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In this communication  I explore the protest movements in old neighbourhoods in Beijing and in 
China, focussing on the link between appropriation and expropriation. In 1949, there were an 
estimated 3000 hutongs, old narrow streets in Beijing's city centre; today their estimated number is 
below 1000. Demolition (拆迁 chāiqiān) of old housing (single-storey houses dating back to the 
imperial era, before communism) have been routinely carried out since the end of the 1980s, not 
only in old neighbourhoods. My approach is based on urban sociology and comparative politics. I 
will analyse conflicts around urban development and residents' mobilisation in old neighbourhoods 
in Beijing. I carried out field surveys in Beijing from 2006 to 2009. Resistance is 'isolated' and 
protest is 'fragmented': this is no normative judgement but the characterisation of resistance 
strategies implemented by residents faced with the demolition of old neighbourhoods within the 
framework of urban renewal. Such policies are not specific to an 'authoritative' China. They are 
similar to those implemented in France in the 1960s and 1970s as well as in England and in the 
United States in times of strong economic growth.  
 
Demolition of housing and displacement of residents from Beijing's city centre are due to the fact 
that no long-term maintenance works were carried out under the Socialist government from 1950 to 
1990, thus buildings have seriously deteriorated. From 1950 to 1990 the city was overcrowded and 
experienced a shortage of housing. Since the country was reformed into a market economy, pressure 
on the real estate market has grown. The strategy to make Beijing international included hosting the 
Olympics in 2008 and launching real estate projects in the city centre, with a focus on hygiene 
(removing 'substandard' housing) but also on speculation (on property value). Large-scale 
objectives were to be achieved in a short time span. There is a contradiction between the fact that 
people feel attached to their neighbourhoods in the city centre and the opportunities for more 
'modern' housing in the suburbs. Residents' position towards their environment is ambiguous. Most 
of them are working-class and they are torn between their attachment to central neighbourhoods and 
their desire for more comfortable housing in the suburbs. It is difficult for them to choose a clear 
position with regard to a so rapidly evolving situation. 
 
In this communication I will analyse the renewal procedures for neighbourhoods in Beijing's city 
centre, from a sociological point of view (lack of transparency in projects, difficult living conditions 
that do not favour residents' mobilisation, many different ownership statuses). I will look at the 
legal, media and economic context of these neighbourhoods. I will focus both on the neighbourhood 
as a unit, from a micro-social point of view, and on the interdependence between the neighbourhood 
and external stakeholders, whether they are from the political, legal, media, artistic or tourism 
arena, to name a few. They all play a significant role in mobilisation and in defining the notion of 
'heritage' (heritage of the neighbourhood) and 'private property' (ownership of housing).  
 
I would like to suggest new reading tools to understand what is at stake in urban renewal. I want to 
go beyond a binary approach: society versus government, victims versus oppressors. Residents' 
mobilisation is often ambiguous. It can be fragmented as well as united. Strategies include 
negotiation but also residents presenting themselves as victims. There is a mix of private drama and 
economic opportunities. Inhabitants' mobilisation does not stop urban renewal but it makes several 
problems apparent such as violent expropriation practices, unfair compensation with regard to 
market value, issues regarding the conservation of heritage. Residents' mobilisation might not be 
very powerful but it contributes to changing the framework (Goffman) of urban renewal in China. 
 
Disclaimer: This abstract was translated by a volunteer who is not a native speaker of English, 
therefore professional quality translation cannot be expected. 


