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Abstract and Keywords
Through a comparison of how assimilation and shying (adaptation) have functioned as values in 
Chicago and Shenzhen, respectively this paper explores what it has meant for these two cities to 
self-identify as destination cities that owe their morphology and ethos to immigrants and 
migrants. The argument is developed through a case study of the Handshake 302 Village Hack 
Residency. Located in one of Shenzhen’s most iconic urban villages, the Handshake 302 project 
aims to draw attention to ongoing demolition and redevelopment of these arrival spaces.
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Chicago: Assimilation
European immigrants and southern-born African-American migrants were not only the focus of 
Robert E. Park’s work in Chicago, but also laid the foundation for sociological research in the US 
(Pedraza-Bailey, 1990). Like his European contemporaries, Max Weber, Emile Durkheim, and 
Ferdinand Tönnies, Park investigated the demise of traditional collectivities, the emergence of 
individuality, and the increasing valorization of civility between strangers as the basis of urban 
society. Indeed, sociology came of age as industrialization expanded and populations became 
increasingly mobile in the US and Europe. Migration to industrial centers such as East London 
and Chicago created “cities within cities” that were “composed of persons of the same race, or 
of persons of different races but the same social class” (Park, 1915: 582–3). However unlike his 
European contemporaries, whose work focused on how migration transformed extant cities— 

London and Paris, for example—Park and his students grappled to understand the social 
consequences of im/migration in Chicago, where genocide, settler expansion, European 
immigration, and African-American migration  (p.126) played roles not only in the construction 
of the city, but also dominated the city’s self-understanding. In contrast to the European 
experience, the Chicago experience comprised forms of mobility—settlement and violent 
deterritorialization, as well as contemporary im/migration—that throughout Park’s entire 
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lifetime (1864–1944) relentlessly brought together diverse peoples and forced new social 
patterns and moralities to emerge among and between strangers.

The idea of the city as ongoing process grounded Park’s sociology, especially his understanding 
of assimilation, which included both the gritty reality and utopian potential of modernization. 
Edward Shils suggests that, for Park, assimilation was “the formation of collective self- 
consciousness” (1996: 94). Shils further argues that Park considered assimilation an open-ended 
but necessary condition for collective living because the majority of Chicago’s population came 
from elsewhere. Moreover, urban planners could neither anticipate nor control how new 
residents inhabited the city. Consequently, Park understood assimilation to be as important for 
urban morphology as geography, buildings, and transportation, arguing that:

In the course of time every section and quarter of the city takes on something of the 
character and qualities of its inhabitants … The effect of this is to convert what was at first 
a mere geographical expression into a neighborhood, that is to say, a locality with 
sentiments, traditions, and a history of its own. (1915: 579)

In other words, there was no overreaching self-conscious identification with Chicago. Instead, 
assimilation was a situated praxis that constantly reproduced semi-autonomous neighborhoods 
with various degrees of internal organization. Simultaneously a spatial and cultural social form, 
the neighborhood mediated how ethnic and racial groups came to understand themselves as 
having a recognizable and shared identity within and against their host city. By implication, how 
neighborhood boundaries were policed and maintained (the Chicago “black line,” for example) 
would have important consequences for how completely an individual or group could 
“assimilate” to Chicago, rather than the neighborhood. In this context, Park mentioned that 
throughout contemporary American cities, philanthropic groups worked to “renovate evil 
neighborhoods” and to “elevate the moral tone of the segregated sections of great cities” (1915: 
582) to bring localized forms of assimilation (the neighborhood) to a generalized form of 
assimilation (the city).

With the publication of “The city: Suggestions for the investigation of human behavior in the city 
environment,” Park framed sociological  (p.127) research with respect to the simultaneous 
construction of urban space and identities. “The city” was published 20 years after the last 
federally approved land rush allowed white settlers (both American- and European-born) to 
homestead the so-called “surplus lands” of the Kickapoo in the Oklahoma Territory. When Park 
turned his gaze to Chicago, the former meeting grounds of the Potawatomi, Miami, and Illinois 
nations was already the largest Norwegian city in the world besides Oslo, had a Polish 
population of 400,000, and about three fourths of its population was either a first- or second- 
generation immigrant (Cressey, 1938). Concurrently, “the Great Migration” of African Americans 
from the rural South to cities in the northern and western United States was underway (Tolnay, 
2003). This larger background of crisscrossing and often incommensurable mobilities that 
abruptly came together contextualizes Park’s emphasis on assimilation as the process through 
which modern society emerged. Not even four years after the publication of “The city,” the 1919 
Chicago Riots between European immigrants and African-American migrants broke out, a 
“display of uncontained rage by put-upon people directed toward the scapegoats of their 
condition” (Wilkerson, 2010: 273), tragically exemplifying how “incomplete assimilation” 
characterized Chicago’s emergent urban form and ethos. Thus, when Park sent his students into 
immigrant and Black neighborhoods, he did so not only in order to theorize “human behavior in 
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the city environment,” but also with an understanding that ultimately “assimilation” produced 
the city as a spatial pattern and a moral order.

Park conceived modern civilization as an ever-widening circle that assimilated less developed 
peoples into itself and thereby fundamentally transformed them. Assimilation was universal, 
transcending national and regional borders, and although he did not use the expression 
“globalization,” nevertheless Park seems to have understood incorporation into modern 
civilization as a planetary process, stating “the civilizational character of this modern form of 
assimilation would have to overcome both the aspiring nationalisms of racial and ethnic 
minorities as well as the racially biased ethnocentrism of such already established state societies 
as the United States” (Lyman, 1991: 291). Implicit in Park’s understanding of complete 
assimilation was the concomitant transformation of the ruling class as a more just society 
emerged. In fact, by the end of his career, Park was comparing the rhetoric of the Ku Klux Klan 
and the Third Reich, predicting that “If conflicts arise as a result of the efforts [of Blacks] to get 
their place it will be because white people started them” (Lyman, 1991: 297). Aware of the 
relationship between settler colonialism and genocide, Park did not even predict that all groups 
would survive the fallout of “assimilation.” Instead, he seemed increasingly resigned to what has 
become a familiar trope in genres as diverse as academic cultural studies  (p.128) and popular 
science fiction—immigrants and migrants, original peoples, and colonial decedents—all were 
ultimately assimilated or destroyed by the expanding city.

Shenzhen: Arrival
Like Chicago, Shenzhen self-identifies as a destination city that owes its morphology and ethos 
to yimin, which means both immigrants and migrants. In 1980, when Guangdong Province 
elevated Bao’an County to Shenzhen Municipality, the local population was roughly 300,000 
people. Thirty-five years later, the population had reached 20 million with 3.67 million hukou or 
official residents, 10.77 million had long-term residence in the city, and approximately 6 million 
quasi-legal members of the city’s administrative population (Southern Daily, 2016).

From 1980 through 2005, Shenzhen attempted to govern its non-resident population according 
to extant hukou policy. Rural migrants were denied social services and their children prevented 
from attending school, even though they were allowed to leave their hometowns (where services 
were provided) to work for wages in the Special Zone. However, beginning in 2003 Shenzhen 
loosened restrictions on travel and work permits, and in 2006 made a virtue of necessity, 
promoting the concept “Come and you are a Shenzhener.” Shenzhen has also taken the lead 
nationally in adjusting the household residency system to not only accommodate its migrant 
population and maintain its workforce, but also to incorporate the children of migrants, 
including access to high school and the chance to sit the college entrance exam in Shenzhen. In 
2012, the government released its anthem, “Come and you are a Shenzhener [Laile, Jiushi 
Shenzhenren].”

Park’s work on Chicago emphasized that im/migrants were actively building the city and its 
ethos. Similarly, Shenzhen complicates accepted models of migration in China in three ways. 
First, the origin stories of both Chicago and Shenzhen begin with the deterritorialization of the 
original inhabitants. The early history of Chicago was coded in the American myth of manifest 
destiny, while early discourse about migration to Shenzhen functioned within the discourse of 
“rustification” (O’Donnell, 1999). Moreover, Native Americans in Chicago and Bao’an locals in 
Shenzhen have been deliberately excluded from their city’s hegemonic self-consciousness 
because belonging in both cities has been imagined through arrival from elsewhere. Second, 
both cities have benefited not only from rural to urban migration, but also from urban to urban 
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migration. In addition to unskilled workers, Chicago attracted businessmen and professionals 
from eastern cities, such as New York, Philadelphia,  (p.129) and Boston as well as from 
northern Europe. Similarly, Shenzhen has depended on urban migrants from both first- and 
second-tier cities such as Wuhan, Changsha, and Xiamen in addition Guangdong cities, including 
Shaoguan, Meizhou, and Chaozhou to provide administrative, technical, and design employees. 
Third, the emergence of Chicago and Shenzhen must be understood in relationship to their 
environmental and economic hinterlands. In Chicago, this region was the Great West, which 
extended from the Great Lakes to the Rocky Mountains. For Shenzhen, this region has been 
called “the interior (neidi).” Both cities expanded exponentially through privileged access to 
resources that was authorized by a distant, yet hegemonic, national government. The scale and 
speed of development in Chicago and Shenzhen has meant that informal development and 
institutions have crucially shaped the terms of assimilation. What is more, the cities’ success not 
only legitimated informal institutions, but also made “informality” an important local value and 
resource.

Shenzhen’s urban villages (chengzhongcun) have functioned as gateways to the city and all that 
it offers (O’Donnell et al., 2017). In contrast to discussions of rural migration to Beijing, 
Shanghai, and Guangzhou, Shenzhen urban villages are not tightly packed extensions of 
hometown societies that function to exclude rural migrants from forms of urban citizenship and 
belonging (Solinger, 1999; Zhang, 2001; Lin, 2013). Rather, more like the ethnic and racial 
neighborhoods that Park’s students investigated, Shenzhen urban villages emerged informally 
within and against the planned city and its built form; to use Park’s terminology, urban villages 
are the products and crucibles of assimilation. Not only young, single, rural migrants and factory 
workers have lived and live in the city’s urbanized villages, but also college graduates and 
families comprising three generations. However, by 2005, Shenzhen began upgrading its 
economic structure from manufacturing to the creative economy, radically changed the working- 
class landscape that had been documented by Pun (2005), O’Donnell (1999), and Lee (1998). 
Concomitantly, as the city has demolished urban villages to build residential estates, 
Shenzheners have become increasingly aware of the importance of urban villages to the city as a 
whole. Key moments in the current appropriation of urban villages to Shenzhen identity include: 
efforts to preserve historic (but not classic examples) of traditional architecture throughout the 
city, including Hubei Village, Futian District’s efforts to selectively integrate its 15 villages into 
tourist itineraries, the Gangxia Village Roshamon project, and the Handshake 302 Art Space, 
which is located in Baishizhou, the most comprehensive urban village remaining in downtown 
Shenzhen.

 (p.130) Handshake 302
Handshake members Zhang Kaiqin, Lei Sheng, Wu Dan, Liu He, and I came together in 2012 
and in 2013 opened Handshake 302, hoping that through simple, everyday acts of inhabitation, 
artists, architecture students, and journalists would see the city’s vernacular geography with 
fresh eyes. We believe that bringing refreshed eyes to the question of demolishing and 
redeveloping Baishizhou would provide insight into Shenzhen’s vernacular geography and its 
emergent “collective self-consciousness.” The Handshake 302 collective asserts that in contrast 
to the city’s skyscrapers and shopping malls, urban villages are the vernacular form of 
Shenzhen’s urban modernity. In turn, how the municipality defines, rezones, and rebuilds these 
neighborhoods simultaneously evaluates that history and posits the city’s future. Previous 
Handshake 302 projects such as “Accounting,” “Baishizhou Superhero,” and “Paper Crane Tea” 
exploited the semiotic discrepancies between art space programs and low-cost housing to 
provide an accessible sociology of Baishizhou (O’Donnell, n.d.). With the Handshake 302 Village 
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Hack Residency program, the Handshake collective wanted to engage the living history of 
Baishizhou specifically, and Shenzhen’s migrant history more generally.

In the rest of this chapter, I offer an interpretation of the Handshake 302 Village Hack Residency 
with an eye to the experience and structure of assimilation in Shenzhen.

Baishizhou: Migrant spaces
Fully integrated into Shenzhen’s transportation infrastructure, but not fully integrated into its 
regulatory apparatus, Baishizhou is easy to get to, but hard to pin down; the neighborhood’s 
eponymous village-collective, Baishizhou is located south of Shennan Road. However, in 
Shenzhen, “Baishizhou” primarily refers to the villages and housing estates located north of 
Shennan Road, where most of Baishizhou’s gray economy, including repurposed factories, large 
and small markets, and “Mom and Pop” shops are located. Consequently, the questions that Park 
asked about Chicago’s ethnic and Black neighborhoods resonate with research on Shenzhen’s 
urban villages: What part of the population is floating? How many people live in hotels, 
apartments, and tenements? How many people own their own homes?

As Park noted about Chicago neighborhoods, Baishizhou operates at two levels—spatial and 
social. First, Baishizhou is an important hub in Shenzhen’s extensive transportation network. It 
is a stop on two subway  (p.131) lines and is a transfer hub for municipal buses that connect 
western Shenzhen to the city’s downtown and is also a terminus for long-distance buses and 
mini-buses to other cities in the Pearl River Delta and cities in neighboring provinces. Second, 
Baishizhou refers to two neighborhoods. The northern neighborhood comprises informal 
buildings and factories owned by four former villages—Upper Baishi, Lower Baishi, Tangtou, and 
Xintang—as well as planned housing estates, such as Qiaoyuan Apartments and Xiangqi Estates. 
The southern neighborhood comprises Baishizhou proper. Together, the five villages and their 
partners own or manage 2,340 buildings and oversee the neighborhood’s access to the 
municipal grid and security forces. Although property ownership in the villages is highly 
unequal, nevertheless, Baishizhou teems with people and low-capital enterprises, recently 
arrived migrants and the children of migrant who sit their high school and college entrances 
exams with an eye to securing a Shenzhen hukou, providing cheap, downtown housing for young 
white-collar workers and hi-tech park and migrant families.

It is difficult to know what Baishizhou’s population or population density might be. Official 
figures claim 83,000 people, including 1,800 people who belong to one of the original five 
villages and another 5,500 who have Shenzhen hukou. The official Baishizhou footprint covers 
0.73 square kilometers and, assuming a population of 83,000, has a population density that 
breaches 113,000 people per square kilometer. The ratio of non-resident to household residents 
in Baishizhou is at least 11:1 and most likely higher (Wan, 2014) and newspaper reports 
estimate the population of “Baishizhou” to be 140,000 people. Baishizhou’s non-resident to 
official resident ratio seems representative of settlement patterns in Shenzhen, where non- 
residents and lower-income residents live in the villages while hukou holders and higher income 
residents live in the city’s planned housing estates. In suburban Shenzhen, for example, 
anecdotal accounts claim that the local to migrant ratio can be as high as 1:40. The estimated 
population density of Baishizhou also seems representative of living conditions in Shenzhen, 
where roughly 50% of the city’s population lives in the urban villages, which comprise 5% of the 
city’s total area (Hao et al., 2011).
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Handshake 302’s name alludes to the dominant architectural typology in Shenzhen urban 
villages—the “handshake building (woshoulou),” so called because is possible to reach out one’s 
window and shake hands with a neighbor. The space is located at Building 49, Block 2, 
Shangbaishi Road. Exiting Building 49 and heading east, one passes a wet market and small 
stores that sell Styrofoam lunchboxes, plastic utensils, disposable chopsticks, and produce. 
Fresh market and open stall venders sell commodities and fresh produce at rates that are 
cheaper than similar goods  (p.132) sold in the department store. There are side-alleys into 
other sections of the neighborhood, but Shangbaishi Road itself dead-ends at a section of the 
wall that isolates Baishizhou from Overseas Chinese Town (the OCT), Shenzhen’s flagship 
neighborhood of residential estates, theme parks, and museums.

Across the street from Building 49 is the side entrance to Jiangnan department store; the front 
entrance is located on Shahe Street with access to the subway and bus stations on Shennan 
Road, a ten-minute walk south. The front of the department store is an exercise area that 
children and their caretakers have repurposed as a playground. Also on Shahe Street Two are 
gated communities and the residences of Xiasha New Village. These architecture typologies 
conform to mid-1990s standards for work-unit and commercial housing, giving the area the feel 
of a small and prosperous market town. Handshake storefronts on Shahe Street are noticeably 
cleaner and better constructed than alley shops. Shahe shops have tiled floors, glass windows, 
and neon and LED signs, as well as starchitecture facades, which are continuously upgraded out 
of readily available construction materials and worker know-how. In the narrow spaces between 
shops and restaurants, hawkers set up kiosks and pushcarts that sell roasted chestnuts, corn on 
the cob, boiled tea eggs, and sweet tofu, hair ribbons and barrettes, blue jeans, and batteries 
and small appliances.

North of the Jiangnan department store is an office building. A nondescript, repurposed factory 
building, the building houses representatives of Baishizhou’s two main constituencies—the Five 
Villages Limited Company on the second floor and the Nanshan District Baishizhou Community 
Office on the third floor. There are separate entrances to the second- and third-floor offices, and 
there is little interaction between the employees on the two floors. Comprising representatives 
from the five villages, the Company manages collectively held property and represents villagers 
in ongoing negotiations with Lugem Developers to raze and redevelop Baishizhou. The 
community center organizes day programs for elders and after-school programs for elementary 
students, as well as provides a reading room and counseling services. Behind the office building 
is a cultural plaza that was built on the footprint of a demolished factory, and which includes a 
well-equipped outdoor stage, benches, and picnic tables. The Lugem redevelopment office is 
located in a repurposed factory adjacent to the plaza.

In March 2014, the Shenzhen government announced that the northern and most socially 
vibrant section of Baishizhou had been designated for demolition and redevelopment, while the 
southern and almost exclusively residential section would remain untouched. This large-scale 
gentrification of Baishizhou is part of the city’s current vision of  (p.133) itself as a creative, 
global hub. At this writing there is no plan to relocate the tens of thousands of people who will 
be displaced by the project (SZ News, 2014).

Situated engagement: The Handshake 302 Village Hack Residency
During the Village Hack Residency, participants generated art and discussion through simple 
ethnographic explorations of Baishizhou. These explorations departed from questions that 
ranged from “How long does it take to set up an apartment in Baishizhou?” through “What is the 
sensory experience of Baishizhou?” to “What do people know about Baishizhou?” Participants 
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pursued the answer to their question(s) through a range of interventions. Liu He provisioned the 
space, Zhang Kaiqin taught our young neighbors to paint with watercolors, Tadeus Rotzil 
pursued sensory exploration, Huang Huihui and Fang Qiangqiang used simple objects to 
decorate the apartment, Yin Xiaolong photographed the Baishizhou night markets, Xu Binlan 
wrote a comparative essay on Beijing urban villages, Zhou Ximin manipulated digital recording 
of local sounds, and Xu Tan wandered the Baishizhou. On the last day of their residency, each 
hacker held an open house where they shared their experience with a wide range of guests. 
These conversations were broadcast to members of the Handshake 302 WeChat group.

Three common experiences illustrate the potential and challenges of hacking Baishizhou and by 
extension how individual migrants have “assimilated” to Shenzhen.

First, all participants commented on the wary, but polite helpfulness of strangers in Baishizhou. 
Huihui and Qiangqiang had come to Shenzhen from Sanming City, Fujian in the 2014 fall 
semester to attend Shenzhen University’s undergraduate architecture program and emphasized 
that the residency was their first urban village experience. They had thought that living in a 
small room would be unpleasant and that living in Baishizhou would be dangerous. They 
discovered that it was possible to make a small room comfortable and also safe to explore 
Baishizhou night markets. Liu He mentioned that when shopping or asking directions, 
shopkeepers and pedestrians answered questions and offered advice. However, they rarely 
pursued conversation. Instead, questions and answers were direct and unambiguous, with the 
simple phrase, “I don’t know” ending further conversation. Consequently, all participants relied 
on social networks that predated their arrival in Baishizhou order to complete various tasks.

 (p.134) Second, most participants used Handshake 302 as a bedroom. Liu He had purchased a 
tea table, tea set, and water heater to prepare drinks for guests, and no one added to the 
furniture collection. Participants quickly realized that their partial inhabitation resembled the 
“full time” occupation of migrants to the extent that few people invested time or money into 
their rental property. One neighbor, for example, asked us why 302 had been recently painted 
and the lighting fixtures neatly installed. When we explained that we had painted and rewired 
the room ourselves, she seemed confused. We further explained that our actions constituted a 
social-artistic intervention and invited her to join the salon. She smiled and moved away from 
the doorframe. Participants also noted that neighbors furnished their apartments only with 
needed objects, and they outsourced as many costs as possible. Thus, singletons tended to eat at 
workplace cafeterias or fast food restaurants, sometimes returning home with take-out or 
instant noodles. As far as we could tell, in Building 49, only rooms with children were equipped 
for cooking. Moreover, cooking tools were limited to electric hot pots and rice cookers, while 
special condiments had been brought from hometowns.

Third, all participants mentioned the three sisters who lived with their parents next door in room 
301. The sisters also brought friends to Handshake 302 to participate in different activities. 
Zhang Kaiqin, for example, had asked the question, “Would children be interested in art?” The 
first night that she opened the door and provided paper and watercolors, one sister came. By the 
end of the week, however, eight girls had come to paint. These eight girls would continue to 
participate in Handshake 302 events, including playing Chinese checkers with Tadeus and 
making interior design crafts with Huang Huihui and Qiangqiang. The girls also started 
attending the Friday evening salon, serving tea and snacks to visitors. The girls’ participation 
suggested that although the door to Handshake 302 functioned as an intimacy threshold for 
adults, nevertheless children easily came and went between rooms. Moreover, it was easier to 
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strike up conversations with parents after their children had participated in a 302 event, 
especially as parents were eager for their children to have more contact with better-educated 
and higher-status participants.

Shenzhen residents came to the project through WeChat. Handshake 302 has an open WeChat 
account and creates “cards” that can be easily circulated. Current and former Baishizhou 
residents also came to the project via WeChat (rather than through our posters), suggesting that 
although new people came to participate in the project, they did so via third-party introductions. 
Moreover, class status also informed self-selection to participate in the project. Both residency 
and salon participants were  (p.135) all white-collar workers engaged in design, architecture, 
or administration jobs. Consequently, some journalists, visitors, and current Baishizhou residents 
remarked that participants were not “true” Baishizhou residents and therefore “could not 
understand” everyday life in an urban village. The question of an “authentic” migratory 
experience haunted the project because it showed up the class stratification that enabled the 
residency. We discovered that the “real Baishizhou” was defined by working-class status, rather 
than actual residency in the neighborhood. Critics assumed that even when white-collar workers 
lived in Baishizhou, they would eventually leave the neighborhood for a higher-status residence 
because white-collar migrants could depend on family savings to make a down payment on a 
house, and also held jobs that could be used on a bank mortgage application. In contrast, 
although laborers and working-class families aspired to leave Baishizhou for a higher-class 
neighborhood in Shenzhen, experience had shown that the most reliable way of securing home 
ownership was to purchase or build a house in one’s hometown or village.

The Village Hack Residency generated several conclusions about how Baishizhou mediated 
migrants’ ongoing assimilation from hometown to Shenzhen lives.

First, Baishizhou has provided inexpensive, conveniently located bedrooms for service, 
administrative, and creative workers. Inexpensive housing has become increasingly important in 
Shenzhen because (1) the city phased out subsidized housing for state workers in the 1990s and 
(2) few companies still provide dormitory housing to workers, forcing migrants to turn to the 
market to find a place to live. In fact, many of the companies that do provide workers’ housing 
prefer to rent rooms in a nearby urban village, rather than investing in dormitories.

Second, Baishizhou has operated as an economic launch pad for a variety of businesses, ranging 
from simple hawking through setting up a storefront to repurposing extant factory stock. 
Baishizhou is also an important transit center for inter-city express mail shipping. The variety of 
businesses beyond the immediate neighborhood of Building 49 include an alley of used furniture 
and appliance shops, thriving night markets, hair salons, hardware stores, bottled water 
delivery, garbage collection and sorting, and skilled labor, including plumbers, electricians, and 
Internet installers.

Third, despite Baishizhou’s economic importance for low-income families and businesses, the 
area has not evoked emotional attachment as a “home.” Instead, Baishizhou residents, visitors, 
and Village Hack participants considered the urban village to be a place of transition regardless 
of how long one had lived in the village. Children were the  (p.136) notable exceptions to the 
lack of neighborly feelings. Their friends brought them into other buildings and into contact with 
people outside their families’ hometown networks. They also traversed imaginary boundaries 
between different sections of Baishizhou and, as at the exercise plaza, easily repurposed space. 
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Moreover, children served as intermediaries between parents, their friendships enabling 
previously unconnected adults to make acquaintances.

Fourth, class stratification informs (assumed) life trajectories. Blue-collar workers and their 
families expected and are expected to remain in Baishizhou (or move to another urban village) in 
order to save money to purchase a house back in rural hometowns. In contrast, white-collar 
workers expect and are expected to move out of Baishizhou into a gated development. 
Participants mentioned that class stratification in Baishizhou revealed the ideological work of 
Shenzhen motto, “Arrive and you are a Shenzhener.” The transition from outsider to Shenzhener 
seemed more accessible to white-collar migrants, begging the question of where Baishizhou’s 
children belong in the city’s vernacular geography.

The experience of assimilation
From the perspective of Shenzhen, where the majority of residents are first- and second- 
generation migrants, Park’s theory of assimilation provides a structure for narrating experiences 
of Shenzhen’s form and spatialized antagonisms. On the ground, Park’s theory of assimilation 
not only rings true, but also has compelling parallels within both popular and academic 
discourse about how the city has been concurrently inhabited and built—one arrives in 
Shenzhen, struggles, and in doing so transforms oneself and the city (O’Donnell, 2006). 
Assimilation frequently appears in moral discourse about becoming a Shenzhener. “Shiying,” for 
example, is the ability of individuals to adapt to the new environment of the Special Zone, while 
“hexie”—literally “harmony”—refers to the state’s call for residents to transcend the 
antagonisms that have accompanied the consolidation of Shenzhen’s class structure, another 
similarity that the Shenzhen shares with Chicago. Moreover, as with “assimilation” in Chicago, 
“hexie” has been a spatial and moral project. First, urban redevelopment in Shenzhen has meant 
demolishing extant urban villages and replacing them with housing estates and commercial 
property more in “harmony” with the city’s changing vision of itself. Second, Shenzhen residents 
have visceral understanding of how the utopian potential of “harmony” can be appropriated for 
other purposes, as when dissenting voices are “harmonized (bei hexie)” into agreeing with 
prevailing ideologies.

 (p.137) These resonances between Chicago 1915 and Shenzhen 2015 help clarify the insights 
and blind spots of “The city.” Insights include Park’s attention to the urbanizing effects of large- 
scale mobility as both an effect and condition of industrial urbanization and the emergence of a 
modern society. Chicago and Shenzhen lurched into new states of being and only ethnographic 
attention to “neighborhoods” and “urban villages” have provided accounts of this transformation 
and resulting urban morphologies and cultures. Park’s work on assimilation also implied that the 
political and economic work of managing differences between and within neighborhoods and 
urban villages would, over time, give each of the cities their distinct ethos; Chicago 
neighborhoods and Shenzhen urban villages embody the histories of their respective cities in 
ways that Chicago’s Miracle Mile and Shenzhen’s Citizen’s Center cannot. Moreover, Park was 
acutely aware that assimilation was, in practice, often incomplete, creating and enforcing 
hierarchies between different groups. The physical borders between neighborhoods and 
“Chicago” and urban villages and “Shenzhen,” for example, have had material consequences for 
the wellbeing of many who remain in, but not of, the city.

Theoretical blind spots in “The city,” of course, derive from three main differences between 

Chicago 1915 and Shenzhen 2015. First, when Park was writing, relatively few cities had been 
decisively informed by the necessity of assimilation to the same extent as Chicago 1915. Today, 
cities expect and compete for certain kinds of migrants, while actively excluding others. Second, 
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Chicago had at least a century of ongoing migration that shaped its neighborhoods. In contrast, 
the state had began restructuring Shenzhen’s informal neighborhoods well before several 
generations of migrants could live and work there. Third, Park ignored the importance of 
children in transforming informal settlements into neighborhoods. In Baishizhou, adult migrants 
relied on preexisting relationships to navigate the city. In contrast, young migrants made 
Baishizhou their home through friendships that repurposed space.

I would like to end this chapter by suggesting that the Handshake 302 Village Hack Residency 
highlighted both the banal violence of incomplete assimilation and the attendant yearnings it 
inspires for more generalized, more equitable, forms of assimilation. Participants—even those 
who had never lived in an urban village—identified with the experience of residents in 
Baishizhou. They saw class and regional differences. They agreed that everyday life in 
Baishizhou could be uncomfortable and distressing. Moreover, most were happy to return to 
their homes in planned housing estates. Nevertheless, in the markets and shops and steady 
stream of workers in and out of Baishizhou, participants also saw the processes that had 
transformed (or would transform) migrants into  (p.138) Shenzheners. Indeed, when 
participants held open houses, examples of quotidian assimilation, which ranged from 
housework to setting up a shop assumed existential meaning. Moreover, assimilation was 
practical; when Baishizhou no longer served its purpose, residents moved on even as they 
recognized the need for such transitional spaces if Shenzhen was to remain “Shenzhen.” This 
too seems to me characteristic of the Chicago experience that Park invoked in “The city.” 
Assimilation forces on im/migrants and their children the awareness that there are multiple, 
often incommensurable, ways of being human and urban life entails figuring out how to 
recognize, navigate, and use that knowledge of difference to construct the city. Indeed, as Park 
recognized in Chicago, assimilation in Shenzhen also lends itself to bittersweet utopianism 
(quoted in Lyman, 1991: 297): “The races and peoples which fate has brought together … within 
the limits of the larger world economy will continue, in the emerging world society, their 
struggle for a political and a racial equality that was denied them in the world that is passing.”
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