 

                                               Figure 1. Inbetweener T-shirt  
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Data Collection 

This study is based on three approaches to data collection. In-depth interviews 

with inbetweeners in Chengdu or Beijing serve as a primary source of evidence, 

combined with my ethnographic observations of identity construction processes in 

people’s everyday practices, and the content analysis of archival sources produced by 

movements. These three approaches generate three different data sets, each of which was 

associated with different aspects of migrants’ construction of their inbetweener identity. 

At the individual level, in-depth interviews were conducted with inbetweeners in 

two communities to assess what people say about their motivations and experiences of 

constructing an inbetweener identity. During these conversational, unstructured, and 

confidential interviews, respondents not only were able to tell me what they experienced 

and thought before and after becoming an inbetweener, but also had a chance to reflect on 

and even re-explore their own experiences and thoughts about why they resisted other 

identities but chose to identify themselves as inbetweeners. Ethnographic observation 

was used to generate data related to what people do with their inbetweener identity. 

Inbetweeners strategically deploy their inbetweener identity in different social domains to 

harness the power of being in-between. For example, I observed that inbetweeners 

intentionally design their unofficial communities in a mixed and ambiguous way, which 

defies all of the categories (e.g., transportation planning, housing planning, and industry 

planning) that supposedly organize activities in urban planning. In this way, inbetweeners 

successfully gain political autonomy for themselves to design and use space within their 

neighborhoods. Third, I analyzed primary archival materials produced or collected by 

inbetweener communities such as flyers, posters, newsletters, written letters, emails, and 

social media contents. The triangulation of these three multifaceted methods generates 

richly detailed, contextualized, and holistic data about why and how migrants identify 

themselves as inbetweeners. In the rest of this section that follows, I present a more 

detailed account of each approach.  

In-Depth Interviews  
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The in-depth, conversational interviewing approach is a particularly useful 

method to gain access to the motivation and experiences of migrants in terms of why they 

identified themselves as inbetweeners and what they do as inbetweeners in their everyday 

practices and community movements. I chose this approach as a primary data collection 

method for three reasons. First, the open-ended and flexible nature of this approach 

allows for scrutiny of the diverse meaning-making processes in which migrants make 

sense of and justify their action to construct an inbetweener identity. This study rejects 

the assumption that identities are reflections of background socio-economic 

characteristics. Rather, I pay particular attention to how migrants in different social 

groups (e.g., working-class migrants, middle-class migrants, migrant youths, and female 

migrants) describe themselves and their either anti-eviction or anti-formalization 

movements, and to the negotiations and interactions migrants make with each other to 

form their collective identity. Like Thomson’s (2017, pp 38) observation that “what the 

informant believes is indeed a fact (that is, the fact that he or she believes it) just as much 

as what really happened,” my study deeply probes these self-understandings of 

inbetweeners and gains access to their emic visions, imaginings, and expectations about 

the danger and power of being in-between.  

Second, this in-depth interviewing approach makes it possible for me to assess the 

semantic context of migrant respondents’ statements in terms of their motivations, 

beliefs, and attitudes about becoming and being inbetweeners (Potter and Wetherell 

1988). Collective identity is a conceptualized and embedded social phenomenon, and it’s 

necessary for a researcher to understand migrants’ motivations and experiences to 

construct their identity in the context of wider social understandings and discourses. For 

example, when almost all of my interviewees told me that they wanted to become 

inbetweeners because they rejected a “floating-people” identity imposed on them, this 

conversational interview allowed me to ask what’s wrong about this floating-people 

identity.  
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Third, this in-depth interviewing approach is able to explore migrants’ identity 

construction in a longitudinal sense. As Melucci (1999) points out, a collective identity 

should be understood as an active process instead of a thing or an essence. To understand 

why migrants — from diverse backgrounds — came to identify themselves as 

inbetweeners, I need to assess the initiation and development of this identification 

process for each social actor.  

Interview Informant(s) Selection: Access and Sampling  

I conducted 64 interviews with migrant activists who identified themselves as 

inbetweeners; thirty-nine of them participated in the anti-formalization movement in 

Chengdu and twenty-five in the anti-eviction movement in Beijing. I entered the 

inbetweener community residing in the Huazhu neighborhood in Chengdu in May 2016, 

and the inbetweener community scattering in Daxing district in Beijing in May 2018. 

From June to August 2016, and June to August 2017, I rented a studio apartment in the 

Huazhu neighborhood in Chengdu and became a neighbor of Chengdu inbetweeners. 

From June to August 2018, I lived in the Daxing district and frequently visited the one 

apartment building occupied by the Beijing inbetweeners who refused to be evicted from 

the Xinjian No.2 Village neighborhood. I developed personal friendship and sympathies 

with inbetweeners, but I didn’t participate in any protest or demonstration.  

The interview respondents were identified and selected following two sampling 

principles suggested by Rubin and Rubin (1995). First, I followed the principle of 

completeness and chose respondents who are highly knowledgeable about migrants’ 

inbetweener identity and the movements. For example, one of my interviewees, Yuxun 

Xu, who gave me permission to use his image, name, and speeches from the media, was 

the first person using the term “rural-urban inbetweeners” to identify himself and tried to 

seek public accessibility of rural-to-urban migrants’ in-between status. He was also 

recognized as the most important leader of the anti-formalization movement in Chengdu. 

This small group of informative respondents helped me gather the interpretation and 
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narratives at a relatively abstract level. These key informants also provided me 

descriptive data about the strategies, cultures, and internal dynamics of their movements. 

Second, I followed the principle of similarity and dissimilarity to select my 

interviewees. In each case, I ensured the diversity or dissimilarity of interviewees in 

terms of age, gender, socio-economic characteristics, life experiences, and organizational 

positions. The selected group of Chengdu inbetweeners includes 20 men and 19 women. 

Their ages ranged from sixteen to seventy-five, with a mean age of thirty and a standard 

deviation of six. Their monthly income varied considerably among the interviewees, 

falling into the following income brackets (unit: Yuan): 1000 to 2000 (4 percent), 2000 to 

3000 (27 percent), 3000 to 4000 (40 percent), 4000 to 5000 (25 percent), and more than 

5000 (4 percent). The selected group of twenty-two anti-eviction movement participants 

include 13 men and 12 women. Their ages ranged from twenty-one to sixty-eight, with a 

standard deviation of two. Their monthly income also varied, in a pattern of 1000-2000 (2 

percent), 2000-3000 (15 percent), 4000-5000 (71 percent) and more than 5000 (12 

percent). The diversity of interviewees makes it possible for me to gain information from 

a broad range of inbetweeners and draw general conclusions about their identity 

construction processes. Although I made efforts to diversify the sample in each case, I 

ensured similarity in samples across the two selected movements. In this way, the data 

generated from the two cases were comparable. Through seeing how respondents with 

similarly pre-existing demographic characteristics construct the same collective identity 

as inbetweeners in seemingly different circumstances, I was able to investigate migrants’ 

subjective motivations and deeper reasoning beyond immediate material threats they 

were encountering.  

Ethnographic Observations 

In addition to the in-depth interviews, I also observed, taped, videotaped, and 

made field notes of inbetweeners’ various organizing meetings, protest episodes, formal 

participations in government-organized community meetings, informal negotiations with 

the local government agents, and their social gatherings. These observations allowed me 



 

 

 

 

41 

to watch how people deploy their inbetweener identity to interact with people they 

normally spend time with, such as other migrants, urbanites, rural people, local 

government officials, police officers, and a wider public. Sitting in on these meetings also 

allowed me to observe how inbetweeners debated and discussed their collective identity 

and action. 

I also spent an extensive amount of time with inbetweeners at family gatherings, 

restaurants, movie theaters, shopping malls, and in their homes. For example, I’ve gone 

to all of the weekly potlucks and a number of volunteer activities they have put on in 

Chengdu. I immersed myself in the day-to-day experiences of inbetweeners and opened 

myself to their emotions, interests, chats, and activities. After I left the field, I kept in 

touch with my inbetweener friends on social media (e.g., a microblogging site: weibo, 

and a messaging app: weixin or WeChat) and communicated with them frequently. I told 

inbetweeners about my research intentions and asked their permission in the beginning. 

Some people were worried about governmental surveillance and didn’t give me 

permission to tape their conversations or activities. In these cases, I only made notes. I 

had never identified myself as an inbetweener or a fellow activist, although I was 

personally sympathetic to inbetweeners who encountered injustice and danger because of 

being between rural and urban. I tried to fashion my role as a supportive outsider of their 

empowering identification process and social movements. 
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Archival Materials 

The third dataset for this study is textural materials produced by inbetweeners. These 

textual documents include emails, social media posts (e.g., posted texts and images), text 

messages through mobile phones, and some movement-related textural materials 

including newsletters, petitions, flyers, posters, photographs, drawings, graphic novels, 

and prints on clothes. I only chose widely distributed and milestone movement-related 

documents to increase their representativeness and generality. My analysis of these 

textual materials looks closely at language, symbols, and images. Through exploring how 

inbetweeners use textual materials to present a collective self and their movements, I am 

able to obtain in-depth emic knowledge of why and how migrants identify themselves 

inbetweeners.  

Data Analysis 

To interpret the interview, ethnographic, and archival data, I followed a 

systematic, three-step data analysis procedure: coding, categorizing, and analyzing. First, 

I began by coding the transcripts, fieldnotes, and textual materials with naturally 

occurring classes of things and processes. This process is named as an open coding 

approach (Strauss, 1987, p. 59). As Blee and Taylor (2002) suggested, I coded the 

interview narratives depending on the objectives of this study — an inbetweener 

identity/identification. When I coded the transcripts, I coded descriptively for topics 

related to the subjective motivations of identification and how inbetweeners negotiate this 

identity in their everyday practices and collective actions. I simply listed topics related to 

the inbetweener identity such as ‘defining [him/her] as an inbetweener,” “purposes for 

[an inbetweener identification],” “causes of […],” “decision-making processes of […],” 

“circumstances led to […],” “use this inbetweener identity to,” “this inbetweener identity 

helps me […]” on several index sheets.  These topics were sought, coded, and annotated 

on interview transcripts. I then made index sheets using these coded passages. A typical 

index sheet looks like Table 1 shows.  
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Table 1 An Index Sheet for "reasoning behind the self-identification as an 

inbetweener" (topics) 

Transcript 

No. 

 

Page 

Number  

(in the 

specific 

transcript) 

Verbatim Excerpt  Comments 

or Notes  

(by 

interviewer) 

#1  pp.3-6 I realized that neither urban nor rural people 

have treated me as one of them (in Chinese: 

自己人 zijiren). Urbanites still called me 

country hicks/bumpkins and rural people 

thought me as a selfish urbanite. And the 

worst name they give us is the floating 

people. I can be understood only by my 

migrant peers. We should give ourselves a 

new identity.  

 

#1 pp.9-10 At the time I went back home (in the 

countryside) after working in the city of 

Changsha for eight months, the cadres in my 

village ridiculed me and called me a faked 

urban slicker.  

 

 

The second step is categorizing. In this step, I labeled the passages, which have 

been coded in the first steps with themes. For example, below the topic of “reasoning 

behind the self-identification as inbetweeners,” I labeled passages with themes of 

“challenging the prevailing negative social definitions of migrants,” “denying the identity 
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of floating people,” “rejecting rural or urban place-fixed identities.” I then made a new 

pile of index sheets using topics and themes. A typical index sheet for themes looks like 

Table 2. These index sheets contain a transcript number, page numbers of quotations of 

the specific transcript, and themes. These index sheets help me count certain types of 

responses and get a sense of the magnitudes in interviewees’ responses for a specific 

theme.  

Table 2 An index sheet for "what do they do with this inbetweener identity" (topic and 

themes) 

Topic: What do they do with this inbetweener identity? 

Theme #1: manipulate this identity to 

achieve material benefits 

Theme #2: play with 

this identity to gain 

political autonomy  

Theme #3: make 

meaning based on 

this identity to 

create an 

alternative mode 

of belonging 

#5, pp. 2: I heard from my migrant friends 

that urbanites would like to buy fruits and 

vegetables from a peasant, a real peasant 

who dresses peasant clothes and speaks a 

dialect. Urban consumers like to know that 

the veggies or fruits are organic and grow 

in the countryside. Once you leave the 

workplace (i.e., the stall at the famers’ 

market), you’d better change out of your 

peasant clothes to city clothes. The rural 

clothing helps you get buyers at the 

marketplace but is inappropriate for any 

#1, pp. 3-5: It’s easy 

to defy official 

orders in the city if 

you pretend that you 

are a newcomer, the 

one who just left the 

countryside and 

arrived in the city.  

When I was a 

construction 

worker, I was a 

model employee. I 

worked hard and 

never complained. 

Now I have my 

own business. I 

became a model 

boss. I am self-

reliant and never 

rely on the state. I 
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other urban setting, like the shopping malls 

or movie theaters. I have to give myself an 

identity that can be quickly changed in 

different settings, like the rural or urban 

clothes. 

am not like those 

lazy Beijingers, 

who work in state-

owned enterprises 

or governments 

and rely on the 

state from birth to 

death. I have 

everything they 

don’t have. I have 

freedom, dignity, 

and capacity to 

make a living. 

#4 pp. 3-4: I am flexible about where I 

live. I sell labor in exchange for cash in the 

city, which means I am eligible for social 

welfare, primarily health insurance, for 

employees in the city. I have my kids left 

in the countryside, thus my family is still 

eligible for the ownership of farmland and 

welfare benefits for peasants.  

#6 pp.5: It would be 

very difficult for 

those grassroots 

cadres in my home 

village to impose a 

fine or sanction on 

me if I show them 

my temporary urban 

residence card.  

 

 

In the preceding two steps, data has been coded and reduced, and the last step is 

analyzing data. The major data analysis strategies of this study can be described as 

follows. First, I employed what Yin (109-13) termed as a “pattern matching” to see if 

patterns from the data can be matched with any existing theoretical templates. For 

example, I found that the reasoning behind migrants’ self-identification as inbetweeners 
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can be interpreted as an act to minimize the danger of being in-between because they 

expect to use this new identity to replace the old “floating people identity.” And through 

analyzing what inbetweeners “do” with their identity, I found that they deploy this 

identity in different domains to harness the advantages of being in-between. 

Inbetweeners’ perceptions and practices of their in-between status match Douglas’s 

(2003) theoretical insights about the power and danger embedded in the seemingly 

disordered, marginal, and transitional social space. And that’s how I extend this 

anthropological theory to the studies of urbanization and rural-to-urban migration.  

The second strategy I employed to analyze data is a semantic text/space analysis 

(Franzosi, 1998). Put simply, I translated the interview transcripts, my observation notes, 

the architectural types, built environment form, and textual data in the archival materials 

to basic story grammars (Franzosi, 1998) or semantic structures. For example, in the text 

of interview transcripts used by this dissertation, most sentences can be reduced to a 

declarative “subject-verb-object” sequence. The translation proceeds as follows. When I 

asked in interviewees about why they decided to become an inbetweener, all of them 

have something to say about “old names” of themselves. The skeletal structures of syntax 

that composed the textual episodes in the interview can be identified as: 

subject, <old identities (e.g., the floating people identity, rural peasant identity, or 

semi-urbanite identity)>; 

 action, <are used by somebody to treat somebody as an animal or subhuman>;   

object, <me and other rural-to-urban migrants>.  

From identifying these semantic structures from interview transcripts, I am able to 

verify two elements in the reasoning behind people’s decision to identify them as 

inbetweeners: (1) Migrants identify themselves as inbetweeners to avoid being called 

floating people. (2) Migrants try to avoid being called floating people because this 

identity dehumanizes them. Then I go back to the cultural semantics of the word floating 

and the term floating people in Chinese linguistic and historical context to access to how 



 

 

 

 

47 

social power describes, reflects, and represents social order through categorizing and 

naming people. And then I analyzed inbetweeners’ accounts along the semantics of 

“floating” to access what it meant for migrants in their real lives
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Chapter 3. Why Decide to Be an Inbetweener? 

Diminish the Danger of Being In-Between 

 There is a compelling need to understand and explicate the complexities of the 

experience and identities of rural-to-urban migrants for what it can tell us, on the one 

hand, about how urbanization leads to a fragmentation of migrants’ long-lasting, 

traditional, and place-based rural identity, and, on the other hand, about how migrants are 

dragged by urbanization into a world of ambiguity and ambivalence — a world on the 

boundary between rural and urban, control and autonomy, and belonging and alienation. 

The particular phenomenon of rapid urbanization makes migrant identity and everyday 

life more complex and contradictory than smooth and elegant dualistic categories of 

rural/urban, traditional/modern, or peasants/urbanites can describe. How do migrants 

negotiate their lives that fail to fit into these seemingly elegant categories? My study 

shows that rural-to-urban migrants construct an inbetweener identity to respond to the 

mismatch between the clear-cut rural-urban ideology and the ambivalence of their real 

lives.  

 This chapter explores the subjective considerations that shaped migrants’ decisions 

to identify themselves as inbetweeners. I attempt to understand why migrants decide to 

identify themselves as inbetweeners but don’t intend to demonstrate any ultimate 

causalities and/or scientific laws that may explain migrants’ self-identification behavior 

as if it were a dependent variable that is determined by some other independent variables. 

Such a positivist approach doesn’t fit my purpose. Instead, the aim of this chapter is to 

illuminate why migrants perceive the construction of an inbetweener identity as 

necessary and achievable. 

 My dissertation argues against the assertion that Chinese rural-to-urban migrants 

have been unable or unwilling to create bonds, links, and solidarity among themselves. 

This chapter shows that migrants do express a collective consciousness of solidarity 

based on their social and spatial status between rural and urban. While my participants 
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expressed their alone-ness frequently, as an overwhelming theme in my interviews with 

them and their social media posts, they are still able to practice different levels and forms 

of collectivity. Migrants don’t have some ready-made identities, which are usually 

available for urbanites (e.g., a work unit identity, danwei in Chinese) or rural natives. 

Migrants develop a novel way of seeing reality and themselves as rural-urban 

inbetweeners (Figure 3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 This novel sense of self and social belonging is beyond the officially defined rural-

urban binary and emerges in the cultural hostilities toward migrants in both urban and 

rural areas. Under this identity, migrants, as inbetweeners, start relating their personal 

troubles to the public issues and ask for changes pertaining to the institutional, social, and 

cultural factors of the rapidly urbanizing society as a whole. As a collective, inbetweeners 

don’t treat their sufferings and struggles as an individualistic, temporary, and occasional 

experience anymore; instead, they begin to pursue collective rather than individual 

solutions to their problems, ranging from discrimination in the workplace to forced 

eviction from their informal settlements.  

 Through studying the subjective considerations which initiated migrants to identify 

themselves as inbetweeners, it is possible for urban scholars to gain insight into two 

important questions related to migrants’ in-between social positions and political actions. 

Figure 3. Meaning and Definition of Inbetweener 
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First, under a rationalist assumption, given the seemingly clear material attraction of 

becoming a formal urban resident, who can be entitled to full access to urban welfare and 

public service, why does this group of migrants strive to sustain and defend an unstable 

and disordered rural-urban inbetweener identity and a rural-urban in-between social 

position? Why don’t they strive for a stable and full urban citizenship?  

 Second, theorists of collective behavior traditionally follow a distinction between 

instrumental behavior, in which people collectively seek an identity to win material 

benefits and political change; and expressive behavior, in which people use a collective 

identity to quest for cultural and personal transformation. Based on the distinction 

between instrumental and expressive behavior, we may ask: Is this rural-urban in-

between status a counterhegemonic corrective (i.e., expressive potential) to the dominant 

culture that is hostile to migrants? Departing from the economic rationalist assumption 

above and focusing on cultural and symbolic issues that are related to migrants’ identity-

seeking, we may be able to answer the question related to the expressive function of an 

inbetweener identity.  

 This chapter is attentive to the information that inbetweeners provided about their 

reasons and reasoning processes to identify themselves as inbetweeners, their subjective 

experiences before being inbetweeners, and the specific forms that their narratives took. 

My discussion in this chapter draws primarily on in-depth interviews with inbetweeners 

and my ethnographic observations of their neighborhoods. Based upon an iterative 

analysis of the data, I found a consistent pattern of reasoning process behind migrants’ 

decision to identify themselves as inbetweeners. These reasons are related to each other 

and can be arranged in a meaningful sequence as follows.  

 Migrants’ inbetweener identity construction process started with the question of 

“who we’re not,” and they tried to use a new identity to replace some unwanted 

identities. The first thing that holds together migrants with diverse backgrounds under the 

umbrella of an inbetweener identity is their shared negative experiences with unrealistic 

identities, such as pure peasants or new urbanites. Such identities are viewed by 
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inbetweeners as not able to delineate who they are. More importantly, the identity of 

floating people troubles inbetweeners more. This identity is viewed as the most unwanted 

by the participants in this study. Migrants develop a grievance around these unwanted 

identities and diagnose that these unwanted identities unfairly oversimply, dehumanize, 

debase, and abnormalize migrants’ social and spatial status. This grievance helps to 

explain why migrants create a new inbetweener identity.  

 

Deny Unwanted Identities and Diminish the Danger of  

Being In-Between 

 The concept of collective identity addresses the question of why and how groups 

make sense of the question of “who we are.” Migrants’ inbetweener identity construction 

process, instead, started with a question of “who we are not.” Before beginning their 

search for new ways to engage with their communities and make meaning of their 

experiences, migrants noticed and rejected a number of existing stigmatized or inaccurate 

identities that are imposed on them by the dominant culture. All of the participants in this 

study told me that they were forced to search for new ways to make meaning out of their 

everyday experiences and make sense of themselves because they recognized that their 

old identities either cannot represent or even devalue themselves. The construction 

process of this inbetweener identity reveals migrants’ bittersweet life on the border 

between rural and urban. There are two types of identities denied by inbetweeners: 1) 

Identities based on place-fixed oppositions, i.e., rural identity and urban identity; 2) 

floating people identity.  

Deny Place-Fixed, Opposition-Based, Rural or Urban Identities 

 All participants in my research described their inbetweener identity as one identity 

built on critiques of one or some inaccurate or stigmatized identities that are imposed on 

them by the dominant culture. First, inbetweeners resist being defined as either rural or 

urban people. The inbetweener identity is shaped in and comes out of the space between 
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rural and urban, and therefore “neither rural nor urban but something else, in-between” 

(Wen, Interview #29, p. 2). They deny being determined by the rural areas where they 

come from or the urban area where they currently work. Yuxun Xu, the creator of this 

inbetweener identity and the leader of the Chengdu anti-formalization movement, gave 

me a very thorough description of how this inbetweener identity was constructed out of 

negation and rejection of the place-fixed rural or urban identities. 

I felt an instant rupture as I entered the city of Chengdu. I left my familiar rural 

world behind me and couldn’t call myself a peasant anymore. I entered the city, 

which I know nothing about. I realized that I was definitely neither rural nor urban 

from that moment (emphasized in tone). And I began thinking about who I was at the 

same time. I realized that if I wanted to be able to know myself, name myself, and be 

myself, I had to get myself an identity different from those pure rural or urban 

categories. We all know that migrants are neither peasants nor urbanites 

(emphasized in tone). In the beginning, I was a bit scared by the fact that I do not fit 

into the categories of rural and urban, peasants and urbanites, and inside and 

outside of a city. I felt like I was homeless because we tend to categorize people 

based on their place of origin (Laojia). I know you (referring to Chen Zhang) from 

your place of origin. I know you’re from the city of Shenzhen, not the countryside of 

Shenzhen. In people’s minds, the oppositions of rural and urban, and peasants and 

urbanites, naturally exist and will last forever. You must be either a peasant or an 

urbanite. You must be either inside or outside a city. There isn’t a third option for 

you. (Yuxun Xu, p. 11).  

 Lijie and Hongfei talked about how the location and status of their in-between 

neighborhood illustrates a contested meaning around place-fixed identities.  

The Shuangliu district where I live (the Huazhu neighborhood is located in the 

Shuangliu district in Chengdu) is described as an agricultural area in the municipal 

master plan, although it is a mixed-use zone of agriculture, industry, and newly 

developed real estate in reality. Urbanites view this district as recreational green 
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space in the countryside (emphasized in tone). Rural people treat it as their first 

stop or foothold on the urban periphery (emphasized in tone). But we know this 

district is neither rural nor urban (emphasized in tone). Those who do not live here 

made their own judgments about this district and kept on calling it either Cheng (a 

city) or Xiang (a village) (Lijie, p. 39). 

In this neighborhood (i.e., the Xinjian No.2 Village neighborhood), I found myself 

both inside the city of Beijing and outside it at the same time. I felt that I lived on a 

slippery border between rural and urban. However, other people believe that this 

area is rural now and will be magically turned into urban overnight someday in the 

future. They don’t understand that our neighborhood is actually between rural and 

urban. (Hongfei, p. 10) 

 These quotations from Yuxun Xu, Lijie, and Hongfei illustrate how place-fixed 

oppositions of rural and urban, peasants and urbanites, and inside and outside create a 

powerful set of categories that the whole society is obsessed with to understand their 

surrounding social and spatial world. A whole array of social relationships is also deeply 

persuaded and informed by those dominant place-based oppositions. Zhiqiu’s story 

showed how he was imagined and humiliated by those oppositional place-based 

categories. 

Zhiqiu: Whenever I introduced myself to an urbanite, I had to explain that I was not 

some kind of person they imagined — usually an illiterate peasant, a country 

bumpkin, or even a potential criminal. I had to prove that I am not a country person 

anymore. I felt miserable when trying to show them I was not a country bumpkin. 

But things got worse when I was home (in the countryside). My relatives and rural 

friends didn’t treat me as me anymore. 

Chen: What do you mean by “not treat you as you?” 
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Zhiqiu: They kept calling me something like a city slicker, a runaway, or a traitor. I 

had to explain to them that I was not an urbanite yet and didn’t plan to become one. 

They just didn’t believe what I said (Zhiqiu, p.15) 

 Like Zhiqiu, more than ninety percent of participants in my study told me that urban 

dwellers unfairly and stereotypically framed their identity and behaviors as traditional 

and backwards, in contrast to a modern and civilized urbanity. And in an ironically 

similar way, peasants framed migrants’ identity and behaviors as self-interest, cunning, 

and exploitative, in contrast to a pure, unsophisticated, and warmhearted peasant. Despite 

an everyday spatial and social reality that departs from this idealized opposition of rural 

and urban, everyday people, including some migrants themselves, still use those highly 

reductionist and idealized binary oppositions to categorize people into either a rural or 

urban category to oppose “us” and “them.”  

 In Chapter 1, I detailed how governments and a camp of urban critics prioritize the 

seemingly elegant binaries of rural-urban and inclusion-exclusion over the messy realities 

of everyday life and develop a series of strategies to transform migrants either back to the 

rural category or toward the urban category. This chapter elaborates another side of this 

misuse or false consciousness. The social actions and imaginations of ordinary folks (the 

people) are also structured around and/or by these false binaries. The exemplary 

quotations from four interviewees (Yuxun, Lijie, Hongfei, and Zhiqiu) clearly reveal that 

the rural-urban binary has tremendous staying and symbolic power, although it has lost 

its most descriptive or explanatory power when faced with the actual rapidly urbanizing 

social life in China. These quotations also show the inbetweeners’ awareness that these 

place-fixed and opposition-based identities cannot delineate who they are and put them in 

a catch-22 situation. 

 Such place-fixed and opposition-based identification and imagination of “us” and 

“them” emerge in multiple realms of Chinese culture. Aspects of everyday life — urban 

progressiveness, urban productivity, and city slickers — can be defined and understood 

because they can find their opposites — rural conservative, rural inefficiency, and 
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country bumpkins. People’s perception of their own social positions and attitudes toward 

others don’t escape from this opposition-based spatial logic. Rural people perceive that 

urbanites are wealthier, cunning, exploitative, and lazy. From rural people’s perspective, 

urbanites do not deserve the high income and exclusive social welfare they receive under 

their urban residence status. Urbanites, at the same time, perceive that all peasants are 

poor, uncivilized, simple, and never amount to anything. In urban people’s minds, 

urbanization leads to a permanent downturn in rural economy, and rural people flock into 

the urban areas to swindle their already limited urban resources and employment 

opportunities. These two place-attached groups — rural people and urbanites — thus 

express strong resentments and hostilities toward each other. Both groups perceive their 

own communities as victims of urbanization and market economy reform, and the other 

group as undeserving people who steal public resources.  

 Unfortunately, both rural and urban groups keep resentments and hostilities toward 

migrants. Migrants’ transient and ambivalent identities have been used flexibly to serve 

the need for both rural and urban groups to feed their perceptions about the “other.” 

Urbanites perceive migrants as peasants: simple, uncivilized, uneducated, and never 

amount to anything. Rural people perceive migrants like urbanites: undeserving, cunning, 

self-interest-oriented, and exploitative. Although migrants never fit comfortably and 

completely into the categories of rural and urban in reality, urban and rural natives insist 

on perceiving them as either rural or urban people. 

 From Xu, Lijie, and Zhiqiu’s words, we also know that inbetweeners try to use a 

new identity to deny these place-fixed and structural opposition-based identities. The 

statements such as “we (migrants) are neither peasants nor urbanites,” “the place we live 

is neither rural nor urban,” “I found myself both in the city and outside it,” “I don’t 

belong to either rural or urban worlds” were brought up repeatedly in the interviews. 

Inbetweeners openly discuss with each other the “urgent need to replace either rural or 

urban identity with a more accurate and realistic identity. And we were lucky that we got 

to know Yuxun Xu and this inbetweener identity” (Chuan, p. 1). Thus, the inbetweener 
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identity is partly built on migrants’ denial of this place-fixed and opposition-based 

identity. 

Deny a Floating People Identity 

 This inbetweener identity is also built on migrants’ negation of another type of 

identity — those that have been used to debase or stigmatize migrants. From 1958, 

Chinese rural-to-urban migrants have been named as floating people (liudong 

renyuan/renkou), displaced outsiders (wailai/waidi renkou), low-end population (diduan 

renkou), and temporary residents (zanzhu jumin) in public and official documents such as 

the national census and municipal master plans (Liang and Ma, 2004; Li, 2006; Chan, 

2010). The term floating people is most widely and routinely used in both official 

discourse and everyday language. This term is also viewed as the most unwanted identity 

by my participants. 

The Historical Production of a Floating People Identity 

Before the implementation of the 1958 household rule1, people who migrated 

from rural to urban areas were described in relatively neutral and apolitical terms like 

migrants (yimin) or relocated people (ximin, 徙民2). In January 1958, the Minister of 

Public Security in P.R. China, Luo Ruiqing, signed to set up a new household registration 

(hukou) law to prevent the “blind flow (mangliu)” of rural people to urban areas (Young, 

2013). From the implementation of this hukou law to the early 1980s, rural hukou holders 

were strictly prohibited from migrating into the cities. After the early 1980s, the situation 

changed. The Chinese leadership under Deng Xiaoping announced an internal market 

economy reform program (Gaige Kaifang) in 1978 (Harvey, 2000), which significantly 

 

1 The People’s Republic of China Hukou Registration Regulation was signed into law in 

1958. This law requires every Chinese citizen to register at the local authorities as either 

an urban or a rural hukou holder of a particular fixed place.  

2 I put simplified Chinese characters here because this word has rarely been used in 

conversation in contemporary China.  
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improved agricultural production efficiency in rural areas and generated nearly 200 

million surplus farm laborers (see Tacoli, 1998; Seto, et al., 2010). At the same time, the 

growth of the urban economy and the penetration of global capital in urban areas 

demanded a large number of cheap laborers in the cities (see Brockerhoff, 2000; Ngai, 

2003). Influenced by these push- (i.e., surplus laborers in the countryside) and pull- (i.e., 

urban labor demand) factors of migration, migration policy was relaxed, and rural people 

were allowed to live and work in cities on a temporary basis.  

 Millions of peasants thus entered cities to fulfill cities’ engines of urbanization and 

economic growth from 1980s. In the beginning, migrants were not perceived as social 

problems or threats. Urbanites, urban governments, and migrants themselves generally 

thought that this rural-to-urban migration was a temporary phenomenon; migrants came 

to the cities only on a temporary basis and would return to their rural origins very soon. 

As more and more migrants flocked into cities, putting stress on urban infrastructures and 

resources, they came to be stigmatized as an inferior social group, which needed to be 

transformed back to governable and legible subjects.  

 Naming migrants as floating people or floating population is one of strategies used 

by urban governments to regain their regulation and control on urbanization and 

migration (Zhang, 2001). In 1987, rural-to-urban migrants were referred to as floating 

people for the first time. This term continues to be used in official and public discourse to 

represent rural-to-urban migrants. There has never been an official definition of this term, 

but it has been routinely used in official statistical tabulations (China Census Bureau, 

1990; Beijing Census, 1985), scholarly publications, the media, and popular literature. 

 Urban official and public discourse generally portrayed floating people as a group of 

people that aimlessly float from place to place and tend to congregate in the urban 

periphery. Censuses, surveys, and scholarly publications generate so-called “scientific” 

demographic knowledge about floating people. For instance, the National Health and 

Family Planning Commission of the People’s Republic of China collected periodic and 



 

 

 

 

58 

comprehensive statistics about every aspect of floating population: their educational 

level, marriage status, fertility rates, length of migration, previous and current occupation, 

and household size (National Health Commission, P.R. China, 2019). At the city level, 

municipal governments provided a citywide census on the floating population (Beijing 

Municipal Bureau of Statistics, 1990). With an unclear definition of floating population 

and flawed sampling strategies, these censuses and surveys unavoidably provide officials 

and the public with flawed and unrepresentative knowledge about the migrant population. 

These censuses and surveys depicted migrants as young, poorly educated, sexually active, 

with high fertile rates, and less constrained by the norms of either rural or urban cultures.  

The Cultural Semantics of Floating and Floating People  

Rural-to-urban migration is a popular phenomenon which can be found in nearly 

all developing countries. But the phenomenon of naming rural-to-urban migrants as 

floating people is unique to China. The only exception is that Raymond A. Jonas (1991) 

uses this term, as an academic construct, to describe the 19th-century French rural people 

who chose not to join in the rural flights (or rural exodus) to the cities and at the same 

time had quit farming in the countryside. In Jonas’s description, these uprooted peasants 

entered an ambiguous status between the peasantry and working class. He uses the term 

of floating population “in a somewhat broader sense to include all those rendered 

vulnerable to the forces driving the rural exodus by a declining peasant economy — 

persons defenseless before the “current” of the rural exodus” (ibid. p. 180). The 

distinction between the French floating population in history and the Chinese floating 

population is as follows. Chinese rural people are viewed as floating after they are 

dragged into the current of the “rural exodus.” They “float” from the countryside to the 

cities. Different from Chinese floating people, French rural people’s floating status was 

ended after they were dragged into the current of the rural exodus. They float within rural 

areas but between being peasants and being workers. In this subsection, I briefly 

introduce the ideas, beliefs, and knowledge attached to the term “floating people” in 
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Chinese culture and the observable patterns of Chinese people’s attitudes and behavior 

toward “floating people” in history.  

The cultural semantics of the Chinese word “liu” (floating) elaborate the social 

and cultural contexts in which the identity of floating people is constructed. Although 

there is no official definition, this word floating population in Chinese linguistic context 

denotes people without a settled place of residence who tend to aimlessly flow from one 

place to another. In Chinese, the word liu (流) or liudong (流动) has multiple meanings. 

Used as a verb, liu means aimlessly or unexpectedly traveling from a place to another in 

an overwhelming amount or quantity. This meaning of liu is synonymous with the verbs 

flow, stream, flee, and flood. When this word is used to describe human behavior, its 

underlying meaning is culturally negative. This negative meaning can be invoked by 

some idioms: liufang (exile), liuyan (be rumored), liulang (rove through a place), and 

liucuan (to flee, especially from a crime scene). Used as an adjective, liu has the meaning 

of wandering, unsettled in a definite place, or drifting. This word can be used to name 

culturally negative attributes of a thing or traits in people. For example, liudu is used to 

describe something with baneful or pernicious influence. Liubi (流弊) is used to describe 

problems, undesirable customs, and evils passed from generation to generation. Liumang 

represents a group of hooligans or gangsters. This adjective of liu is synonymous to 

itinerant or spreading. Liu can also be used as a noun. Mangliu means an unregulated and 

uncontrollable flow of people. Nvliu is used to refer womenfolk or womanhood in a 

discriminatory and disrespectful, even offensive manner.  

The semantics of the word floating implies a strong sense of attachments to native 

lands in Chinese culture and official ideology. Like what Simone Weil (see Malkki, 1992, 

p. 41) wrote: “to be rooted is perhaps the most important […] need of the human soul,” 

the mainstream Confucianist culture in China took the rootedness as a normal state and 

the spatial mobility, as what the term liu implies, as an abnormal one. For example, in 
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The Analects of Confucius3 (Confucius, B.C., 540-400, translated by Soothill, 1910), antu 

zhongqian (to be attached to one’s native land and unwilling to leave it) had been 

portrayed as a desirable and moral way of life. Another example of rootedness from The 

Analects is, “The Master said, whilst thy father and mother are living, do not wander afar. 

If thou must travel, hold a set course,” (Confucius, B.C., 540-400, translated by Soothill, 

1910). 

In this land-bound or origin-bound cultural context, stability and spatial 

immobility are culturally appropriate, but the willingness or ability to move, migrate, or 

relocate tend to be associated with negative, even destructive images. Mobile people who 

break the link to their homeland are usually considered socially unstable, destructive, and 

dangerous. The metaphors such as guhun yegui (a lonely ghost and/or a lost soul), gui 

(ghosts), jianghu pianzi (underworld swindlers), and xingyouqigai (wandering or 

homeless beggars) are used to describe mobile or displaced people. The most famous 

example comes from Phillip Kuhn (1990)’s Soulstealers: The Chinese Sorcery Scare of 

1786. Kuhn examined how bureaucracy, the mid-Ch’ien (清) state, the judicial systems, 

the Qianlong emperor, and the popular culture responded to some alleged “soulstealing” 

sorcery cases, which exacerbated extreme fears in Jiangnan and Zhejiang provinces. And 

these alleged soulstealers, who were believed to be able to steal the souls from living 

persons using their names or hair and then turn these stolen souls into magical agents, 

were wandering monks and traveling baggers who were floating people in the Ch’ien 

dynasty. These people’s floating status exacerbated the frustration and insecurity of the 

common folk and government officials. Chi (1996) examined the modern Chinese liumin 

(mobile, displaced or relocated people) and showed that the images of liumin were still 

associated with bandits, underworld gangs, and other dangerous or unstable social groups 

until the 1990s.  

 

3 The Analects are a collection of the teachings and thoughts of Confucius. 



 

 

 

 

61 

Through this brief review of the cultural semantics of floating and floating people, 

we are able to find that naming a group as floating people in public and official 

discourses usually attached derogatory and disrespectful meanings to this group in 

Chinese history. This pattern fits into the reality experienced by my participants. And the 

reason for them to develop an inbetweener identity is to replace this unwanted, 

stigmatized, and derogatory floating people identity.  

Inbetweener Identity as A Denial of the Floating People Identity 

As Chapter 1 detailed, the social problems caused by the “floating population” or 

“floating people” have been frequently raised in conversations amongst urbanites and in 

the political discussion initiated by urban governments. The social injustice caused by 

naming migrants as floating people has also been deeply discussed among critical urban 

scholars, most of whom are also urbanites. However, it is rare to find a scholarly 

discussion or analysis which tries to understand how migrants themselves understand and 

answer back to this floating people identity. In this section, I show how a particular group 

of migrants — the inbetweeners — experience and conceive of this stigmatized identity, 

and why they choose to create a new identity as inbetweeners to resist being labeled as 

floating people.  

Like Xunyu, Chuqi, Jinglin, and Erxing, whose words are quoted in this section, 

all of the inbetweeners I interviewed had negative experiences and perceptions of being 

labeled as floating people. My interviewees used their negative experiences under a 

floating people identity as a foil to answer my questions of why they hoped to have a new 

identity or why they chose to be inbetweeners. The issues about floating people identity 

and the negative experiences attached to this identity were brought up repeatedly in all 

interviews. The intensity of respondents’ emotions always escalated when they talked 

about their negative experiences related to the floating people identity.  

I hate being called ‘floating people.’ I am at a place between rural and urban; 

isn’t this in-between place itself a place? I am not floating aimlessly. Why do they 

call me a floating people? I want to become something else. (Xunyu, p. 11) 
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I want to become something else. I got tired of being called floating people all the 

time. (Chuqi, p. 26) 

You (referring to Chen Zhang) urbanites call us ‘floating people.’ This dirty, fake 

label upsets me every day.” (Erxing, p. 22) 

Inbetweeners consistently refuse to be stigmatized as an inferior floating population. As 

this chapter and next chapter present, to overcome this identity, inbetweeners create a 

counter-discourse about their ambivalent status between rural and urban and eventually 

create a positive identity as inbetweeners. 

Why Reject a Floating People Identity? 

Inbetweeners I interviewed seemed highly aware of the fact that they were 

perceived as floating people and clearly understood the derogatory cultural meanings 

associated with this identity. Over and over they told me that, “Urbanites think they are 

superior to us. That’s why they call us floating people. They look down on us” (Qiumin). 

Huayuan gave me a well-articulated account of a variety of ways in which a migrant feels 

inferior with the label of floating people in the city of Chengdu.  

Whenever urbanites call me ‘floating people,’ I immediately have a sense of 

inferiority (zibeigan). It sounds like they are the hosts of this city and we are only 

temporary labors. Sometimes I even wish that they had directly called me either 

“country hick” or “county bumpkin.” The term of floating sounds more 

humiliating. I felt lost and confused when they said I was floating from the 

countryside to the city, or from one city to another. How can a human float? If 

they call me country hick, I at least know where I am from, where I belong to, and 

where I can go back. (Huayuan, p. 29) 

Xiaoxia, a female inbetweener, gave me another account of the experience of 

being a floating woman in Beijing. 
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Inside the gate of the Huazhu neighborhood, there were over one hundred female 

residents one year ago, but now we only have fewer than 40. The average age of 

women living here was about twenty to twenty-five, although we have women in 

their late 50s. These women worked as nannies for urban families. Being a 

floating woman is very different from being a floating man. Urbanites speak 

Mandarin, but we can’t. We speak dialects. So, they immediately know that we’re 

floating people. Then they make a quick judgment about whether we came from a 

poor rural place. If they found out that we indeed came from poor places and we 

were single, they played a joke on us by saying, “Should we go out on a date? 

You must desperately want to marry an urban man and get an urban hukou. That 

is why you floated to Beijing, correct?” I was so humiliated by these jokes.  

And how do rural people think about floating women? It’s even worse. I don’t 

dare to tell my parents that I am working in a restaurant as a waitress in Beijing. 

My mom had told me, “Restaurants are not good for young girls like you. 

Customers always touch and even harass waitresses. Your male coworkers will 

tell you dirty adult jokes or even rape you.” From the perspective of rural people, 

being a floating woman puts my purity and innocence at risk. They wanted me to 

go back to the countryside and marry someone soon. I know I have to get a new 

identity. This floating people stigma drives me crazy! (p. 14) 

As I shall show, migrants’ reasons to use an inbetweener identity to deny or reject 

this floating people identity can be organized into four broad categories: (1) avoid being 

unified and oversimplified; (2) refuse to be abnormalized; (3) refuse to be dehumanized; 

and (4) refuse to be degraded. Each of these categories suggests one of the reasons why 

migrants refuse to be identified as floating people; each category identifies one dimension 

of oppression and danger people experience in the exact space between rural and urban. 

Avoid being Unified and Oversimplified 

Inbetweeners express their negative feelings about floating people identity by 

contesting the unified, homogenizing, and oversimplified images delivered by this 
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identity in official and public discourses. The quotations from Lili, a twenty-two-year-old 

vegetable merchant in Chengdu, and Huai, a thirty-five-year-old entrepreneur in Beijing, 

elaborate inbetweeners’ negative feelings about the unification and oversimplification of 

the floating people identity.  

Televisions, newspapers, movies, and magazines deliver the same message about 

floating people. Floating people are all framed as poor, silly, dirty, aimless, 

uncivil, and uneducated people. One day, I went shopping alone. I was well 

dressed and was using my cell phone to chat with my friend. I came across one of 

my customers who bought my vegetables on a daily basis. She saw me, and she 

was surprised, even dismayed. She nearly screamed to me: “You don’t look like a 

floating people at all! You even have a cell phone? What did you do to make so 

much money? Did you marry an urban man?” I was so embarrassed and didn’t 

know how to answer her questions. Sometimes I felt like I had to pretend to be a 

floating people. I had to dress in traditional, country-style clothing while in 

marketplace selling seasonal produce. I had to speak Jiangxi dialect (Jiangxi is 

the hometown of Lili). Those urbanites like to know that the things I sell are made 

in the countryside. It usually signals that those things are organic and fresh. 

However, I also like fashionable and stylish clothes. And I’m able to afford them. 

I hate being forced to dress and act like some rustic and uncivilized floating 

people to affirm what urbanites imagine about us. Urbanites expect all of us to be 

poor and rustic to affirm their stupid imagination. It’s ridiculous. Some migrants 

may not have money, but some of us, like myself and my older sister, do have 

money, a lot of money. I don’t want to be controlled by the perception of 

urbanites. (Lili, p. 18) 

I never tried to hide the truth that some rural-to-urban migrants are “floating 

people” who are poor and uneducated. I admit that the majority of what 

constitutes the floating population are manual workers who sell their labor to 

make ends meet. They’re poor. But my friends, my family, and I are not like those 
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manual workers. We’re well-educated businesspeople. We own businesses. We 

moved to the cities to maximize the consumer markets. We’re not beggars or 

stealers. It’s unfair to put me — a rich and passionate migrant businessman — in 

the same category with some other poor migrants: the floating people. I felt I got 

trapped by this label of floating people. (Huai, p. 9) 

These two quotations from Lili and Huai help us see how the mainstream culture 

obscures the class, occupation, and gender differences within the floating population, 

tending to portray all migrants as poor, rustic, uneducated, and uncivilized people. 

Inbetweeners generally felt that they were “trapped” by this unified and oversimplified 

floating people identity. Jiuchi told me that she had tried to observe and learn from other 

migrants about the “proper migrant behavior” when she arrived in the city. Qin told me 

about her experience of failing to get a job at a factory in Chengdu. After the interview, 

Qin figured out that she and other candidates “were judged on their attitudes toward 

managers rather than their working abilities. Politeness and obedience were valued 

more, beyond experience and educational attainments. In urbanites’ mind, 

submissiveness and obedience are supposed to be “good personalities” among floating 

people.” 

Being defined as a member of the floating population, migrants thought that they 

had to behave and think in ways that affirmed the social expectations of them: vulnerable, 

powerless, submissive, money-driven, and simple. Under the label of floating people, 

migrants felt that they could not adapt their identities to different social positions, cultural 

spaces, and life situations. Inbetweeners deny this unified and oversimplified identity and 

attempt to identify themselves as an inbetweener to think of their rural-related 

characteristics as fluid, shifting, and changeable. Inbetweeners realize that the differences 

among rural-to-urban migrants are obvious and unavoidable, especially along lines of 

class, origin, ethnicity, age, gender, and stage of migration. It’s not possible to put all 

migrants under this stigmatized identity. For inbetweeners, imaging and positioning 



 

 

 

 

66 

heterogeneous migrants into a unified floating people group is an unfair and oppressive 

strategy to discipline and control them. 

Refuse to Be Abnormalized 

As mentioned in the section about the cultural semantics of floating, rootedness 

had been treated typically as a non-problematic social given, and a desirable or moral 

way of life in Chinese history, or in other words, a normal social practice. Uprooted 

floating people had been unfairly set in contrast with this normal social category. This 

section analyzes inbetweeners’ experience of being abnormalized under the label of 

floating people. The term of “(ab)normal” can be translated to several Chinese words: 

(bu)zhengchang, (mei)liyou, youmaobing, and bukeliyu. In my conversation with 

inbetweeners, all of them mentioned instances in which urbanites or rural natives 

described migrants and their behaviors with terms or sentences such as ‘abnormal,’ ‘not 

normal,’ ‘unusual,’ ‘unbelievable,’ and “it doesn’t make sense.” In some circumstances, 

urbanites or rural natives use the word “normal” to claim that migrants should either 

adapt to the urban way of life or have to return to the “normal” rural way of life. From 

inbetweeners’ experiences, two main strategies — making contrasts and making extreme 

cases — to abnormalize floating people were extracted.  

Making Contrasts  

A couple, Jingxin and Wuzhi, complained to me that their son was accepted at the 

Chengdu No.1 High School but was excluded from living in a residential hall on campus. 

This angry couple recorded explanations from an admission staff.  

One staff in the admissions office explained to Jingxin and Wuzhi:  

I know your son scored in the top ten. But he is more than his scores. There is no 

reason for me to believe that his score has much relation to how good a student 

resident he will be. We know you’re from the countryside and floating people 

now. And we know you live in the Huazhu neighborhood, one that has not been 

formalized. How long do you plan to stay in this city? One month? One year? 
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Who would take care of your son when you move to another city? You can’t even 

give me a good phone number to contact you. Another problem is your family life. 

We’ve sent out our staff to check up your neighborhood and home (jiafang) and 

found that your family and your son didn’t meet our standards. You didn’t keep 

your house clean enough. And you even use your son’s bedroom to produce and 

store sausage. How dirty! Actually, our staff found that your whole apartment was 

unbelievably messy. How can we make sure your son will help clean up his 

dormitory? You know, we’re an urban high school. How can we make sure your 

son will be able to behave like a normal urban kid in his dormitory? We’ll do a 

home visit again next year. As long as your neighborhood is formalized, your son 

develops a normal lifestyle, and you run the home normally and your son obey the 

rules in school, we may let him move into the residential hall.  

In this extract, the admission staff implicitly presents “us” — the urban 

neighborhoods, urban households, urban kids, and urban schools — as behaving 

normally, and “you (Jingxin, Wuzhi, and their son)” — the migrants, the floating people, 

the floating kids and migrants’ informal neighborhoods — as behaving abnormally. This 

staff member clearly framed the way in which urban people run their homes, educate 

their children, and lead their lives as typical and routine, using words like “standards,” 

“normally,” and “normal.” In contrast, she used words like “unbelievable,” “messy,” and 

“unstable” to describe the exceptional and problematic behaviors of the floating people’s 

family. The behaviors of migrants thus are contrasted with norms or routine and defined 

as exceptional and abnormal. Jingxin responded to this explanation furiously in our 

interview,  

Her words upset my wife and me for a long time until we met our leader, Yuxun 

Xu. The urban lifestyle was described by her as the only faultless way of life. It 

sounds as if our so-called floating life was messy, dirty, and unvalued. I don’t 

want to be called floating people anymore. This term was used to put us in 

contrast with people who don’t dare to leave their homelands. This name was 
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used to make us appear to be freakish. This term humiliates us. I felt so sorry for 

my son when I heard some urban kids called him floating chickenshit. (Jingxin, 

p.58) 

Inbetweeners realized that urban people take their own way of life as normal: 

being rooted in a place, immobile, and stable. When these stable people-place 

relationships are regarded as normal by the dominant culture, floating people and their 

mobile lifestyles are framed as abnormal and even pathological. In daily life, floating 

people are excluded and bullied because of these troubling assumptions. It’s another set 

of dangers from being in-between.  

Making Extreme Cases  

Urbanites and rural natives also use “extreme case formulation (Pomenrantz, 

1986)” to turn floating people into abnormal “others.” In our conversations, inbetweeners 

frequently mentioned a disturbing event that occurred in 2010 in China. This event has 

drawn significant attention from the public and media. I present Xuejin’s descriptions of 

this event since her account is the best articulated.  

Xuejin: Chen, you must know the Foxconn suicides in 2010 since your hometown 

is Shenzhen.  

Chen Zhang: Yes, I remember. Do you want to say something about this event? 

Xuejin: How many people jumped off the building? Forty? I know Twenty-five of 

them died.  

Chen Zhang: Yes. Forty jumped off and twenty-five died. Have they found any 

reasons that drove these young workers to take their own lives? 

Xuejin: No one knew for sure what happened. But many people said, and I 

believed, it was associated with long working hours, crowded living spaces, and 

very low wages. Foxconn workers need to work more than 15 hours a day. My 

factory only needs us to work 10 hours. 
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Chen Zhang: Yes. They must be exhausted. Did your factory treat workers better 

after this tragedy happened? 

Xuejin: It got worse. After this event happened, the factory owner brought 

floating people all together and asked us, “Is suicide a tradition for you floating 

workers and peasants? Climbing on roofs and jumping off, does it always happen 

among your people?” I was shocked and irritated by his questions and tone. It 

sounded like we’re so crazy and freakish and we keep suicide as a hobby or 

tradition. I was so sad when I heard what he said. He told us that the 

investigation has found that none of floating people’s suicides were related to 

working conditions or schedules in the factory. He said the responsibility was on 

workers’ shoulders, not their employers’. He even said that floating people 

committed suicide in order to get compensation from the factory.  

Chen Zhang: Why do you think he said these things? 

Xuejin: I guess he tried to reject his or all other capitalists’ responsibilities by 

simply saying that floating people voluntarily choose to commit suicide. He 

thought we didn’t work under harsh working conditions. The factory owner then 

said, “You know what we do as urbanites when facing life difficulties? We don’t 

commit suicide. We carry on in a responsible way.” I don’t believe his bullshit. 

Urbanites also take their own lives. Chen, you’re an urban girl; do you believe 

that urbanites never kill themselves? Do you believe that floating people always 

would like to kill themselves? Why do urbanites view us in this way, as if we were 

crazy? (All of the highlighted words were emphasized by the interviewee in tone 

or gesture) (Xuejin, p.21-22) 

In this quotation, Xuejin’s employer used the strategy of “extreme case 

formulation” to frame floating people as an abnormal group of people who commit 

suicide frequently and commonly. We can find modalizing terms he used: “always,” 

“never,” and “tradition.” Xuejin’s employer used these terms to modify his description of 
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floating people’s suicides. He implicitly rejected his or other urban employers’ 

responsibilities in these tragedies. In his description, the responsibilities of taking one’s 

own life were on the floating people’s shoulders. It was floating people’s pathological 

culture that led to their irrational choices.  

Another inbetweener, Tianzhi, told me,  

I liked watching some late-night crime documentary TV series on Central Chinese 

Television Station (CCTS) after work. I found that the media frequently uses a 

storyline to report crime. They first emphasize certain types of crimes, usually 

very violent crimes like homicide or rape, then they describe the victims, who are 

usually an innocent urban person, like an urban mom or child. In the end, they 

tell you that this crime was conducted by a floating person. The floating people 

are equal to criminals in these TV series. This storyline implies that all crimes are 

conducted by floating people. Every floating person is a potential criminal. 

(Tianzhi, p.77) 

Tianzhi’s descriptions of the media storylines vividly illustrate how a criminal 

label has been unfairly applied to the whole migrant population. And this criminal 

meaning is tightly related to the cultural semantics of the word floating. In this storyline, 

floating people’s rootless-ness or floating status is used to explain the high crime rates 

among them. Tianzhi pointed out,  

Those TV programs simply concluded that a lack of permanent attachments to any 

community, either rural or urban, led to floating people’s criminal behavior. They 

said we have lost our rural moral standard but haven’t developed an urban one. 

If being a floating person means being a potential criminal, every migrant should 

stop calling themselves floating people. (Tianzhi, p. 79) 

From inbetweeners’ experiences, we can see how the subordinate group — the 

floating people — has been abnormalized by dominant groups, which are the rooted 

peasants and urbanites. Urbanites attach a stigma to floating people’s suicides and use 

this stigma to abnormalize all floating people as shameful, weak, selfish, and 
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irresponsible. Floating people are labeled as suicide freaks, criminals, or potential 

criminals. For many inbetweeners like Tianzhi and Xuejin, denying this floating people 

identity, which abnormalizes and stigmatizes migrants, and identifying themselves as 

inbetweeners help them resist the power of the dominant culture. 

Refuse to Be Dehumanized 

The third factor that made inbetweeners feel uncomfortable with the floating 

people identity and want to become something else is that this floating identity reduced 

them to objects, and made them not be listened to, or not be treated as a person. Xiaoli 

and Huijun told me about their unwelcoming experiences in the city of Beijing: 

Everything went well before a receptionist requested to see my health care 

insurance card. After seeing my status as a floating person, which means that I 

got my health care mainly from the rural hospitals, except for very emergent 

situations, the doctors, nurses, and that receptionist started treating me like I was 

not a person. The doctor didn’t really want to know who I was, what happened to 

me, and what I was doing in the emergency room. She wasn’t concerned. I told 

her that it hurt very much when I peed and guess what? She laughed out loud. 

And she didn’t say a word to me during or after my exam. It was like I was a piece 

of meat and she a cook, or I was a large farm animal and she a veterinarian. A 

nurse came to me and told me that I'd be okay in a cold tone of voice and then 

expelled me from the ER. How could they treat me like a subhuman? Was it 

because I am a floating person? At that moment, I wanted to throw this identity 

away. (Xiaoli, p. 37) 

I went to a hair salon one day and wanted to get a pretty hairstyle for my best 

friend’s wedding. I didn’t get time to change my factory uniform: a set of blue 

overalls and a blue cap. I believe the barber immediately recognized me as a 

floating worker. She presumed that we have clear and rigid regulations on how 

we can do our hair: short and clean. I asked her to give me a feminine haircut, 

but she didn’t do what I asked her to do. She didn’t communicate with me and did 
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what she thought all floating workers should do. My hair was cut very short. I 

didn’t get an apology or anything; I felt like I wasn’t treated like a human (bu ba 

wo dang ren kan). They seemed not to listen to me at all. (Hujun, pp.19) 

Xiaoli and Huijun’s experiences illustrate another dimension of the humiliating 

characteristics associated with the floating people identity — dehumanization. In both 

official and urban public discourse, the floating population is portrayed as a flock of 

aimless yet productive raw and alienated labor. At social service agencies, such as the 

public housing authority, mental or physical health service institutions, and children’s 

services institutions, the floating people identity gives social service professionals good 

excuses to treat them disrespectfully and unequally. As Xiaoli and Huijun recalled, their 

experiences at a hospital and a salon made them feel less than human or not worthy of 

humane treatment. The term floating explicitly means an unstable and temporary status, 

which symbolizes a weakened or broken social bond between floating people and 

urbanites. Without a sense of attachment and responsibility toward floating people, 

urbanites perceive floating people as a group of temporary workers who are objects to be 

used and controlled.  

In workplaces like factories, it’s common to find that the dehumanization of 

workers is fundamental to the control of labor. The floating people identity helps justify 

the power from the side of capital to discipline workers. For example, another 

interviewee, Guang, told me that her assembly line leader, an urban male who was 

responsible for managing the workers on an assembly line, had told her, “It’s hard to 

manage and regulate floating people. You never developed human habits of life and 

codes of standards. That’s why we need a series of factory codes and a regulation 

handbook to state punishment and reward clearly, like carrots and sticks for a donkey. 

Otherwise, it’s difficult to discipline you.”  

Inbetweeners reject being dehumanized as objects and attribute this 

dehumanization to their floating people identity. Xu’s words reflected that inbetweeners 

have their unique explanations about their experiences of being dehumanized: 
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My urban friends told me that the word “floating people” reminded them of flood 

or locusts, something not like a human being. This word implies that urbanites 

are responsible to monitor and control us, otherwise we’ll be out of control and 

put stress on the city. They were scared of floating people.  

Refuse to Be Debased 

The last reason for inbetweeners to deny a floating people identity and then 

construct an inbetweener identity is that this floating people identity debases rural-to-

urban migrants by reaffirming a prevailing idealization or “ideology” of urbanizing 

China. In this ideology, China is viewed as a harmonious combination of tradition, which 

is represented by the countryside, and modernity, which is illustrated by the urbanized 

part. China is a dualistically divided place in which rural people lead their happy, 

peaceful, and picturesque lives in the countryside, and urban people lead their efficient, 

progressive, and modern lives in cities. These idealized images about China can be easily 

found in travel guidebooks, tourism ads, and documentaries.  

As the third-largest country in the world, the people’s Republic of China is a 

blend of history, tradition, and modernity. […] which makes it a tourist’s 

paradise (Thacker, Economic Times Bureau, 2010). 

Building heights are restricted in the city of Guilin, which makes it a perfect 

combination of history and modern structure (Guilin Travel Guide, 2014). 

However, when people use this framework to promote an ideal image of China 

and Chinese culture, they simultaneously obscure the group of rural-to-urban migrants 

who can’t fit into this beautiful dualistic image in reality. This framework helps justify 

the identification of migrants as stigmatized floating people who don’t belong to any 

place in this seemingly harmonious nation-state, which excludes, silences, and 

discriminates against migrants. My informants, the inbetweeners, showed me how they 

negotiate their lives outside the ideal rural-urban framework and under the floating 
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people identity. Their accounts show that this identity implicitly debases migrants as 

morally, socially, and culturally inferior to other idealized place-fixed social groups.  

Being Debased in the Labor Market 

Yanbing is one of the participants in the anti-eviction campaign in Beijing. He 

described why he and his neighbors resisted being evicted from the Xinjian No.2 Village 

neighborhood.  

We read Beijing Daily every day. And every day, the newspapers informed us that 

Xinjian No.2 Village is an impoverished, poor, disorderly, and crime-

concentrated neighborhood. The planning commission officials called our 

neighborhood a ‘gray zone’ that ‘needs to be finished off.’ They told us, ‘You 

have choices. You can choose to either go back home or come into the city and 

become a real urbanite. You’ve congregated in this gray zone for a long time, and 

it hurts you and your family. If you go back to your rural home, you can take care 

of your children. If you come into the city, you can enjoy a decent urban life. Why 

live here? Living here makes you float forever. You’ll never feel at home.’ He 

simply meant that our community and neighborhood are doubly worse 

(emphasized in tone): not only worse than those urban neighborhoods but also 

worse than those rural ones. 

In Yanbing’s description, migrants’ communities and neighborhoods were framed 

as “doubly worse: worse than neighborhoods in the cities and worse than those on the 

countryside.” This frame was further used by planning departments to justify their 

campaigns to change, either demolish or formalize, migrants’ self-built neighborhoods 

located on the urban peripheries. Some other inbetweeners who participated in the anti-

formalization and anti-eviction movements echoed Yanbing’s words and described their 

own experiences of being viewed as “doubly worse,” or worse in two ways, in other 

domains — the labor market and their encounters with the policing system.  

I worked in a factory for a fraction of an urban worker’s wage. I felt very 

frustrated about not satisfying my assembly line manager. He always said 
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something like, “Floating people are rustic and intrusive (cushou cujiao). You’re 

country bumpkins.” I thought I didn’t fit in at the factory, so I decided to go back 

home. I herded sheep and cows for my family and helped my mom sell milk, 

veggies, fruits, and meat in the market of our village. Guess what those peasants 

in the marketplace gossiped about me? They persuaded customers not to buy 

anything from me. They said I’d become an untrustworthy city slicker and I would 

lie about the quality of my produce. I didn’t successfully sell out anything, and my 

mom blamed this on my migrating experience. I was forced to come back to the 

city. I felt that I was doubly outside; I was doubly excluded. The label of floating 

people ruined me and my life. (Quanyou, p. 29) 

 

 

 

 

 

As Table 3 shows, Quanyou’s experience illustrates how floating people have 

been paradoxically portrayed as a social existence with negative characteristics associated 

with both rural and urban groups — being immoral like urbanity and simultaneously 

being incompetent like a peasant in the domain of labor market. This portrayal is based 

on conceptualization or imagination of the city and the countryside in the dominant 

culture. In daily language, the city, as a social space, is symbolized with two 

contradictory meanings — on the one hand, the city is viewed as a utopia that has the 

potential to enlighten and civilize migrants; on the other hand, the city represents a 

morally degenerated social space which pollutes migrants and turns them into city 

slickers. And migrants become a group that has not been civilized yet but polluted 

already.  

Table 3. Floating People are doubly debased in the labor market domain 
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In a much same way, the peasantry in the countryside is also assigned a double 

image in the dominant culture. On the one hand, the success of the Chinese Communist 

party in taking control of China heavily relied on a successful mobilization among the 

Chinese peasantry, thus Chinese peasantry had been constructed as a symbolic 

representation of original national loyalty and purity in history. Under this ideology, the 

public tends to idealize peasants as pure, loyal, and nationalist. Rural communities are 

also portrayed as a more closely-knit network based on kinship solidarities. On the other 

hand, the urban public and the dominant culture denigrate the rural areas, whose average 

incomes and living standards are significantly lower than their urban counterparts, as a 

source of the national government’s difficulty to “build a modern China.”  

Floating people fail to fit into this ideal category of rural and urban. Their position 

falls between the categories and evokes a self-contradictory double discrimination. From 

the perspective of rural people, floating people’s moral virtues degenerate after moving to 

the cities. For most urbanites, floating people, who come from poor and uncivilized rural 

areas, are still rustic, uneducated, and uncompetitive. These thoughts produce a doubly 

worse image of floating people — on the one hand, floating people are inferior to the 

urbanites because of their low educational attainments, low work skills, and a lack of 

urban social skills; on the other hand, floating people are lower in rank to the rural people 

because they have lost their original peasantry purity and loyalty. They don’t adhere to a 

high, rural, peasantry moral standard. In particular, in the labor market domain, floating 

people’s mobility and passage from one place to another, and their position between pure 

rural and urban categories, put them at high risk of underemployment.  

Being Debased in the Criminal Justice System 

Inbetweeners’ indignation about the floating people identity also comes from their 

negative experience with rural and urban policing systems. Qiangsheng, Yuan, Chiman, 

Chujian, and many other inbetweeners described their experiences of being stopped and 

searched by street patrols (chengguan) in the city of Chengdu and Beijing, as well as by 

rural police officers in their home villages.  
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Qiangsheng: I got stopped by a Chengguan when I was trying to walk in and 

through a gated neighborhood in the city of Beijing. I was late to work so I 

wanted to take a shortcut to my factory. The officer stopped me and asked me 

questions like where I live, why I was in Beijing, what I did for a living, who was 

my employer, and whether I had a valid temporary residence card. I was so 

scared because I didn’t bring my temporary residence card with me that day. I 

said I left the card home and I was late to work. The officer didn’t believe me and 

threatened to take me to the police department. I begged him for about one hour, 

and eventually, it ended up with a 200 yuan fine. I didn’t get any receipt for the 

fine, so I guess it went to that officer’s own account. I was late and got fired by 

my boss that day. I’ve found a pattern here. Those street patrols check up on 

floating people. I’ve never seen them bother urbanites. 

Chen Zhang: How many times have you been stopped and checked in total since 

you migrated to the city? 

Qiangsheng: Ten times at least each year in the last three years. 

Chen Zhang: Do you remember some common questions or words that were 

asked or said by those street patrols? 

Qiangsheng: Yes. They always asked why we were near some urban communities 

or urban households. Then they asked about our urban addresses, hometowns, 

and occupations. Then they told us to leave those urban communities, schools, or 

households.  

Chen Zhang: Have you ever been stopped and investigated in your home village? 

Qiangsheng: No. We don’t have street patrols there.  

Chen Zhang: Then you must feel much safer in your home village. 

Qiangsheng: Yes, I feel safer there. But I feel I am distrusted when I am home. 



 

 

 

 

78 

Chen Zhang: Distrusted by whom? 

Qiangsheng: I don’t know. I had a feeling that the rural police officers and 

grassroots cadres thought I made money in an illegal way in the city. They asked 

me to report what I have done on some specific dates/times in the city and tried to 

find out what undercover jobs I’d done to make money.  

Chen Zhang: Do you think this was targeted to only you or all migrants? 

Qiangsheng: I think it’s to all migrants. 

Qingsheng’s description was echoed by Yuan, Chiman, and Chujian (see Table 

4). Besides stopping and checking up on migrants, local police departments regularly 

conduct nighttime household inspections of migrants’ households and neighborhoods 

without search warrants. Migrants’ experiences with policing systems illustrate another 

aspect of the double discrimination and exclusion. In the countryside, rural police officers 

seem to be especially attentive to returning migrants because migrants, as floating people, 

are framed as a morally degenerate group, who have been morally “polluted” by the 

urban society. In cities, paradoxically, migrants are viewed as opposites of pure and loyal 

peasants because they are driven by self-interest and profits to come to the cities. Floating 

people’s existence has been viewed as a threat to both rural and urban social orders.  

Table 4. The floating people identity debases migrants in the domain of criminal justice 

system 
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The Danger of Being In-Between 

Migrants’ decision to identify themselves as inbetweeners was initiated by their 

denial of being named under some unwanted identities. These unwanted identities, 

including pure rural or urban identities and the floating people identity, marginalize 

migrants into an oversimplified, abnormalized, dehumanized, and debased social space 

that conceals their contributions and rights to the urbanizing society they are living in. 

Through oversimplifying migrants as poor, rustic people, a floating people identity 

justifies exclusion of migrants from consumption-based urban economic activities. 

Through abnormalizing migrants as messy, freakish, cultic, and pathological people, this 

floating people identity limits migrants’ access to urban goods and services like education 

and employee protection. By dehumanizing migrants as objects, semi-human, or non-

human, this floating people identity denies migrants’ meaningful participation in urban 

social life. By debasing migrants as a doubly worse or inferior groups in multiple 

domains, this floating people identity helps justify governments’ control of migrants. 

Specifically, this floating people identity elaborates the danger of being in-between: 

When cities need raw and cheap migrant labor for economic developments, rural people 

are encouraged to live and work in the cities on a temporary basis; when cities don’t need 

migrants, urban governments are able to invoke a stereotypical image of migrants, then 

restrict migrants’ spatial mobility, even violently exclude them from the cities. From 

inbetweeners’ everyday experiences, we can see the danger, the humiliation, and the 

vulnerability from this uncomfortable status of being rural-urban in-between.  
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Chapter 4. Deploy an Inbetweener Identity: 

Harness the Power of Being In-Between 

 

When the dominant discourse, including in the media, television series, popular 

movies, and even scholarly works, increasingly highlights the sadness, ambivalence, 

desperation, and exclusion associated with the rural-urban in-between “gray zone” 

(Yiftachel, 2009, p. 92), why do inbetweeners see this in-between status as a social space 

of potential? When inbetweeners have been aware of how their rural-urban in-between 

status signals danger, exclusion, marginalization, and humiliation, why don’t they say 

“no” to this seemingly undesirable status? It may seem self-contradictory that 

inbetweeners solidly say ‘no” to the floating people identity and the disadvantages behind 

this label but don’t say a simply ‘no’ to the status between rural and urban. Is it possible 

that inbetweeners strive for their in-between identity and status because they can 

manipulate the economic and political potentials (i.e., instrumental potentials) as well as 

the cultural and emotional potential (i.e., the expressive potentials) of this seemingly 

marginal social space? As I shall show in this chapter, inbetweeners’ resistance to the 

dominant culture is genuinely creative. They contested hegemonic discourse that 

oversimplifies, abnormalizes, dehumanizes, and debases them not by simply rejecting it. 

Instead, they strategically deploy their in-between status and turn this into economic 

opportunities, political liberatory potential, and an alternative mode of social belonging.  

Deploy an Inbetweener Identity for Material Advantages 

Migrants’ social and spatial position between rural and urban appears to be 

another contemporary example of what Mary Douglas described as “inarticulate areas, 

margins, confused lines, and beyond the external boundaries” (2003, p. 97). In a very 

similar way to which some other marginal things or spaces are described as vulnerable 

and dangerous, such as the U.S. think-tanks and socialism with a market orientation in 

China and Vietnam, migrants’ positions have also been stigmatized as a self-
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contradictory, doubly inferior social status. But inbetweeners saw material benefits and 

the possibility of profits in this in-between status. For inbetweeners, there are three ways 

in which their inbetweener identity helps them achieve material benefits.  

Turn Negative Stereotypes Into Business Opportunities  

In the section about inbetweeners’ denial of floating people identity in Chapter 3, 

Lili and Qin expressed their negative experiences of being unified and oversimplified as 

rustic and countrified people. Lili and Qin refused to be labeled as floating people, but 

they felt comfortable and satisfied to be able to perform their rural identity in certain 

social interactions to achieve material benefits. For Lili and Qin, an inbetweener identity 

allows them to perform their partial rural or urban identities in different social spaces. 

Lili told me: 

I am fine with dressing in my rural clothes (cubu yifu) at the marketplace. I know 

these rural clothes can help me sell more produce. I just want to be able to dress 

like an urbanite when I go shopping or go out for dinner with my friends. I know 

these urban clothes get me more respect. I feel good about myself in those urban 

clothes.  

Qin, like Lili, expressed her willingness to adapt her identity to different social 

situations.  

I am ready to play the role of an innocent country girl for interviews. I know 

urbanites want to hire a pure peasant girl who would do anything they ask. But I 

want to be myself when I am off duty. That’s why I want to identify myself as an 

inbetweener. 

From Lili and Qin’s words, we can find that this inbetweener identity allows 

migrants to strategically practice their seemingly stereotypical rustic and countrified 

character in a novel and profitable way. In certain circumstances, like selling vegetables 

at a marketplace and job interviews, inbetweeners affirm the stereotypes about floating 
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people, turning these stereotypes into business opportunities and playing them to their 

own advantages. 

Two participants in my study were successful businesspeople and owned 

restaurants in the city of Beijing. They created a theme-park-like rural atmosphere in 

their urban restaurants (See Figure 4 and 5) and offered rural specialties like “farmhouse 

chicken” (nongjia jirou) and “farmers’ pork sausage” (nongmin xiangchang). All 

waitresses in their restaurants wore traditional rural clothes (cubu yifu) and spoke rural 

dialects. One of these two restaurant owners, Quanyou, told me,  

Customers are obsessed with this rural Disneyland in an ironic way. I feel that 

they are huge fans of our restaurants because they can easily find and establish 

superiority (you yue gan) and sympathies over us. I once overheard one male 

customer tell his child, “Look, this is how the countryside of China looks. How 

poor these people are! They’re very honest and simple, and they don’t deserve the 

poverty they are suffering. If you don’t study hard and perform well in school, 

you’ll be sent back there. You won’t have televisions, computers, internet, and 

video game stations there.” I laughed when I heard what he said. You know, 

everything was his ridiculous imagination. He imagined that we are poor and 

vulnerable. He even imagined that we are pure and honest. His imagination is not 

true. But it is his imagination that makes him come over and fall in love with the 

atmosphere and food here. Is it funny? I always tell my employees that we should 

have two faces in this world: one is a peasant’s face, and the other is an 

urbanite’s one. We put on the peasant’s mask to make money and put on the 

urbanite’s mask to spend money.  
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Life experiences from Quanyou, Lili, and Qin illustrate how an inbetweener 

identity helps migrants to strategically use the imagined, false, and outdated distinctions 

between rural and urban to get jobs, attract customers, and make money. On the one 

hand, inbetweeners are aware that the rural-urban distinction is not that obvious in reality, 

like what urbanites or rural people imagine. On the other hand, inbetweeners also 

understand the social expectations and norms produced by those imagined distinctions. 

They see business opportunities and profits built in a temporary or pretended compliance 

with these expectations and norms. Inbetweeners thus choose to do or perform their rural 

Figure 4 Waitresses wearing traditional rural clothes 

(Credit: China Xinhua News) 

Figure 5 An urban restaurant with rural atmosphere 

Credit: Qin, 2017 
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or countrified identity when this identity brings them advantages, through putting on 

traditional rural clothes, playing expected rural roles, speaking rural dialects, and 

pretending to be obedient, pure, and submissive semi-peasants.  

However, different with the floating people identity, this inbetweener identity 

gives migrants freedom to “undo” their rural or countrified identity when it tends to 

undermine or constrain their capacity to achieve material benefits or live a meaningful 

life. Xiumin, a twenty-four-year-old inbetweener, worked as a nanny in the city of 

Beijing for three years. She told me about her experiences of being put under surveillance 

and distrusted by her urban employers because of her migrant identity when she was a 

live-in nanny for a middle-class urban family. She found that her employers installed 

security cameras in every room in the house, including Xiumin’s bedroom and bathroom. 

Xiumin felt it was illegal to monitor her every move because she “lost all [my] privacy 

under these cameras recording me 24/7.” Xiumin complains, “If I had been a Beijing 

resident, would they (the employers) dare to do this to me?” 

Xiumin filed a police report and sued her former employers for a violation of her 

privacy. However, she was told by the police officer, “You’re a rural Hukou holder. We 

aren’t responsible for your safety in the city. Go report to the police officers in your 

village.” Xiumin told me, “He (the urban police officer) was wrong. We did come from 

different parts of China, I was from the countryside, but I work as a nanny in the city. I 

am an urban employee. There is no difference between a Beijing nanny and a nanny from 

the countryside. The police officer shouldn’t have treated me in this way, and they have a 

responsibility to protect my privacy in the city.” In this circumstance, Xiumin made a 

clear and visible break with her floating people identity. For Xiumin, admitting her rural-

related identity in her case affirmed what the hegemonic culture states: that migrants 

don’t deserve equal treatments like urban people in the cities. Like Xiumin, inbetweeners 

challenge dominant representations of migrants as outsiders or temporary workers when 

these representations contribute to the dominant culture, which is hostile, disrespectful, 

discriminatory, and hurtful toward migrants. This specific inbetweener identity allows 
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migrants to flexibly manipulate their undefinable status and adapt themselves to different 

situations.  

Turn an Unplanned Disorder into a Profitable Land-Use Mix 

As two typical rural-urban in-between places on the urban margins, the Huazhu 

neighborhood in Chengdu and the Xinjian No.2 Village neighborhood in Beijing may be 

chaotic and disordered in the eyes of urban planners. Containing a number of large 

marshy areas and few quality infrastructures or amenities, these two neighborhoods have 

never been ideal locations for urban people, urban real estate investors, and even pure 

peasant residents. Having a mix of residential, agricultural, and semi-industrial activities, 

and a population density higher than any urban or rural neighborhood, these two places, 

and their residents, become threats to the social orders of the city of Chengdu and 

Beijing. These two neighborhoods can’t produce conventional spatial values as a 

commodity or function as a public good like other urban spaces.  

“Feel free to call our neighborhood a slum,” one of the participants in this study, 

Mengjian, who lived in the Huazhu neighborhood, told me proudly,  

Huazhu is a world-class slum. You can’t find a so-called Huzhu neighborhood on 

a map or in a master plan. We are invisible. But I have to say, Huzhu is the best 

neighborhood I ever lived in. (Mengjian, p.58) 

Mengjian’s pride is sharply contrasted by Mike Davis’s (2006) apocalyptic 

account of these unplanned, disordered, self-built, and informal settlements on the urban 

fringe. Inbetweeners’ neighborhoods seem like other marginal spaces such as ghettos, 

banlieues, favelas (Wacquant, 1996, 1999, and 2007), and hyper-shantytowns (Auyero, 

2000). For scholars like Davis, Wacquant, and Auyero, people and places of such 

marginal status are vulnerable subjects who/which are forced by the state top-down 

planning and authority to live/be at gray spaces of ambiguous legal standings (Yiftachel, 

2009).  
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Why did Mengjian celebrate rather than mourn his status of living in a marginal 

“slum” between rural and urban? Why did he say that the Huazhu neighborhood was a 

world-class slum and the best neighborhood? Mengjian explained to me: 

We have a Chinese proverb, “The sparrow may be small, but all its vital organs 

are there.” Huazhu is complete in every detail. After I migrated in the city and 

moved into the Huazhu neighborhood, I was finally time able to make ends meet. I 

am able to do multiple jobs. I run my small supermarket in the daytime and work 

as a factory safeguard in the night. The residents in Huazhu collectively own a 

vegetable garden. We plant tomatoes, carrots, peppers, and squash. This garden 

saves us a lot of money and reminds us that we are half peasants. I spend one or 

two weekends each month to sell excess produce in the city. They love those so-

called fresh and organic veggies produced outside of cities. My wife works as a 

waitress in the city from Monday to Saturday and comes back to help me take 

care of our supermarket on Sunday. And you know we have farmland in my home 

village. My parents work on my farmland. And I help them sell their farm 

products online. Thank Huazhu for allowing me to make a living in various ways. 

I don’t know how many kinds of jobs you (referring to Chen Zhang) do and how 

many income opportunities you have, but I have more than five. In China, the 

rural land is the cheapest, and the urban market is the best. We obtain land in 

Huazhu neighborhood with the price of rural land, and we are able to get money 

from urbanites. That’s because we are lucky to live in this (Huazhu) 

neighborhood. We built this neighborhood in a way that every resident can make 

their livelihood in multiple ways. Those planners from the city tried to teach us 

how important it was to transform these veggie gardens to roads. Their idea is 

stupid. (Mengjian, p. 69) 

The Huazhu neighborhood, an unplanned and even illegal habitat, provides a 

spatial basis for inbetweeners to participate in multiple informal economic activities. Hart 

(1973, pp. 61, 68) uses the term “informal” to identify a “world of economic activities 
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outside the organized labor force.” Informal work, like what Mengjian and his wife do on 

a daily basis, falls out the formal labor market, which has been legitimized, regulated, and 

stabilized by the state. More important, this small-scale, informal economy at the 

neighborhood level produces a mix of agricultural products, industrial goods, handicrafts, 

and processed food, which can provide foodstuffs and daily supplies for inbetweeners 

and thus significantly lowers their cost of living.  

The spatial aspect of in-between-ness in the neighborhoods of Huazhu and 

Xinjian No.2 Village can also be found in the forms of their built environment and 

architecture. As Mengjian described, inbetweeners’ houses are built mixed with 

farmlands and factory buildings.  

You can’t find a so-called Huzhu neighborhood on a map or in a master plan of 

the city of Chengdu. We’re invisible. I guess that’s because those mapmakers 

don’t know how to catch the spatial layout of our neighborhoods. We don’t have 

separate market areas, agricultural areas, residential areas, and industrial 

production areas. We do all of these things together. We blend our single-story 

dwellings in with some factory buildings and some farmlands. People can’t find 

where we live if they don’t pay special attention. (Mengjian, p.58-59) 

Many other inbetweeners echoed this pride of being invisible from maps and 

planning authorities because it means that they don’t need to follow the urban building 

code and can use cheap building materials to construct settlements. Like Goufeng 

described Xinjian Village No.2 neighborhood in Beijing:  

We don’t need to comply with the building code in the city of Beijing. We can use 

very cheap materials to construct our house. We usually use waste material from 

our factory, very cheap bricks, and asbestos material to build our houses. They 

are low cost and easy to get. And even if the planning department finally kicks us 

out of our neighborhood, the loss will be bearable for us. And when any local 

official tries to stop us, we just ask him to give us some official policies about the 

land in Huazhu. Typically, he can’t find anything like a building code or density 
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bar for Huazhu because neither he nor his bosses know whether Huazhu is a rural 

or urban area.  

The architectural styles in in-between neighborhoods violate some planning and 

building laws but minimize their residents’ costs and risks. In-between neighborhoods 

actively utilize their invisibility, unaccountability, and ambiguity as instruments to gain 

flexibility and to alter land-use planning, architectural forms, and building codes. 

Inbetweeners’ alteration of state-led planning and state-designed architectural 

form in their neighborhoods simultaneously changed the social function and value of 

peri-urban spaces. These changes led inbetweeners to develop and implement a 

community-based planning process for locally or self-identified material needs. On the 

surface, inbetweeners appear to be forced to live in poor, disordered, unplanned, polluted, 

and unstable neighborhoods because of their marginalized, liminal, and unstable social 

status, which means they are vulnerable; however, inbetweeners use their own planning 

tools to meet their material needs. When Chengdu municipal commission of city planning 

tried to formalize inbetweeners’ Huazhu neighborhood according to the forms and 

structures of urban middle-class rule, inbetweeners realized that this state-led planning 

effort was conducted for the needs of “urban housing consumers (Yuchi),” who like 

“leisure, aesthetic, healthy and eco-friendly housing and neighborhoods (Yuchi).” In 

contrast, inbetweeners need self-sufficiency from their house and neighborhoods. 

Inbetweeners’ resistance against the formalization campaign can be understood as an 

effort to resist and transform the status quo spatial structure, as well as the political and 

economic structures inscribed on it.  

Turn Precarious Migrant Workers into Transboundary Petty Capitalists  

Through identifying themselves as inbetweeners, migrants are able to keep their 

mobility across rural and urban areas. Inbetweeners develop a sense of identity based on 

two locales — the city where they work and the home village where they come from — 

simultaneously. In other words, the inbetweener identity, different from the floating 

people identity, allows migrants to reconcile a rural identity from their home villages and 
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an urban identity based on their urban employment. Inbetweeners’ multi-locale mobility 

and flexibility in spatial and social status also assist them in making profits.  

Most inbetweeners play a role of “trade ambassador” (Yuxun Xu) between the 

rural and urban areas and use their language ability, cultural understanding, family ties, 

social networks, and knowledge of economic and political conditions in the rural area to 

help urban companies open rural markets. At the same time, inbetweeners claim to 

maintain their family farmland allocated by the state. To justify this claim, most 

inbetweeners choose to leave their children behind in the countryside. Yuhua, a 40-year-

old migrant who left his two daughters in the countryside, told me,  

Land is a matter of security and confidence for us. I run a travel agency and 

provide chartered bus transportation for all Beijing migrants from the province of 

Anhui. They’re all tied up with farmland and rural origins like me. Some of them 

have accumulated enough wealth in the city and even become capitalists 

themselves. They’re able to invest in some rural small-business or enterprise in 

their home villages. Their identity is so tricky. They’re migrant workers 

(dagongde, or mingong) in the city and become petty capitalist in their home 

villages. We, of course, paid the price for keeping the farmland and rural houses. 

We left our kids in the countryside.  

This inbetweener identity helps migrants become transboundary traders. In his 

book, The Condition of Postmodernity (1989), David Harvey described how the 

flexibility of capital and market become the modus operandi of globalized capitalism. 

Transboundary strategies, such as decentralization of production, marketing activities 

across different nation-states, multi-locations of factories in developing countries, and 

post-Fordism production styles, have been widely used as economic rationality by 

transnational businesspeople. Analogously, in urbanizing China, rural-urban 

transboundary flows of people, goods, and information become inbetweeners’ resources 

to make profits, create business networks, and accumulate wealth. Inbetweeners carefully 

and strategically frame their embeddedness in rural and urban areas in different 
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circumstances and consistently cross the rural-urban border. In this way, they benefit 

from their spatial flexibility and mobility.  

Gain Political Autonomy and Independence from an In-Between Status 

Inbetweeners’ Political Autonomy in Everyday Life Practices 

Migrants’ inbetweener identity has potential for them to obtain autonomy and 

independence from the control of the local state in both rural and urban areas. 

Inbetweeners are able to flexibly travel in and out of the city and choose to reside either 

in their in-between neighborhoods or their home villages. Their inbetweener identity 

allows them to not be bound by urban or rural political systems. By virtue of 

inbetweeners’ liminal and transient social status between rural and urban, it’s convenient 

for them to claim that they are not members of one social space, rural or urban, by 

cultivating or fabricating a membership with the other one. Given their ability to stay 

between rural and urban societies, they can flexibly switch roles as the situation demands.  

Inbetweeners gain autonomy and independence not by claiming that they are 

members of a particular social group, but by claiming they are not members of a 

particular social group. As Chapter 1 shows, urban local authorities request that any rural 

Hukou holder who plans to stay in the city for more than one month obtain a temporary 

residence card (zanzhu zheng), on which migrants are marked as floating people. From 

my conversations with inbetweeners, I learned that inbetweeners intentionally choose not 

to apply for those cards. They tend to stay in the city covertly without documents. When 

they are discovered by the local police or street patrons, they claim that they are peasants 

and have come to the city to visit friends or relatives. They also claim that they only plan 

to stay in the city for a very short period of time. By emphasizing their rural identity, 

inbetweeners are able to cultivate a pure, honest, and simple image of traditional peasants 

to avoid unwanted further investigation or fines from urban local authorities.  

In their home villages, in contrast, inbetweeners use forged identity cards — 

either forged urban residence cards or forged urban Hukou (i.e., household registration 
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cards) — to resist rural rules imposed on them. When encountering rural grassroots 

cadres, inbetweeners claim that they have become urbanites and boast their extensive 

economic and social ties with the urban society to avoid unwanted investigations or to 

refuse to comply with unwanted rural rules. Migrants’ in-between status becomes a state 

of political exception for them to gain political autonomy and independence.  

Inbetweeners run an online discussion forum: “micro blog (weibo) for 

inbetweeners (zhongjianren de weibo).” I found a number of posts related to how 

inbetweeners deploy their identity to deal with rural or urban local authorities on this 

forum. A 33-year-old primary school teacher, Wangjian, proudly shared his experiences 

with urban and rural local authorities. 

I told the grassroots cadres in my village that I had become an urbanite, so I only 

comply with urban rules. I fooled him, and he seemed to be upset when he knew 

that I had escaped his authority. I told the local police officer in Beijing that I was 

a peasant, and I would be my rural home soon. That urban police officer also let 

me go. This in-between status sets us free. Isn’t it awesome?  

Wangjian’s words illustrate how inbetweeners have juggled their partial rural-

and-urban identities in different circumstances to mark their double separation from 

particular social spaces and eventually gain autonomy and independence. In framing the 

identities of themselves, inbetweeners deploy and simultaneously reproduce the binary of 

the countryside and city. When they encounter rural authorities, inbetweeners try to keep 

their stories and narratives in line with official notions that mark urban society as a 

progressive and modern utopia but treat the peasant society as underdeveloped. 

Inbetweeners reinforce a sense of urban righteousness and a hierarchical sense of rural 

and urban difference to imply that the rural authorities don’t have the legitimacy to 

govern them anymore because they have transcended the backward rural life. 

In contrast, when inbetweeners have to deal with urban state agents, they try to 

present themselves as “temporary” visitors or tourists in the city, remind local state 

agents of the purity and authenticity of peasants, and imply that rural society has its own 
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order and discipline that may not be understood by urban agents. By framing their 

identity in line with urbanites’ positive but over-idealized imagination of peasantry, 

inbetweeners successfully deny being governed by urban authority.  

Obtain Political Opportunities from Fragmented Governance  

This inbetweener identity enables migrants to use a double-sided narrative to 

flexibly frame who they are and what social rules they should comply with. This double-

sided narrative further provides inbetweeners with an exceptional spatial “zone” — in-

between neighborhoods. In the book, The Other Path: The Invisible Revolution in the 

Third World, Hernando de Soto (1989) identifies the informal sector in Peru as an 

invisible revolution and a bottom-up political resistance against corrupted and inefficient 

formal state-led planning. The same is true, in somewhat different ways, for us to 

understand how inbetweeners deploy their social and spatial status between rural and 

urban to organize an invisible revolution. As the first section in this chapter shows, 

inbetweeners flexibly affirm or transgress the rural/urban opposition in some of their 

economic activities — wealth accumulation, markets, and the extraction of surplus values 

— to make profits. This section discusses how inbetweeners flexibly affirm and 

transgress the rural/urban binary in urban governance and planning practice to extract 

liberatory potentials for themselves.  

In the book Rightful Resistance (2006), O’Brien and Li point out that Chinese 

government agencies at different levels don’t always act in consort to oppose or support 

protesters. This multi-level state fragmentation, in particular, the divide between the 

central government and local authorities, offers rural people a structural opening for 

resistance in China. As this section shall show, rural-urban inbetweeners exploit this 

central-local divide and the rural-urban divide embodied in it to open opportunities for 

their resistance.  

The National Bureau of Statistics of China uses a classification developed by the 

Department of Agriculture to distinguish rural and urban areas. This classification defines 

an area as rural depending on the adjacency of this area to agricultural production sites 
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and the percent of its population with rural Hukou (i.e., residence card). Different from 

the central government’s classification, at the municipal level, population density is the 

only basis for making rural-urban distinction. If one neighborhood has higher population 

density than other neighborhoods within the same metro area, it is defined as an urban 

area or urban cluster. Inbetweeners are aware of and strategically use these inconsistences 

in the rural-urban indication of their neighborhoods to open political opportunities.  

The Anti-Eviction Movement in Beijing  

Inbetweeners in Xinjian No.2 Village neighborhood emphasized their rural 

identity to interrogate and resist the municipal government’s authority to demolish their 

neighborhood. Chuan, as the leader of the anti-eviction movement in Xinjian No.2 

Village neighborhood, explained their claim to defend their in-between neighborhood as 

follows: 

The Population Census of People’s Republic of China indicates Daxing district as 

a rural area. Xinjian No.2 Village is located in Daxing district and, of course, is a 

rural neighborhood. How did the city of Beijing come to have the authority to 

demolish it? We are defined by the central government as a rural place, and we 

are not governed by Beijing’s planning commission. We told those local cadres, if 

they dare to demolish our apartment building, we will take our anti-eviction 

petition up to the state bureau of letters and calls (petitioning bureaus, noted by 

author) (Chuan, pp.57). 

Chuan and inbetweeners in Xinjian No.2 Village Neighborhood cited the National 

Census to challenge local cadres’ authority. They also “threatened” the local cadres that 

they would take their petition up to the state petitioning bureau (zhongyang xinfang ban). 

Inbetweeners believe that they are offered a right to stay in their neighborhood because 

their neighborhood is defined as “rural” by the central government. But this right is 

denied at the municipal level. O’Brien and Li (2006) point out that protest leaders in the 

Chinese countryside have been always aware of central government rules and very 

proficient at strategically using central policies to force the local authorities to support 
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their claims. In this anti-eviction movement in Beijing, inbetweeners employ the 

administrative definition of Xinjian No.2 village as a rural area in the National Census to 

curb the municipal government’s exercise of power. I followed up with Chuan about this 

strategy of citing the vocabulary from the national census to defy the power holders at the 

local level: 

Chen Zhang: How did the idea of using a national census to legitimize your 

claims come to your mind originally?  

Chuan: That came from my personal experience. I was trying to buy a food truck 

and serve breakfast in Beijing in 2014. I knew I needed a food vendor’s license, 

so I went to the Beijing Food and Drug Administration to apply for one. I filled 

out the application and submitted it. I waited for about three months. And they 

told me that my application was declined because I don’t have an address in 

Beijing urban area. They told me the Xinjian No.2 Village I was living in was a 

village in a rural area. I argued that I actually lived in the city of Beijing. It was 

15 mins of driving distance from my neighborhood to Beijing. Then they showed 

me this census document. They told me that the decline of my application for a 

food service license was warranted by the central government policy because the 

central national policy said that I live in a rural area. And not only me, almost 

everyone in my neighborhood had experience of being declined to get a job, get 

health care, or get their children in urban schools because we live in a place 

defined by the census as a rural area. That’s why when I heard the announcement 

from the municipal government about their campaign to clean up migrants’ 

neighborhoods, I was furious. When they wanted to control us, they said we were 

part of the city. When we wanted to get service or welfare from them, they said we 

weren’t part of the city at all. If they can play with these conflicting definitions of 

our neighborhood to get whatever they want, why can’t we? We told the local 

officials in the community meeting they organized: “We are claiming the thing 

that they told us the central policies have agreed with.” We insist on one thing: 
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We are inbetweeners who are half peasant and still live in the rural village. You 

can read the fact from the name of our neighborhood: Xinjian No.2 Village 

(emphasized in tone).  

Chuan and other inbetweeners were perfectly conscious of the reality that the 

boundary between country and city is blurred and their neighborhood can’t be clearly 

defined as either rural or urban in both morphological and demographic terms. They also 

realized that local governments have exploited these inconsistent and ambiguous 

rural/urban distinctions/definitions to legitimize their control of migrants and migrant 

neighborhoods. Inbetweeners strategically dispute the local authorities and their 

demolition campaign by affirming and making use of the official policies (i.e., census) 

from the central authority. Beijing inbetweeners acted as if they were rigorously 

following the national census and central policies themselves and demonstrated that the 

local authorities in the city of Beijing did not. Inbetweeners framed their claim in a way 

which Scott (1999, pp.160) describes as a “critique within the hegemony.”  

The Anti-Formalization Movement in Chengdu 

When Chengdu inbetweeners framed their resistance to being formalized as an 

urban neighborhood, they chose to rely on a key slogan from Maoism — “seek truth from 

facts” (shishi qiushi) and accused the Chengdu local authorities of being ignorant of the 

reality that the rapid economic development had turned the Shuangliu district and Huazhu 

neighborhood to an urban area in reality. In this regard, the government campaign, which 

made efforts to formalize and urbanize Huazhu neighborhood in Shuangliu district, is 

unnecessary at best and a wrongdoing at worst. Xu, the creator of the inbetweener 

identity and the leader of the anti-eviction movement, gave me an account of Chengdu 

inbetweeners’ framing of their resistance against formalization. 

Xu: It is important that Huazhu neighborhood be viewed as an already (Xu 

emphasized this word in tone and with gesture) urbanized and formal 

neighborhood. At least ten years ago, the population density of Huazhu 

neighborhood surpassed any neighborhood in the city of Chengdu. How can a 
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rural neighborhood have such a high density? It only means one thing: Huazhu 

urbanized about 10 years ago, and why do we need to be formalized and 

urbanized by you (referring to Chengdu municipal planning commission) now? I 

guess they just wanted to take back their control of this neighborhood and sell it 

to private developers one day.  

Chen Zhang: But the local government may argue that your neighborhood is 

defined by the national census as a rural settlement. And it’s lawful to formalize it 

as an urban neighborhood.  

Xu: The standards used by the census are dead and static, but people’s lives are 

real and dynamic. Chairman Mao said, “A communist has to seek truth from facts 

(yige gongchandangyuan bixu shishiqiushi).” Why don’t those local planners 

respect the fact that we’ve been urbanized? Do they oppose Chairman Mao? They 

need to plan our city based on the facts rather than their illusions. 

In contrast to Beijing inbetweeners, Chengdu inbetweeners framed their claims 

with reference to a widely known Communist slogan, “seek truth from facts,” quoted by 

Mao Zedong from the Book of Han (Han Shu) in his speech in 1938. Chengdu 

inbetweeners pointed out that local planning officials favored simplified and outdated 

standards over the reality of everyday life. Chengdu inbetweeners stressed local 

authorities’ dismissal of the fact that many rural areas on paper had been fully urbanized 

in reality.  

By manipulating the confusion and uncertainty in defining a place as rural or 

urban and the ambiguous legal standing of their “gray spaces,” inbetweeners successfully 

create a zone of exceptionality for themselves to respond to different threats and obtain 

autonomy to plan their neighborhoods for their own needs. I believe that if one day the 

Huazhu neighborhood faces eviction, its inbetweener residents will cite the National 

Census to define their neighborhood as rural and question the authority of the municipal 

planning commission to demolish their neighborhood.  



 

 

 

 

97 

This inbetweener identity and people’s in-between status become flexible tools 

that enable activists to either affirm prominent rural/urban distinction or separate 

themselves from this distinction. Inbetweeners use persuasive normative language such 

as “the local authorities should follow the central government” or “a real Communist 

cadre should follow what Chairman Mao said,” to pursue a right to live in their in-

between neighborhoods. As long as a gap between an idealized rural-urban binary and a 

rural-urban mixed reality exists, there is room for inbetweeners to deploy their identity in 

anti-eviction or anti-formalization movements.  

Obtain Political Opportunity from Fragmented Planning Practice  

The relationship between space and power has been well established by Henri 

Lefebvre. In The Production of Space, Lefebvre points out the central role of special 

composition and space production under capitalism: 

Space is becoming the principal of goal-directed actions and struggles. It has of 

course always been the reservoir of resources, and the medium in which 

strategies are applied, but it has now become something more than the theater the 

disinterested stage or setting, of action. Space does not eliminate the other 

materials or resources that play a part in the socio-political arena. It brings them 

all together and then in a sense substitutes itself by enveloping it. (Lefebvre 1991: 

410-11) 

Lefebvre’s argument reminds us how the spatial structuring has important 

implications for power relationships — altering spatial compositions can change power 

relations. As mentioned before, in-between neighborhoods, like Huazhu neighborhood 

and Xinjian Village No.2, combine a complex mix of economic activities and land-use 

patterns: manufacturing buildings are surrounded by vegetable farmlands; people dry 

foodstuffs on the rooftops of factories or line them along the unpaved dirt roads; 

household waste water is harvested and filtered for use in the farms. This land-use 

mixture and economic diversity contributes to the symbolic ambiguity of in-between 

neighborhoods. 
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This land-use mixture has also been strategically deployed by inbetweeners as a 

political strategy to stress their claims against the planning commissions’ eviction and 

formalization campaign. As Fainstein and DeFilippis (2006) have put it, the field of 

planning is usually divided by its substantive contents. We have industry planning, 

agrarian planning, transportation planning, and housing planning. The mixed land-use 

patterns and production/consumption activities in in-between neighborhoods defy all of 

the categories that supposedly organize activities in urban planning and urban 

governance.  

Inbetweeners strategically exploited the administrative fragmentation within a 

planning system. For instance, Tong’an told me that they found conflicts among goals of 

business and commerce bureau (shangye maoyi bangongshi), housing planning authority 

(zhufang jianshe bangongshi), environmental protection agency (huanjing jiancha 

bangongshi), and industry planning department (gongye guanli bangongshi).  

We intentionally blended our houses with manufacturing sites in the past few 

years. When housing cadres come to conduct an inspection, we show them our 

business license and tell them this is a manufacturing shop. They then have to 

collaborate with the business bureau to shut down our shop. […] It takes forever 

for these two departments to collaborate. (Tong’an, pp.12) 

Similarly, inbetweeners cited other conflicts in goals among planners: economic 

development versus environment, industry park versus real estate development, and 

freeway construction versus historical preservation. The current fragmentation of 

professional practices makes the municipal planning practice incompetent in in-between 

neighborhoods, whose mixed and uncategorized spatial organization calls for integrative, 

collaborative, and very flexible planning efforts.  
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Floating as an Entrepreneurial Spirit:  

Creating an Alternative Mode of Belonging 

As discussed before, migrants practice their inbetweener identity not only for 

instrumental changes but also for expressive changes. This inbetweener identity has 

become embroiled in the way migrants give meanings to their actions, goals, and dreams 

in everyday practice. Inbetweeners don’t strive for stability and belonging fixed in place. 

Instead, they revalorize their status on the move and link their off-shore experiences in 

migration, relocation, and spatial movements to a series of positive symbols such as 

success, resilience, bravery, freedom, and independence. Their ambivalent and 

undefinable social status allows them to put different, even contrasting discourse together 

and create a new mode of social belonging.  

In their everyday conversations and their conversations with me, inbetweeners 

proudly present themselves as a model group. Most emphasize their willingness to work 

hard, eat bitterness (chi ku), take risks and adventures, and try to help bridge rural and 

urban markets. Most inbetweeners I talked with believe that they are able to bring 

prosperity to the city and help civilize their rural origin. They criticized the stereotypical 

perception that migrants are a burden on the urban economy and take jobs from urbanites. 

Hujun’s post on his social media exemplifies how inbetweeners make sense of their 

identity and take pride from their identity: 

When I was a construction worker, I was a model employee. I worked hard and 

never complained. Now I have my own business. I am a model boss. I am self-

reliant and never rely on the state. I am not like those lazy Beijingers who work in 

state-owned enterprises or governments and rely on the state from birth to death. 

I have everything they don’t have. I have freedom, dignity, and the capacity to 

make a living. (Hujun) 

Hujun’s post gives us an example of how inbetweeners define themselves as self-

reliant, free, respectful, and mobile subjects. Inbetweeners contrast their lifestyle, as self-
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reliant and self-sufficient mobile subjects, with local urbanites’ (Beijingers in this case) 

lifestyle, as welfare-reliant and state-dependent passive subjects. Inbetweeners also 

deploy their floating status to empower themselves by comparing inbetweeners to 

successful overseas Chinese businesspeople. Zhuhu described his understanding of an 

inbetweener identity: 

Zhuhu: You said you study abroad, right? Then you must know a lot of successful 

overseas Chinese entrepreneurs.  

Chen Zhang: Yes, but I don’t know them personally. 

Zhuhu: I come from the city of Chaozhou. You know how early our ancestors in 

Chaozhou migrated to North America for business? In Qing (i.e., Ch’ien) 

dynasty! Chaozhou people are everywhere. We are all inbetweeners. They are 

between China and other countries. We are between rural and urban. We are 

gold diggers. We are bridge builders. We are the Chinese Jews (Zhongguo 

youtairen). Wherever the opportunity is, that is where we go.  

Like Zhuhu, most inbetweeners can tell stories about their ancestors, relatives, or 

friends who traveled abroad for business purposes. Inbetweeners also compare their 

migrating experiences with that of overseas Chinese elites (in Zhuhu’s words, ‘successful 

entrepreneurs’) or diaspora to frame their floating status as a culturally privileged and 

fashionable position. By using metaphors like “gold diggers” and “bridge builders,” 

inbetweeners emphasize their functionally mediating role between rural and urban 

society. This inbetweener identity helps migrants revalorize the word floating and 

empower them to gain control over their behavior and residence.  

These two examples from Zhuhu and Hujun illustrate how the seemingly 

ambiguous inbetweener identity helps migrants remove the old stigma of floating people 

but remains the master positive symbol of being mobile and boundary-crossing. 

Inbetweeners valorize the values of business acumen and talent for wealth making and 

find a social belonging to the group of overseas Chinese entrepreneurs. Drawing from 
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stories of returning overseas Chinese who use the money made abroad to establish small 

enterprises in their homeland, inbetweeners take pride in being willing to help rebuild 

their home villages. 

I provided my contacts with urban resources to villagers in my home village. I 

donated my money to build a primary school and a temple in my home village. I 

did everything I could to create prosperity in my home village, and I hope my 

peasant fellows can be raised to my level. I believe I will earn their (the 

villagers’) hearts eventually when they see my love for our village (Feng, p.50). 

Like Feng, inbetweeners take pride and find meaning in investments in the rural 

area and the symbolic economic “bridges” built to connect rural and urban societies. 

Hujun, Zhuhu, and Feng’s positive feelings of their in-between lives don’t come from the 

social relationship within a rural or urban community in which they participate. Instead, 

like Rouse (1991, 1992) asserts in the context of Mexican migration to the U.S., 

inbetweeners create a social belonging to a transboundary “migrant circuit.” 

Inbetweeners create their social belongings through building a bridge or connection 

between their home villages and the urban society. Inbetweeners don’t conceive of their 

belonging based on a static and fixed place anymore. Instead, they develop a consistent 

set of nomadic rules, values, and beliefs.  
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Chapter 5 The Danger and Power of Modernist and 

Postmodern Planning 

This dissertation tells a story about a great number of rural-to-urban migrants who 

live on urban fringes and fall between the widely accepted rural-urban binary. This group 

of people is neither rural nor urban, but paradoxically are both. As they demonstrate, an 

oversimplified rural-urban binary is obviously not sufficient to describe a rapidly 

urbanizing world. In telling this story about those people who live between rural and 

urban, based on the accounts of my informants, I found that nearly all social groups — 

urbanites, peasants, local government planners, and urban scholars — still rely on those 

overly simplified binary spatial idioms such as rural/urban, village/city, and 

inside/outside to understand and explain this urbanizing world.  

In this dissertation, I have shown how this over-reliance on a binary rural-urban 

framework produces both danger and power for people who fail to fit into this binary. On 

the one hand, failing to fit into a rural/urban category and living between rural and urban 

societies can be dangerous. Chapter 3 shows that an undefinable and disordered status 

between rural and urban helps justify the public imagination of migrants as a doubly 

inferior group — a floating population. On the other hand, this in-between status enables 

people — the inbetweeners in particular — to carve out an advantageous and autonomous 

social space for themselves. Chapter 4 shows that inbetweeners find economic benefits, 

political independence, and social belonging from this rural-urban in-between status. The 

danger and power experienced by rural-to-urban migrants remind us that migrants’ in-

between lives are better described as a whirlpool in which marginalization, exclusion, and 

exploitation paradoxically coexist with opportunities, liberating potentials, and social 

belongings. 

Understanding this contradiction in which rural-to-urban migrants are 

simultaneously marginalized and empowered, has important implications for planning 

theory. The modernist perspective of planning assumes that there are “absolute truths and 

it is possible to plan rationally for ideal social order” (Harvey, 1989). Modernist planners 
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and planning scholars have long been trained to index and explain social differences by 

employing a series of spatial and non-spatial binaries or oppositions such as urban versus 

rural, urban versus suburban, inclusion versus exclusion, aliens versus citizens, and past 

versus future. These oppositions have been widely and routinely used to make maps, 

codify and compare poverty indexes, design census questions to obtain demographic 

information, and mark normative political orientations of a policy or planning tool. These 

oversimplified and idealized oppositions, however, are not always compatible with the 

social-spatial structures in reality. For example, many people, like inbetweeners, don’t fit 

into either a rural or urban category in their actual lives. Many policies and planning tools 

are neither wholly inclusive nor completely exclusive.  

These clear-cut oppositions still persist despite it not being rare to find places and 

people who inhabit or straddle between the fixed poles in these binary oppositions. 

Planners don’t often enough rethink and challenge the usefulness of a rural-urban 

distinction when they see an obviously conflicting phenomenon such as the group of 

rural-to-urban migrants in reality. Instead, they tend to interpret people’s rural-urban in-

between status as an exceptional state, which is transient, liminal, and temporary: 

Optimistic planners still believe that these fence-sitting people and activities will 

naturally fade away when an urbanizing country is fully urbanized in the future, like what 

Edward Glaeser expected in his Triumph of The City (2012). When urbanists imagine a 

future urban utopia, they don’t notice that they implicitly employ another overidealized 

opposition: a present-future opposition.  

In many ways, I argue that inbetweeners’ claims to stay between rural and urban 

actually challenge the myth of a utopian urbanization. On the other hand, inbetweeners’ 

rejection of full urban citizenship (urban Hukou) challenges the universal “right to the 

city” approach promoted by critical urban scholars to heal the social injustice. This “right 

to the city” approach treats people’s desire to be integrated into a city as a given. More 

importantly, inbetweeners, as “the people,” use their claim to keep an ambiguous and 

ambivalent identity and neighborhood to challenge “the planners” aspirations to use 
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scientific methods to produce order and meaning for a society and make the modern state 

able to see and govern (Scott, 1998). This inbetweener identity, the way inbetweeners 

deploy their identities in their everyday lives, and inbetweeners’ collective efforts to 

permanently keep their in-between status call into question the necessity and legitimacy 

of (neoliberal) urbanization, the universal “right to the city,” and modernist planning 

itself as a government intervention. In many ways, we can argue that inbetweeners’ 

claims to stay between rural and urban challenge the myth of a utopian urbanization — 

urbanization viewed as if it were a self-evident, natural, neutral, and inevitable human 

destiny.  

Drawing upon people’s everyday practices, I hope to have generated “a tension 

that is both critical (i.e., deconstructive) and constructive” (Fainstein and DeFilippis, 

2016, p. 15) for planning professionals and urban scholars to critically reflect upon the 

contradictions they face in their planning and academic practices. Why do these 

seemingly marginalized people reject a “right to the city?” Do people have a right to stay 

between rural and urban if the neoliberal urbanization is viewed as a utopia? How does 

the process of urbanization blur the boundary of rural and urban but simultaneously 

ignore the blurring reality and still use a rural-urban scheme to index everything? What 

does a rural-urban scheme have to offer to the state and the civil society that makes it so 

persistent in both official and public discourse? 

Inbetweeners and The Danger and Power of Modernist Theory 

Inbetweeners’ navigation of the material and symbolic divide between rural and 

urban is deeply entangled with macro-level social transformations in contemporary China 

— urbanization, market-oriented economic reform, and dramatic changes in political 

culture. An in-depth understanding of the way rural-to-urban migrants perceive and 

deploy the in-between-ness has important implications for building up an effective 

critique of modernist accounts of urbanization and urban planning.  
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As I have argued in Chapters 1 and 3, the process in which governments utilize 

both discursive and non-discursive strategies to portray the society based on a rural-urban 

binary scheme and transforms rural-to-urban migrants to an inferior “floating people” 

group is a clear example of what James Scott calls “the state imposes its schemes on 

society” (1998, p. 48) under an “authoritarian high modernism” (1998, p. 2). James Scott 

(1998., p. 49) asserts: 

[W]e see the apparent power of maps to transform as well as merely to summarize 

the fact that they portray. This transformative power resides not in the map, of 

course, but rather in the power possessed by those who deploy the perspective of 

that particular map. […] from the seventeenth century until now, the most 

transformative maps have been those invented and applied by the most powerful 

institution in society: the state. 

China’s uncritical commitment to high modernism can be found in the goals the 

party-state sets forth for urbanization. Deng Xiaoping, the one who announced the 

economic reform and open-door policy in the 1980s, set forth goals for Chinese 

urbanization as “four modernizations” in agriculture, industry, education, and science and 

defense (Harvey, 1989). The Communist Party of China has also adapted the 

revolutionary Leninist “Marxist modernism” into its party-state ideology. Throughout my 

dissertation, we can see how planners, governmental officials, and intellectuals in China 

apply scientific methods and Durkheimian functionalism to simplify and standardize 

social phenomena, attempt to solve social problems, and implement state-led technocratic 

plans. They practice modernist rational planning in an effort to render the nation legible, 

measurable, and accounted for. Modernist planners believe the potential of modernity to 

emancipate humans from “myth, superstition and enthralled enchantment to mysterious 

powers and forces of nature through the progressive operations of critical reason” 

(Docherty, 1993, p. 5). But at the same time, modernist planning rationale makes those 

who don’t fit into the modernist schemes (e.g., inbetweeners) silenced, forgotten, and 

marginalized. Through inbetweeners’ experience of being dehumanized, abnormalized, 
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and debased, we can see how this modernist technocratic desire to change the world often 

leads to an unwittingly inaccurate interpretation and inhumane social control of 

marginalized groups.  

Chinese rural-urban inbetweeners have challenged and deconstructed these 

authoritarian and modernist planning practices. As I argued in Chapter 4, inbetweeners’ 

resistance to being categorized or named as floating people illustrates a failure of the 

modernist and technocratic approaches to interpret and solve social problems. In theory, 

planning theorists have all challenged this traditional modernist view of planning. These 

critics of modernist planning point out that modernist planning is based on “the neutrality 

of observation and the givenness of experience; the ideal of unequivocal language and the 

independence of data from theoretical interpretation: the belief in the universality of 

condition of knowledge and criteria for theory choice” (Bohman, 1991, p. 2). Jane Jacobs 

(1962) was among the most prominent scholars to point out that the urban renewal 

programs in U.S. in the 1950s and the modernist theories behind these programs ignore 

how real cities operate. For Jacobs, these renewal programs favored an abstract logic and 

idealized urban utopia over a rich complexity weaved in urban fabric. Another prominent 

theorist, John Forester (1993), eschews an idealized model of plans and planning and 

instead espouses context-responsive, emergent, and democratically oriented planning that 

emphasizes language and “making meaning” through interactive planning practices. For 

Forester, planners should play a role of mediator and help different social interests 

“engage with and beyond the spoken words” (ibid., p. 34). Pasty Healey also (2003) uses 

stories of clashes among different community interests in planning process to illustrate 

that planning is not an apolitical, technical, or neutral process. Healey advocates a novel 

procedural vision of planning to mediate and collaborate among different social interests. 

Post-modern theorizing in planning takes a more obvious point of departure from 

the modern or modernity, clearly seeing a downside or negative dimension of modernity. 

As many postmodernists may argue, urbanization planning and governance in China can 

be viewed as a modern institution in a postmodern world. In Sandercock’s critical 
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perspective, there are five pillars of modernist planning that need to be “demolished” by 

postmodern planners: “1) Modernist planning is concerned with making public/private 

decisions more rational. The focus [of a modernist planning] therefore is predominantly 

on developing visions of the future and on an instrumental rationality. 2) Modernist 

planning is most effective when it is comprehensive. The planning function is therefore 

said to be integrative, coordinative and hierarchical. 3) Modernist planning knowledge 

and methods are grounded in positive science, with its propensity for quantitative 

modelling and analysis. 4) As a part of the modernization project, planning is a project of 

state-directed futures. 5) Modernist planning operates in ‘the public interest’ and 

planners’ deduction privileges them in being able to identify what that interest is” (1998. 

p. 27). Sandercock believes that in a demographically multicultural city, this unified, 

neutralized, homogeneous, and “dominant-culture”-based modernist planning is 

ineffective at best and is exclusive at worst.  

 

Thus, Sandercock (1998) argues that planning is a part of the modernization 

project, in which “modernist architects, planners, engineers — Faustian heroes, all — 

saw themselves as experts who could utilize the laws of development to provide societal 

guidance (p. 4)”. Sandercock points out that a modernist planning process can be “anti-

democratic, race- and gender-blind and culturally homogeneous (ibid., p. 56).” Bent 

Flyvbjerg (2002) takes Foucauldian power relations to analyze planning practices and 

concludes that “Power does not limit itself to defining a specific kind of knowledge, 

conception, or discourse of reality. Rather, power defines physical, economic, ecological, 

and social reality itself” (p. 36). As previously cited Yiftachel (1998, 2000) argues, 

planning has an intention and ability to oppress peripheral culture through favoring core 

culture over minority cultures.  

In-between Planning Theory  

Just as my dissertation criticizes and deconstructs modernist planning and 

urbanization in contemporary China, the story about inbetweeners is not a perfect 
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postmodern social phenomenon which can be viewed as a pure critique of the modernist 

planning institution. Instead, inbetweeners strategically or authentically affirm some 

modernist simplistic schemes such as rural-urban, peasant-urbanity, and inside-outside in 

their everyday life. Inbetweeners cannot flexibly straddle rural and urban societies if 

socially accepted rural and urban opposites don’t exist in the first place. Inbetweeners 

cannot deploy their seemingly disordered and formless status if an ordered society or 

urban form doesn’t exist in the first place. In other words, we can see the staying power 

of the modern, modernity, and modernist discourse in urbanizing China from the story of 

inbetweeners.  

The existence of this inbetweener identity and the contradictions within this 

identity remind us that that the reality is more complex than this idealized modern-

postmodern opposition can interpret. Postmodern theories have been effectively used by 

planning theorists to criticize the lack of participation and democratic process, unintended 

planning outcomes, the “hidden world” of power (Boyer, 1983), and the dark side of 

modernist planning. In many ways, I also utilized a post-modern account to criticize how 

governments and urban scholars compress reality into oversimplified oppositions and 

obscured rural-urban migrants’ practical social life. Beauregard (1996) points out that 

“The texts of a postmodern planner, in fact, should be consciously fragmented and 

contingent, nonlinear, without aspiration to comprehensiveness, singularity or even 

compelling authority” (p. 192). Soja (1997) suggests that a postmodern planning practice 

should be built upon openness, flexibility, and fluidity. Sandercock (1998, 2003) 

specifically prescribed that postmodern planning can be achieved through diversity and 

ethnic and racial tolerance. On the one hand, postmodern planners call for a broader 

definition of citizenship. They reject homogenizing approaches that “set out a priori what 

it is to be a citizen” (Sandercock, 1998, p.193). This broadened knowledge about 

citizenship and social belonging is powerful to help the whole society acknowledge 

inbetweeners’ meaningful lives out of that seemingly elegant but actually hegemonic 

rural-urban opposition.  
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But how do postmodern planners deal with the potentials and opportunities 

produced by the binary schemes they critique? My study finds that inbetweeners are not 

merely passive victims of this hegemonic opposition. Instead, they are very active in the 

production and reproduction of this rural-urban binary scheme, which has been a target 

critiqued by postmodernist planners. Inbetweeners have to affirm the existence of two 

fixed poles in this rural-urban opposition; then they can oscillate between these two poles 

and negotiate their in-between lives. To dismiss inbetweeners’ intention to keep this 

rural-urban binary, according to a postmodern planning account, will simultaneously 

deconstruct inbetweeners’ opportunities to escape from the gaze of state power, to 

achieve material benefits, and to create a new mode of social belonging. We have to 

admit that these modernist oppositions both constrain and enable inbetweeners to find an 

alternative social space themselves. In other words, a modernist planning paradigm is 

both creative and destructive.  

During the writing process of this dissertation, the images of inbetweeners’ 

bittersweet smiles frequently came to mind. Inbetweeners’ lives, like their bittersweet 

smiles, reveal a whirlpool in which marginalization, exclusion, and exploitation coexist 

with empowerment, liberation, and belonging. This self-contradictory inbetweener 

identity is an alert to planning scholars to understand a coexistence of potentials and 

limits of any theoretical lens, either modernist or postmodern, in their practices of seeing 

and changing world. 
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Bauverlag ; Birkhäuser. 
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