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 In 2020, the world was plunged into a crisis brought about by an epidemic. But it 
is not the virus that is at the root of the crisis, rather it is the virus that covers the real 
cause of the human crisis. 1/5 of the 21th century has passed, technology is advancing 
at a rapid pace however, whatever the political system, civilisation, nation, faith, 
ideology, the world on the other side of their promise is still blurred and even drifting 
away.



Introduction 
The theoretical context applied in this study is broadly Marxist, including orthodox 

Marxism, existentialist Marxism represented by Henry Lefebvre, Western Marxism 
represented by the Frankfurt School, post-Marxism represented by Laclau and Mouffe, 
Marxist-Leninism, autonomist Marxism represented by Hart and Negri, and Marxist 
geography represented by David Harvey. 

Drawing on these theories, my Masters-level research focuses first on the two 
poles of human social space: the city and the countryside. 

The city is the node and hub of human social space, the vortex of material 
production, cultural production and power structures of society, while the contemporary 
shopping centre is the city within the city, the centre within the centre. It does not only 
mimic and duplicate the city in its spatial structure and representation, but it is also 
strategic at the level of material production, cultural production and power structures. 
It is here that the final step of material production - consumption - converges and around 
which the cultural production and power structures associated with consumption are 
then organised. 

And rural society, as the other pole of human social space, did not move to the 
opposite side of the city because of its own heterogeneity; on the contrary, in the modern 
structure of social space, the countryside is produced. The central capitalist world 
produces, sustains and exploits its peripheral worlds in order to maintain its own 
existence. Crisis is no longer a threat to capitalism, but a weapon to produce the 
peripheral worlds that feed it with life energy. Within this framework of 'crisis 
capitalism', China's Taobao villages are spatial evidence of this process. Unlike 
shopping malls, Taobao villages are spaces where the first stages of social production 
take place and, of course, the associated cultural production and organisation of power 
structures around them, which can be referred to together as productivism (echoing the 
consumerism of shopping malls). In the Taobao village, within the framework of 
productivism, a downgrading of an advanced social stage against a backward social 
stage takes place. The logic of capitalism crushes the small peasant economy, which 
becomes fragmented (the labour factor) and in some cases reorganised (the labour 
surplus), but in any case, belongs to a peripheral world produced by the centre. 

My three Master's theses focus on two objects in these two worlds: the ultra-
modern shopping centre and the Taobao village, and attempt to use the theoretical 
edifice of Marxism to reveal the production and flow of people, materials and 
information that take place in these two objects in space and time. At the same time, 
my research takes into account one of the most important spatial transformations of our 
time: the digitisation of space. The technology of the Internet originated in the global 
deployment of American military power, but was subsumed by capitalism at the 
beginning of the 21st century and used as a tool for it to open up new spaces of existence. 



Today, the immaterial production of platforms and the platforming of material 
production forces both the original Marxist critical theory and the theory of 
emancipation to adapt, or at least to require a reinterpretation in the context of 
digitisation. 

My research holds the following view, which is also common to all three papers: 
the digitisation of space (which is essentially the digitisation of production) has brought 
about an acceleration of social forward movement. This acceleration is twofold: on the 
one hand, there is an escalation of the forces of oppression, where the construction of 
digital abstract spaces, ideological interpellation, the shaping of the society of spectacle 
and the discipline and surveillance of societies based on algorithms and big data become 
extraordinarily efficient. On the other hand, the upgrading of the forces of difference, 
democracy and emancipation, the construction of digital differential spaces, 
deterritorialisation, the production of cultural hegemony, the amplification of the 
immaterial labour of individual consciousness and the universal organisation of digital 
communities are similarly in an accelerating posture. These two aspects are examined 
in the context of each of the two subjects of my study, as an attempted interpretation of 
Marxist critical and emancipatory theories of specific cases in the digital age. 

本研究使用的理论文脉整体上是马克思主义的，其中包括正统马克思主义，以亨利·列斐伏尔为代表的结构主义马克思主义，以法兰克福学派为主的西方马克思主义，以拉克劳和墨菲为主的后马克思主义，马克思列宁主义，以哈特和奈格里为代表的自治主义的马克思主义，以及以大卫·哈维为代表的马克思主义地理学。 

借用这些理论，我硕士阶段研究首先聚焦于人类社会空间的两极：城市和乡村。 

城市是人类社会空间的节点和中枢，是社会的物质生产、文化生产与权力结构的漩涡，而当代购物中心则是城中之城，中心之中心。它不仅在空间结构和表征上模仿与重复城市，它还在物质生产、文化生产与权力结构层面上具有战略地位。物质生产的最终环节——消费——汇聚于此，随即围绕它发生了与消费相关的文化生产与权力结构的组织。 

而乡村社会，作为人类社会空间的另一极，并不是由于其本身的异质性才走到了城市的对面，正相反，在现代的社会空间结构中，乡村是被生产出来的。资本主义中心世界制造、维持和剥削其边缘世界以维持自身存在。危机不再是资本主义的威胁，而变成其武器，用来生产为其输送生命能量的边缘世界。在这种“危机资本主义”的框架下，中国的淘宝村，成为以上过程的空间证据。与购物中心不同，淘宝村是社会生产的最初环节的空间，当然，随即围绕它也发生了相关的文化生产与权力结构的组织，不如将其二者合称为“生产主义”（与购物中心的“消费主义”呼应）。在生产主义框架下的淘宝村，发生了先进社会阶段对落后社会阶段的降维打击。资本主义逻辑碾压了小农经济，后者成为碎片（劳动要素），有的被重组（劳动剩余），但无论如何都属于被中心生产出来的边缘世界。 

我的三篇硕士论文便是关注这两个世界中的两个对象：超现代购物中心和淘宝村，并试图用马克思主义的理论大厦来揭示这两个对象在时空当中发生的人、物质和信息的生产与流动。与此同时，我的研究把当代最重要的一种空间转型纳入考虑：空间的数字化。互联网技术缘起于美国军事力量的全球部署，却在 21世纪初被资本主义收编，用作其开拓新生存空间的工具。如今，平台的非物质生产和物质生产的平台化，迫使原有的马克思主义批判理论和解放理论都需要进行调整，至少是需要一种数字化背景下的再解释。 

我的研究持以下观点，这也是三篇论文的一些共同结论：空间的数字化（其本质是生产的数字化），带来了社会前进的加速。这种加速是两方面的，一方面是压迫的力量的升级，数字抽象空间建构、意识形态唤问、景观社会塑造和基于算法和大数据的社会规训与监视变得异常高效；另一方面是差异、民主和解放的力量的升级，数字差异空间建构、解辖域化、文化霸权的产生、放大个体意识的非物质劳动和数字社区的普遍组织也同样具有加速态势。这两个方面，分别在我研究的两个对象当中进行考察，作为数字时代下马克思主义批判理论和解放理论对具体案例的尝试性解读。 
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ABSTRACT 

Since the 1960s, capitalism has turned to post-capitalism. Facing the unrealised predication 
of Karl Marx, which is the demise of capitalism, and its reproduction of production relations, 
Lefebvre put forward the theory of the production of space. This theory discusses how 
capitalism produces space for self-defence, which is accompanied by the concept of abstract 
space. At the same time, abstract space breeds another space in opposition to it: differential 
space. Differential space arises spontaneously, producing differences independent from power 
systems and rules. Abstract space is often found as top-down transcription of power relations 
in space, while the differential space is the bottom-up resistance to its implementation. Abstract 
and differential space theory can help us understand the causes and processes of production of 
space in cities, especially the production of new forms of public space, the commercial space 
of the shopping mall, known as the “cathedral of consumption”, which is central to the abstract 
space that controls and dominates contemporary social relations.  

The purpose of this paper is to examine the new characteristics of shopping centres in the 
post-consumerism age (the hyper-modern centres of the prosumption era). Firstly, the paper 
identifies two types of hypermodern shopping mall: the “normalised” hypermodern mall and 
the hybrid virtual-reality hypermodern mall, from the perspective of the right to the city, the 
history of shopping centres, critical theory of consumption, public sphere theory and digital 
social media and technology, and discusses the potential and threats of this new form. 
Theoretical research is based on George Ritzer’s notion of prosumption and Hardt and Negri’s 
theory of immaterial labour and, most importantly, their integration into the spatial dialectic 
of Lefebvre. 

The contradictive concepts of abstract space and differential space will be used in this 
study to dismantle and analyse the particular contradictions that arise in contemporary cities, 
namely, that while the abstract space of the hypermodern shopping centre is more diverse, 
hidden and permeable than the overwhelming hegemony of the abstract space of the modern 
shopping centre over visitors, it leaves room for the release and return of the differential space. 
That is to say, the contradiction between the deceptive, conceived, post-consumerist abstract 
space and the hybrid digital-physical, autonomous, immaterial, discursive, associative 
differential space is activated in the hyper-modern shopping centre, reshaping the power 
relations between people and opening the door to the restoration of the right to the city. 

In order to test this, this study finally design an empirical research framework to explain 
and provide evidence of the transformation of the contradiction state in shopping centres. The 
scope of the framework will include the collection and analysis of data from both physical and 
digital spaces of modern and ultra-modern shopping centres, comparing both abstract and 
differential spaces respectively. The paper then selects some of the items in this framework for 
validation, choosing six shopping centres for comparison, using mainly spatial syntax theory 
and Gephi-based digital network visualisation analysis as methodological guidance for the 
empirical study. 

The results of the empirical research support the previous theoretical constructs. Among 
the ultra-modern shopping centres, produced difference is used as the primary means of control 
by abstract space, manifested in various architectural typologies or spatial narratives, and roles 
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produced by iterative or selective contextualisation. Induced difference, on the other hand, as a 
bottom-up space of experience and representation, escapes into digital space as a result of the 
hegemony of the abstraction of the shopping centre in physical space, manifesting itself as 
autonomous and collective immaterial labour (in the sense of Hardt and Negri) based on the 
representation of physical space in social media. These immaterial labours of the shopping 
centre in social media have been recently introduced by the post-consumerist model of the ultra-
modern shopping centre - the prosumption model, i.e. participatory consumption. This model 
simultaneously stimulates consumption and encourages production in the expectation that the 
interplay between the two will capture more of people's daily lives and practices, ultimately 
aiming to increase profits and scale. However, the immaterial labour wrapped up in the ultra-
modern shopping centre acts as an emancipatory potential, leaving room for escape from 
induced difference. By engaging in digital interactions and producing products of immaterial 
labour, visitors to the shopping centre construct a network of information flows and 
relationships within the digital territory. The raw materials for these digital interactions or 
production are strongly perceived symbols and signs, i.e. the perceived space, which are then 
biopolitically processed by human being, mixed and entangled with elements of human 
subjectivity, i.e. the lived space, such as desire, emotion, affect, memory and self-consciousness, 
and finally presented in the digital territories as the differential space that is a mixture of the 
participants’ perceived space and the lived space. This difference is an induced difference, a 
confrontational and emancipatory difference, which has the potential to destroy the abstract 
space. 

 

Keywords: shopping malls, production of space, prosumption, immaterial labour, social 
media 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Contemporary shopping centres are undergoing unprecedented changes that are 
multidimensional and profoundly transforming cities and people’s lives. To recognise these 
new features, a general overview of the many aspects of shopping centres is necessary. 

Firstly, shopping centres, whether in urban centres or on the outskirts of cities, are 
important gathering places for modern communities and citizens; the purpose of gathering in 
modern cities seems to be increasingly linked to consumption than before, although the forms 
of consumption itself are becoming more diverse. What are the original purposes for which 
people gather together in urban public space? What are the implications for urban life as these 
purposes are gradually replaced by consumption activities? This is the first part of what follows, 
which is about the right to the city. Secondly, now that we have talked about the process by 
which consumption activities have occupied the main public spaces of the city, it is important 
to understand the history of the development of the highest achievement of consumption space 
- the shopping mall. The second section of this chapter argues that in recent decades, especially 
in some parts of East Asia, which urbanised at a high rate around 2000, shopping malls evolved 
in two new forms, and that these evolutions are linked to the Internet revolution. Thirdly, the 
changing status of the shopping centre as the most concentrated and luxurious place of 
consumption in the city has in fact been accompanied by a change in the status of consumer 
behaviour in capitalist societies, and with it a change and development in social-critical theory, 
particularly the political economy constructed in the era of mass production of the industrial 
revolution. The third part of this chapter deals with the critical theories of commodities and 
consumption from Marx onwards to the Frankfurt School. Finally, in the second part of the 
chapter we identified two new forms of consumer architecture that have been influenced by the 
Internet, so what is the impact of the Internet? What new potentials and threats have emerged 
from this virtual-reality hybrid shopping mall? This is the focus of the final section of this 
chapter. 

1.1.1 Urban Public Space 

The growth of urbanization and the accompanying shifts in the socio-political economy 
and geography of the landscape have intensified an important issue in today's cities: the right 
to the city. The city is a place where human beings live together, a spatial manifestation of the 
results of their coming together to produce; and changes in human society, especially the 
intensification of contradictions and conflicts, can often be reflected in urban space. When some 
of the problems and contradictions of human society are presented in the production of urban 
space and are irreconcilable, those who are at a disadvantage in power relations claim their 
rights back. The issue of the right to the city was first raised by Henri Lefebvre in the 1960s, 
when many injustices and inequalities arose in Paris, such as the exclusion of workers and 
immigrants to the city's periphery. The demand for the right to the city could first be understood 
as a demand for spatial equity and justice. Lefebvre (1970)’s focus on this right as 
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comprehensive “right to freedom, to individualization in socialization, to habitat and to inhabit”. 
These rights can be summarized in terms of the right to participation, which allows citizens 
(urban inhabitants) to participate in all decisions regarding the production of urban space 
(Mitchell, 2003), and the right to appropriation, which includes the right of people to access, 
occupy, use and create urban space to meet their needs. This interpretation not only outlines 
Lefebvre's vision of an ideal urban space, but also contains a critique of the inequalities of 
reality. Cities are built, determined by minority groups and their servants, in roles such as 
technocrats and planners, creating an antagonistic situation in which the minority controls and 
disciplines the majority through space, and serves the interests of the minority. The cause of 
this situation, and the real cause of spatial inequality, is the dominant social relations of 
production of a certain period, a general illumination as Karl Marx (1857) called it, in the 
present day, that is, the capitalist relations of production. As Purcell (2013, p.318) paraphrases 
Lefebvre's critique in The Urban Revolution, urban space should be determined not by property 
rights and exchange values, as in today's neoliberal cities, but by the inhabitants who occupy it. 
In addition to the specific content claimed by the right, the subject of this right should also be 
explored. David Harvey (2008) further emphasized with precision that the right to the city 
should be “a common rather than an individual right since this transformation inevitably 
depends upon the exercise of a collective power to reshape the processes of urbanization”. In 
general, claiming the right to the city can be understood as a collective request of the oppressed 
groups to participate in spatial decision-making and to occupy and use urban space in order to 
oppose the structural inequities of space in the city and to counter the oppression and 
disciplining by space. How should this right be obtained? 

As discussed above, the right to the city is a collective right, and as such requires a 
collective will and the generation of a common consciousness. Spaces that accommodate 
citizens to interact with each other to arrive at collective decisions and discourses are crucial. 
In the neoliberal city, however, this process is being impeded because the sphere that 
accommodates these activities to take place is being eroded. In modern society, this process is 
being hampered. Hannah Arendt ([1958]1998, pp.50-58) argued that the collective worlds of 
well-discussed and exchanged ideas and opinions are the true politics1 of the public sphere, the 
place where human dignity, freedom and meaning are realised, but that this public sphere is 
being eroded by the Social sphere2 that has emerged in capitalist societies. This transformation 
was defined by Arendt as the rise of the social. Prior to the modern era, the political and social 
spheres were separated, but with the rise of the Social, the political was occluded. The rise of 
the Social refers to the expansion of the market economy since the early modern period, which 
made everything an object of production and consumption, acquisition and exchange, blurring 
the distinction between private and public. Therefore, meaningful political interactions between 
citizens were being colonized by the market economy into pseudo-interactions for the purpose 
of exchange, and urban public space was becoming a pseudo-space that merely accommodates 
interactions between producers, consumers and urban residents. However, an important 
battleground for the realisation of the right to the city is the struggle for the restoration of the 

 
1 By politics Hannah Arendt means the activity of equal citizens discoursing rationally and acting collectively on political matters in a public space. 
2 Hannah Arendt divides all human spheres into three categories. These are the private sphere, the public sphere and the social sphere. The concepts of the private and public 
spheres are derived from Aristotle's analysis of ancient Greek society. According to Arendt, reproduction, production and consumption were the main activities of the private 
sphere, which was associated with the preservation and continuity of life. The public sphere was the place where citizens discussed political matters. When a parent leaves the 
private sphere, he can discuss political issues with his peers in the public sphere. The social sphere, on the other hand, is a sphere that has only emerged in modern society 
and has been further accelerated by the process of primitive accumulation of wealth or capital initiated by capitalism. In the social sphere, the pursuit of private interests is 
seen as a meaningful human activity. (Nan & Ying, 2019) 
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public sphere and the collective worlds in the city. Is the public space in the modern neoliberal 
city, especially the public space that hosts mainly consumer activities, conducive to the struggle 
for the right to the city? 

If public spaces are identified by their capacity to gather the public, we find that the variety 
of the most dynamic spaces in contemporary cities has expanded considerably. Originally, these 
spaces might have been a number of urban commons, political and religious sites; in modern 
times, they should also include consumer spaces. The increasing attraction of people, especially 
young people and women, to consumer spaces has led to an intuitive equation of these highly 
dynamic, high-quality, walkable, open and blurred consumer spaces with public spaces. 
However, according to the introduction to the right to the city, such spaces that host 
consumption activities can hardly be considered the public sphere in Arendt's terms, but rather 
the social sphere. In fact, this financialised and colonised public sphere diverts people’s 
attention, plans their behaviour, incorporates their desires, and erodes the production of 
collective wills and public opinions, and thus their claim to the right to the city. The next section 
looks at the development of the most glorious consumer space of capitalism, the shopping 
centre, known as the “cathedral of consumption”. 

1.1.2 The History of Shopping Malls and the Virtualised Normalisation 

The history of shopping centres can be summarised in three phases, pre-modern shopping 
centres (arcades and department stores, 17th - pre-19th century), modern shopping centres 
(suburban shopping centres from North America and urban shopping complexes from South 
East Asia, mid-19th - late 19th century) and hyper-modern shopping centres (normalised 
shopping centres and virtual-reality hybrid shopping centres, late 19th century - now). The pre-
modern shopping centre is the ancestor and prototype of the modern shopping centre, i.e., the 
arcade and the department stores. This original consumer space consisted of private boutiques 
on the sides of European city streets. Modern shopping centres are divided into two models, the 
North American mall and the Southeast Asian mall. Their interior spatial layout is inspired by 
the previous phase, but manifests itself as an enclosed, insular mega-building, whether in the 
suburbs or in the city centre. The emergence of hyper-modern shopping centres is yet another 
evolution in architectural typology. Firstly, the spatial form of their enclosure no longer seems 
evident; their boundaries with the surrounding context become formally open and more 
permeable and accessible to the public. Nor does its architectural form tear itself away from the 
context of its predecessors, but rather embeds itself in the city through an imitation of form and 
symbols, and proactively provides non-profit infrastructure and amenities to enhance the social 
interaction within its territory. Intuitively, the reintegration of the hypermodern shopping centre 
into the city has many benefits for the spatial experience of the city, such as a better pedestrian 
experience, a more coherent scale and appearance of the buildings, more open spaces and 
leisure spaces, etc. We define this type of shopping centre as the normalised shopping centre. 
The second, which we call the virtual-reality hybrid shopping centre, uses digital technology 
to make it a complex structure and augmented reality space that mixes spaces, activities and 
social institutions. Personal digital communication and social media, in particular, have forced 
shopping centre developers to refine their sales strategies and have also influenced space 
configuration. With the sole goal of profitability, shopping centres have moved beyond the 
rudimentary temporal and spatial games of prolonging consumer dwell time and walking 
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distances to focus on the creation of atmosphere, events and scenarios. The first type of 
shopping centre is often also the second (e.g., Taikoo Li in Chengdu), but the second is not 
necessarily the first (e.g., IFS in Changsha). These three phases in the history of shopping 
centres are described respectively below. 

1.1.2.1 Pre-modern Shopping Centres: Arcades and Department Stores 

Modern shopping centres have two main antecedents: the arcade and the department store. 
The arcade, whose prototype is Milan's Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II on the 17th century, is a 
series of 'galleries' which radiate tram a central domed space in a cruciform plan (Dovey, 1999, 
p.123). Due to advances in construction techniques, pedestrian central city alleys and 
thoroughfares, covered with vaulted ceilings made of glass and steel, made a good open space 
to escape from noise, pollution and bad weather (Benjamin, [1953]2013, p.4). As Dovey (1999, 
p.123) argued, such private urban shortcuts increased the permeability of the city and were 
fundamentally designed to satisfy internal consumer activity by attracting pedestrians on 
arterial roads. The 2nd phase was the introduction of the department store which paralleled the 
development of the arcades. A department store is a retail establishment offering a wide range 
of consumer goods in different areas of the store, each area ("department") specializing in a 
product category. It was a new paradigm of consumer space that eliminated the counter between 
the consumer and the employee. Consumers was pushed into a world of accumulation of goods. 
As Dovey (1999, p.123) pointed out, this paradigm shift in consumer behaviour meant that 
consumption changes for people from a purposeful activity of satisfying their own needs to a 
purposeless exploration of their own desires that were waiting to be constructed.  

1.1.2.2 Modern shopping centres: suburban shopping centres from North America 
and urban shopping complexes from South East Asia 

In the mid 20th century, the shopping mall was created. There were two types of modern 
shopping centres, the earlier ones from the suburbs of North America and the later ones that 
were more integrated and developed in Southeast Asia. In North America, with the migration 
of urban dwellers to the suburbs and the proliferation of automobiles, large commercial centres 
were built to respond to the shopping and entertainment needs of the population living in 
extended low-density residential areas. This was the time when fully enclosed air conditioning 
systems were introduced in shopping centres (although their use in department stores was by 
then commonplace, it was the first time they were used in the corridors between shops 
(Scharoun, 2012, p.11), and their function was similar to the steel arch for arcade streets, as 
they further isolated people from the natural environment in consumer spaces. On the other 
hand, air-conditioning creates the conditions for an infinite expansion of functions within a 
shopping centre, but the different functions tend to be typologically unified and become 
junkspace, as Rem Koolhaas(2001) argued, “air-conditioning has launched the endless building. 
If architecture separates buildings, air-conditioning unites them". In the spatial layout, the mall 
combines the arcade and department store. This spatial pattern was known as the “dumb-bell” 
plan, in which “a large 'anchor' store at either end was joined by an arcade (the ‘handle’) lined 
with a string of smaller shops” (Dovey, 1999, p.126; Jewell, 2015, p.16). The “dumb-bell” plan 
was also known as “the Gruen Transfer or Gruen effect", which hinted at the fundamental 
purpose of this paradigm: shoppers are continuously drawn to the main stores at both ends, 
moving from one end to the other, thus bringing a flow of people (profit) to the long arcade 
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(Jewell, 2015, p.16). In addition to this “dumb-bell” plan, these privately owned shopping 
centres mimicked outdoor European town centres with a central “public” square, or atrium 
space, where people not only shop, but also extend the possibilities of socialization and 
community, as Gruen expects (Scharoun, 2012, p.9). Furthermore, the activation of the atrium 
space implied a spatial reversal between the interior and exterior of shopping centres, which 
was reflected in the extreme contrast between the interior and exterior of the buildings. The 
centre of these buildings was a climate-controlled, well-lit, pedestrian-friendly, landscaped 
atrium space, while the exterior was a muted, unadorned, bare concrete façade surrounded by 
parking lots. This contrast in spatial atmosphere had been vividly described by Margaret 
Crawford (1992) as 'pedestrian islands in an asphalt sea', which created an efficient mode of 
navigation from the parking lot, across arcade to the atrium (Scharoun, 2012, p.13). 

From the Second World War to the 1980s, Shopping centres in the United States were 
rapidly replicating as cities expand and retail chains develop (Ritzer, 2018). The huge potential 
of dumbbell planning for increasing profits made this paradigm the first choice for developers 
to build shopping malls, with little consideration for architectural design innovations. Shopping 
malls were no longer a distinctive “place” that gave people a sense of local identity in an 
otherwise indistinguishable suburban community, but a standardized product. “Endless 
repetitions of the dumbbell have bound the shopping mall typology into a stasis of non-
evolution”  (Jewell, 2015, p.16). The part of Gruen's original vision for the publicity and 
civicness of users - to create a pedestrian city that carries the culture, communication and leisure 
of suburban communities - had been gradually stripped from shopping centres by developers 
because it had no effect on profit creation. As a result, these spaces were transformed from 
private pseudo-public spaces to purely commercial spaces. 

Shopping centres had taken a different path in Southeast Asia, where they had become 
more functionally integrated and had taken on new characteristics. The rapid spread of 
capitalism after the Second World War strongly led to the rapid development of many countries 
and regions in East and Southeast Asia, such as Singapore, Hong Kong and Japan. Shopping 
centres were introduced to these regions from North America and the paradigm evolved due to 
a number of factors such as climate, geography and urban theory. Particularly in Singapore, the 
combination of tight urban land area and a stifling subtropical climate had provided the 
conditions for the prototype development of an Asian urban shopping centre (Jewell, 2015, 
p.48). Due to the limited size of the city, people and cars have to be separated vertically and 
then form a multi-layered, three-dimensional traffic system that extends the way to the interior 
of the shopping centre. The first feature of Southeast Asian shopping centres is thus what 
Koolhaas(1995) describes as “Babel-like multilevel car parks” and its three-dimensional 
pedestrian connection to the surrounding city. The second new feature is the integration of 
public transport in shopping centres. Developers of shopping centres in major cities in 
Singapore and Japan have integrated transport hubs such as metro stations and train stations 
into the ground or basement levels of their buildings as a way of gaining more customers. This 
is an adaptive innovation to the car-dominated shopping centres in the USA. The third feature 
is the multi-storey multi-functional tower above the shopping centre building, which contains 
offices, hotels and other functions.(Jewell, 2015, p.52). These three features together form the 
basic archetype of the Southeast Asian shopping centre, as Rem Koolhaas (1995) concluded, 
“(Shopping malls in Singapore are) ambitious examples of vast modern socles teeming with the 
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most traditional forms of Asian street life, extensively connected by multiple linkages, fed by 
modern infrastructures and sometimes Babel-like multilevel car parks, penetrated by proto-
atriums, supporting mixed-use towers”. 

In addition to the three characteristics mentioned above, the shopping centres of South East 
Asia have also inherited and evolved in some ways. Although the surrounding context has 
changed from suburban to urban, they still retain their enclosure character. As mentioned earlier, 
if the American shopping mall is likened to a suburban “pedestrian island in a sea of asphalt”, 
its Southeast Asian descendants are considered urban enclaves. Because, although they are 
more closely linked to the crowded urban environment of Asia and no longer have the sharp 
physical spatial boundaries created by expressways that characterise the North American 
pattern, the way they are enclosed is reflected in the disciplining and inducing of behaviour and 
the extravagant shaping of representational symbols and signs. The former implies the control 
of the mall operator over the everyday practices of the visitor, the latter implies the control over 
the senses of the visitor. This dual control makes the territories of the shopping centre a great 
contrast to its surrounding city, attracting its target groups and excluding its non-target groups, 
and seriously disturbing the magnetic field of urban space. The evolution of the interior layout 
was a creative typological leap, as it abandoned Gruen's dumb-bell plan and replaced it with a 
complex vortex of three-dimensional paths around the atrium, where consumers were easily 
captured by vortices if they get distracted, and the pinwheel planes between floors were 
different (Jewell, 2015, p.54). 

1.1.2.3 Ultra-Modern Shopping Centres: Normalised Shopping Centres and 
Virtual-Reality Hybrid Shopping Centres 

The emergence of the hypermodern shopping centre is yet another evolution in 
architectural typology, which has taken two paths: the normalised shopping centres and the 
virtual-reality hybrid shopping centres, which are often presented together in an intertwined 
form. Firstly, their physical enclosure no longer seems obvious, and their boundaries with the 
surrounding context become formally open and more permeable and accessible to the public. 
Nor does its architectural form tear itself away from the context of its predecessors, but rather 
embeds itself in the city through an imitation of form and symbols, and proactively provides 
non-profit infrastructure and amenities to enhance the social interactions within its territory. 
Intuitively, the reintegration of hypermodern shopping centres into the city has many benefits 
for the spatial experience of the city, such as a better pedestrian experience, a more coherent 
scale and appearance of the buildings, more open spaces and leisure spaces, more accessible 
and centralised amenities, etc.; however, the fact is that their relationship with the social context 
is one of fragmentation, which exacerbates the crisis of previous models. Physically, they are 
integrated into the urban fabric forming a produced diversity that is more real than real, more 
traditional than traditional, more local than local. Socially, they polarise the social infrastructure 
of the limited interactive city centre core, “institutions that once set the civic framework of 
cities, such as schools, public libraries, and police stations, are now belittled, dispersed, and 
decentred, yet re-activated within steadily revised grand spatial narratives articulated within the 
closed fields and pseudo-public space of dead-end shopping places” (Manfredini & Jenner, 
2015). Further, this would imply a polarisation of the structure of social 
membership: ”particularly critical instances are semi-public spaces, such as the central social 
places located within urban enclosures of consumption, which epitomise the progressive urban 
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fragmentation that produce conditions of socio-spatial segmentation, displacement, segregation, 
and exclusion” (Manfredini, 2019b), and this further contributes to the disenfranchisement of 
the city, exacerbates structural inequalities in society and hinders the possibilities of interaction, 
discourse and association of disenfranchised citizens in the physical space of the city. We define 
such shopping centres as normalised shopping centres. Famous examples are Taikoo Li in 
Chengdu and Sanlitun in Beijing (nostalgic shopping streets, such as Taiping Street in 
Changsha, are also to some extent characterised by this, but are not as large and influential as 
normalised shopping centres). 

The second type, which we call the virtual-reality hybrid shopping centre, has been made 
possible by the use of digital technology as a complex structure and augmented reality space 
that mixes spaces, activities and social institutions. Personal digital communication and social 
media, in particular, have forced shopping centre developers to shift to improved sales strategies 
and have influenced the configuration of spaces. With the sole goal of generating profit, 
shopping centres have moved beyond the primary spatial and temporal game of extending the 
length of stay and distance travelled by consumers to focus more on the creation of atmosphere, 
events and scenarios. Operators’ expectations of consumers “ranging from instant purchase 
gratification to immersive participation in spectacular events” (Manfredini & Jenner, 2015) 
with the aim of stimulating positive emotions of exhilaration and indulgence, the high 
penetration of digital devices creates synergies between digital and real spaces, and the mixing 
of multiple platforms, territories and spaces enables high performance pseudo-interactions 
between consumers and spaces, organisations and peers. To achieve this, shopping centres seek 
to be memorability and imageability in the decoration and configuration of their spaces, often 
borrowing from the symbolic context of the surrounding city or emphasising its originality 
(Manfredini & Jenner, 2015). A famous example is IFS in Changsha. 

1.1.3 Consumption Theory and Malled Spectacle 

The history of shopping malls as places of enhanced consumption is related to the modern 
evolution of the role of consumer activity in human society. A discussion of consumption theory 
can help to understand the social factors of the transformation of shopping malls at each stage. 
After mankind entered industrial society, Karl Marx (1857) was the first to analyse the whole 
process of production and reproduction in capitalist society in a comprehensive and systematic 
way, and positioned consumption as a necessary part of the social reproduction3 process. After 
the Second World War, the Frankfurt School further constructed a theory of consumption based 
on Marx’s ideas. Henri Lefebvre and Guy Debord also criticized capitalist consumption in 
developed industrial societies from different perspectives. This paper relies heavily on their 
theory of consumption to construct a critical framework of consumerism. 

After World War II, the powerful social productivity driven by the war was transferred to 
the production of consumer goods of people's daily lives, and a large number of commodities 
appeared in the market; intense class conflicts were concealed due to the increase in people's 
living standards(Qiqi, 2020). This post-war capitalist reality of developed industrial societies 
contrasts with the social reality of the era in which Marx and Engels' theories were formed, and 

 
3 In Grundrisse, Marx(1857) states that socialised production is an organic whole consisting of production, distribution, exchange and consumption, that production plays a 
decisive role, that production determines distribution, exchange and consumption; and that distribution, exchange and consumption have a countervailing effect on 
production. 
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with the predictions of their theories; the applicability and explanatory capacity of Marxism is 
challenged, and Marxists urgently need to reconceptualise, rethink and transcend traditional 
Marxist political economy. Marx's theory of alienation4 and commodity fetishism was inherited 
by European theorists5 such as György Lukács and the Frankfurt School, and new elements 
were incorporated to adapt to the latest social realities (Qiqi, 2020). The four kinds of labour 
alienation6  caused by private ownership, as analysed by Marx(1844) in his Economic & 
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, became the main clues of the theorist's critique of 
consumption, particularly, the first of the four types of labour alienation, as Marx argued, that 
there was an alienating relationship between the worker and the object of his labour (the 
product), and that the more objects the worker produced, the fewer objects it could possess and 
the more it was enslaved and dominated by them, namely, “it is clear that the more the worker 
spends himself, the more powerful becomes the alien world of objects which he creates over 
and against himself, the poorer he himself – his inner world – becomes, the less belongs to him 
as his own” (Marx, 1844).  

Marx's fetishism of commodities was a reanalysis of commodities based on the theory of 
alienation. Marx argued that the physical nature of the commodity (i.e. the usefulness of the 
thing to man, the use value of the thing) is independent of its commodity-form; the material 
relations between the commodity as a thing and other commodities as things are independent 
of the value-relation between the products of labour as commodity-form (expressed through 
money as the price of the commodity) (Marx, 1990, p.165). In short, the use value of a 
commodity is not necessarily linked to its price. However, there is a concealment of 
commodities in the capitalist market, where “commodity reflects the social characteristics of 
men’s own labour as objective characteristics of the products of labour themselves, as the socio-
natural properties of these things” (Marx, 1990, pp.164-165). That is to say, the social relations 
that exist between workers are injected into the commodity, concealed by the value relations 
that exist between things (Harvey, 2014, p.44). Hence, private labour, through the exchange of 
commodities, creates a relationship between the products of labour and, consequently, between 
workers; this relationship is not a direct social relationship between workers, but is expressed 
in “material [dinglich] relations between persons and social relations between things” (Marx, 
1990 p.166). Commodity fetishism refers to such a mediatisation, where the otherwise direct 
social relations between persons need to be mediated by things, and the otherwise direct 
material relations between things need to be mediated by persons (figure). Or commodity 
fetishism is an illusion that mixes the social characteristic of the commodity with its material 
shapes (Tom Bottomore, 1991, p.191). Under the influence of commodity fetishism, the 
subjugation of people to objects was in fact a subjugation to the power relations of capitalism 
in which objects were embedded. Therefore, the material objects in the capitalist society 
“constitute real powers, uncontrolled by, indeed holding sway over, human beings; objective 

 
4 The meaning of alienation is broad and long-standing, elevated to philosophical heights after classical German philosophy, and generally refers to, “the subject producing 
its opposites and becoming an external alien force"(彭克宏, 1989). Erich Fromm ([1956]2002), a theorist of the Frankfurt School, explained alienation in terms of the 
individual: “Alienation is a mode of perception in which man sees himself as a stranger. He is, so to speak, alienated from himself. He does not feel that he is the centre of the 
world, the originator of his actions, but that his actions and their consequences have become his master and must be bowed down to, even worshipped". (this should be 
revised and references provided) 
5 For example, Lukács advocated that the working class should first recognise its own alienation and introduced the concept of 'objectification', which extended alienated 
labour to the realm of consciousness to describe the representation of late capitalist society; Marcuse expanded the concept of 'alienation' to 'domination', arguing that 
advanced capitalist industrial societies were totalitarian, depending on the very structures of domination inherent in their production and consumption, exercising all-round 
control over human action, emotion and thought (Qiqi, 2020). 
6 Marx (1844) defined four types of labour alienation: alienation between the worker and the product of his own labour; alienation between the worker and his producing/life 
activity; alienation between man and his species-being; and alienation between man and other man. (reference needed) 
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'forms of appearance' of the economic relationship definitive of capitalism." (Tom Bottomore, 
1991, p.190). 

 
Figure 1-1 Under the influence of commodity fetishism, the subjugation of people to things was in fact a subjugation to the power relations of capitalism in which 

things were embedded. Source: Author 

The Frankfurt School inherited Marx's theory of labour alienation and adapted it to the 
realities of post-world war II capitalist society. Fromm and Marcuse argued that capitalism had 
entered a stage of total alienation and that alienation was everywhere, with consumer alienation 
being a particularly important aspect of it (Fromm, 2002; Marcuse, 1941). Associated with 
consumption are people's needs. As Marx (1857) argued, human needs determined production, 
production determined consumption, and consumption reproduced human needs. However, 
Marcuse([1964]2006, p.7) argued that human needs were not only biological, but also historical, 
that is, needs that were influenced by society and time. Therefore, false needs" i.e. “those which 
are superimposed upon the individual by particular social interests in his repression"(Marcuse, 
[1964]2006, p.7), required to be identified from all human needs. In other words, false needs 
had two characteristics, the first of which was that such needs were imposed, indoctrinated, and 
manipulated until they became instinctive. This means that people lost not only their freedom 
of choice, but also their awareness of their loss of freedom of choice. The second characteristic 
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was that these false needs imposed on individuals were for “specific social interests". 
Overconsumption, for example, was intended to absorb social overproduction, and 
commodified leisure and entertainment was intended to soothe and prolong insensitive work 
that was no longer really necessary. In general, in a society where false needs were induced, 
people had lost the ability to criticize and deny the social order, and there was only freedom of 
choice, manipulated by false needs, but “free election of masters does not abolish the masters 
or the slaves”(Marcuse, [1964]2006, p.10). Ultimately, people became one-dimensional man, 
deprived of freedom of denying and creativity, no longer imagining or pursuing an alternative 
life to the real one. The manipulation of needs led to “an immediate identification of the 
individual with his society and, through it, with the society as a whole”, in other words, “the 
individuals identify themselves with the existence which is imposed upon them and have in it 
their own development and satisfaction” (Marcuse, [1964]2006, p.12). People then cannot deny 
capitalism, because that would be tantamount to denying themselves. 

Erich Fromm, for his part, analysed the effects of consumer alienation on the individual in 
psychological and more specific ways. As he says in The Sane Society, first of all, consumption 
should be a real, meaningful, creative experience, and the consumer should have feelings, 
sensations, and judgment; alienated consumption, however, was “the satisfaction of artificially 
stimulated phantasies, a phantasy performance alienated from our concrete, real selves"(Fromm, 
2002, p.130). Secondly, consumption was supposed to be pleasure in the enjoyment of the use 
value of goods, yet alienated consumption made the process of consumption itself the greatest 
pleasure. Finally, consumption alienation was not only present in the moment we consumed in 
the marketplace, but also permeated people's leisure and entertainment time, because of the 
commercialised entertainment, people's leisure time was also commercialized, along with 
people's daily experiences (Fromm, 2002, p.132). 

After the Frankfurt School, Lefebvre took the role of consumption in capitalist society to 
a higher level. In the 1960s, Lefebvre first identified the essential features of developed 
capitalist societies as consumer societies, i.e.  the bureaucratic society of controlled 
consumption (Lefebvre, 1971). He argued that the sphere of everyday life was the third 
neglected aspect placed on the border between the base and the superstructure in Marx's theory, 
which had replaced the workplace as the most oppressed and alienated sphere in contemporary 
society. Everyday life had been permeated to an unprecedented degree by technocrats and 
consumption. Everyday life, alienated by consumption, was filled with universalized symbols, 
imaginations, illusions and desires. The abundance of consumer goods compresses and conceals 
the revolutionary consciousness and feelings of alienation generated by the proletariat in the 
workplace, and the former scarcity of the means of life becomes a scarcity of space and desire 
in the everyday life of leisure and the family (Poster, 1975, p.244). As explained by Shield 
(2005, p.94), people were ‘in modernity’—a social condition of consumer capitalism working 
at a planetary scale and supported by complex systems of mystification, spectacle, and national 
and international government. 

Guy Debord(2002)’s theory of spectacle society captured the increasing trend of 
visualisation and imagination of the capitalist commodity world and the impact of the 
popularity of mass media. In Debord's eyes, spectacle was an overwhelming, inevitable and 
irresistible visual image that permeated all aspects of life, an image that came from the 
commodity society but can move spontaneously away from the process of material production. 
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Fields and Best(1985, pp.384-387) have a clear overview of Debord’s spectacle: firstly, like 
cinema, it is a kind of performance performed by the minority and watched in silence by the 
majority. The minority, the social controllers who produce the hegemonic culture, create the 
spectacle performance that fills all of life today, while the majority, the dominated audience, 
watches the spectacle performance produced and manipulated by the minority in a state of 
fascinated and astonished concentration, a fascination that implies control and acquiescence, 
separation and isolation. Secondly, the spectacle achieves its purpose not through direct 
violence and compulsion (whether physical or ideological) but through the marginalisation of 
critical, creative thought and action, so that the most important principle of the spectacle is non-
intervention. The audiences’ senses are repeatedly stimulated, and in turn hypnotised and 
paralysed, and the audiences is ultimately reduced to slavery. If Marx's theory of the fetishism 
of the commodity emphasises the inversion of the human relationship into a relationship of 
things to things, in Debord's eyes things are abstracted into their representations, so that the 
human relationship is again inverted into a spectacle-audience relationship: “THE 
SPECTACLE is not a collection of images; it is a social relation between people that is mediated 
by images” (Debord, 2002). The fascination with the spectacle caused people to lose their own 
aspirations and demands for their true lives, while the capitalist relied on the control of the 
production and transformation of the spectacle to manipulate the entire social life (Yibing, 
2006a). 

The above critical theory of consumption can be applied to the analysis of the development 
and current situation of modern shopping centres, which were considered as the cathedral of 
consumption (Ritzer, 1999): places of over-consumption where, people focus on what they want 
rather than what they need (Matusitz, 2012). On the one hand, people gain the freedom to 
choose different goods, experiences and lifestyles, on the other hand they lose the freedom; 
‘Shopping is consuming our lives – but bringing us less satisfaction. More goods are for sale – 
but we can never find exactly what we want’ (Miles, 2013). In the modern shopping centres, 
people have become what Marcuse calls one-dimensional man and the alienation of 
consumption makes people lose their ability to judge false needs in the shopping centres where 
goods are piled up. 

The emergence of the hyper-modern shopping centre also corresponds to the renewal of 
the critical theory of consumption. In addition to retail shops and restaurants, hyper-modern 
shopping mall offers a wide range of non-consumer spaces, such as rooftop gardens, urban 
plazas, pedestrian underpasses, skating rinks and observation decks, and activities, such as 
music festivals and art performances. These features, which are different from those of 
traditional shopping centres, mean that the hyper-modern shopping centre goes beyond 
stimulating consumer impulses and aims here to present a social spectacle that combines 
everyday life, needs, desires and fantasies. People are objectified, objects are visualised. The 
relationship between people and the hyper-modern shopping centres along with the goods 
inside become a kind of “spectacle-audience”, and people lose the consciousness of negation 
and criticism. As a collection of fantasies of an ideal life, the shopping centre is a 'worlds in 
miniature', which creates places of hegemonic, yet hyperreal socialisation (Manfredini & Jenner, 
2015). 
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1.1.4 The Potential and Threats of Social Media 

The widespread use of social media is arguably one of the most prominent manifestations 
of how people's work and lives have been transformed by digital technology. In a general sense, 
social media can be defined as”a group of Internet-based applications that build on the 
ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.07 and that allow the creation and exchange 
of user generated content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Today, the term social media has 
become a buzzword and marketing ideology and is equated with the most popular mobile apps 
or websites, such as WeChat, Weibo, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, and so on. Not 
only individuals, but also companies of all sizes and industries, traditional media, governments, 
politicians, social groups and organisations are heavily present on social media, and the 
applications and web pages developed by these Internet companies have an increasingly 
complex role and impact.  

The way shopping centres operate has also changed as a result of the influence of social 
media. Digital technologies have enabled shopping centres to become complex structures and 
augmented reality spaces that mix spaces, activities and social institutions. The high penetration 
of digital devices has established synergies between digital and real spaces, and the mixing of 
multiple platforms, territories and spaces enables high-performance consumers to pseudo-
interact with spaces, organisations and peers. The growth of personal digital communication 
and social media in particular has forced shopping centre operators to focus more on the 
creation of atmospheres, events and scenarios. These spectacle performances and scenes 
stimulate positive emotions of exhilaration and indulgence in consumers, who, because they 
are also users of portable video recording terminals and social media, become countless 
journalists and directors who participate in the immediate and non-immediate recording and 
dissemination of the spectacle performances in shopping centres. If, in the days when video 
recording devices were outdated, Debord’s spectacle society depicted a dualistic structure of a 
few people directing, performing, recording and broadcasting, while the majority watched in 
silence, today, with video recording devices becoming terminal, online and pervasive, the 
spectacle society has become a networked structure where the various processes of performance 
are divided up and the process of directing, performing, recording and distributing is 
crowdsourced. There is, however, one difference. Debord’s spectacle-audience relationship is 
a one-way model, a relationship of output and input, in which the audience loses its true 
interaction with each other through intoxication and paralysis. The process of creating the 
spectacle is characterised by the monopoly and hegemony of a few groups, so that the social 
relations between people are also controlled and manipulated. The networked spectacle, 
however, relies on interactions between people, even though, according to other theorists of 
consumer alienation such interactions may be pseudo-interactions, interactions for exchange 
purposes, interactions deprived of the ability to criticise and negate, interactions constructed by 
false needs. But in any case, the hypermodern shopping centre has taken on new and 
unprecedented characteristics with the help of digital technologies, precisely digital content 
platforms and relational networks based on social media and personal mobile internet terminals: 
on the one hand, digital technologies have increased the intensity of alienation and consumerism 
in the modern shopping centre, reinforcing its control through the implementation of an 

 
7 Unlike Web 1.0, where Internet content was produced by a specific provider, Web 2.0 content was primarily provided by users and led to a content explosion. 
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attractive eventful, hedonistic atmosphere (Manfredini, 2019b); on the other hand, digital social 
media facilitates the networking of dualistic social structures of the spectacle, where people’s 
eyes that would otherwise look at the screen look at each other, opportunities for 
communication are opened up, and fissures begin to appear in the frozen hegemonic relations 
between top and bottom, starting precisely with the hypermodern shopping centre. 

It is therefore important to explore what potential is offered by the reactivation of 
interactions on social media. In the first part of the following section, Habermas’ theory of the 
public sphere and the colonisation of the public sphere are first discussed, leading to the 
possibility of social media as a decolonised public sphere. The second part is a critique of the 
digitization and technologization of sociality caused by social media. Digital technologies, 
especially control technologies, in social media may exacerbate unequal power relations. The 
reinforcement of the dominant hegemonic position leads to uncertainty about the restoration of 
the common world through radical discursive deliberations, both virtually and online. 

1.1.4.1 The potential of social media based on Habermas' theory of the public 
sphere 

According to Habermas, the task of the public sphere8 is for public to be able to engage in 
“critical public debate" (Habermas, 1991, p.52), in which mutual understanding, mutual trust 
and consensus among the subjects are achieved in a process of debating individual exchange 
and dialogue (Habermas, 1987). In a democracy, the public sphere, in addition to being an open 
and participatory sphere, should be “the medium through which self-governance through the 
deliberation of a collectivity can take place”(Benhabib, 1997). Despite some criticism9, the 
notion of public sphere in Habermas's sense as a conceptual repository is still today an important 
perspective for understanding and critiquing social issues, as it finds a theoretical structure for 
democracy that is ontological in its discourse. In short, the public sphere is an arena in which 
political participation takes place through discursive/dialogic interactions, in which participants 
deliberate on common matters and in which they govern themselves or criticise the institutions 
of power. 

The construction of the concept of the public sphere is based on another Habermasian 
concept, namely, lifeworld. The lifeworld is “both the product of human communication and 
the context in which people interact and communicate with each other through language or 
symbols” (Habermas, 2012, p.86). In other words, the lifeworld is both a product of and 
presupposes language-mediated communicative action. According to Habermas(1984)'s 
definition, communicative action is the act of reaching agreement and achieving coherence of 
behaviour through communication without reservations by participants using language as a 
mediator. In other words, communicative action refers to social action between at least two 

 
8 Habermas’ notion of the public sphere is derived from an analysis of early modern Europe. “According to Habermas, the idea of a public sphere is that of a body of “private 
persons” assembled to discuss matters of “public concern” or “common interest. “ This idea acquired force and reality in early modern Europe in the constitution of 
“bourgeois publics spheres” as counterweights to absolutist states. These publics aimed to mediate between “society” and the state by holding the state accountable to 
“society” via “publicity. “ At first this meant requiring that information about state functioning be made accessible so that state activities would be subject to critical scrutiny 
and the force of “public opinion. “ Later，it meant transmitting the considered “general interest of bourgeois society” to the state via forms of legally guaranteed free speech, 
free press, and free assembly, and eventually through the parliamentary institutions of representative government” (Fraser, 1990). As can be seen, Habermas’ analysis of the 
“bourgeois public sphere” is based on a social order that is distinctly different from the modern one, in which the state is deeply intertwined with the contemporary market 
economy. In Europe around the 18th and 19th centuries, the ‘society’ constituted by the bourgeoisie was separate from and in opposition to the state. At that time, the 
bourgeois public sphere was an advanced democratic ideal of the bourgeoisie, as they opposed a feudal social order in which the state was the representative of the feudal 
monarch. Today, however, the ideal of a bourgeois public sphere has its limits in a stratified class society. Thus, in The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 
Habermas concludes by declaring that the bourgeois model of the public sphere is no longer viable under the conditions of the “welfare state mass democracy” of the late 
20th century. Some new form of public sphere was needed to rescue the critical function of this arena and to institutionalise democracy. However, Habermas did not develop 
a new, post-bourgeois model of the public sphere (Fraser, 1990). 
9 Such critiques are classified by Fuchs as 'postmodern critiques' toward Habermas. Most of them attempt to refine and establish a public sphere suitable for modern society 
by critiquing the theories of Habermas. For example, Nancy Fraser's concept of the subaltern counterpublics sphere and Seyla Benhabib's emphasis on the multiplicity of 
institutional configurations within the public sphere. 
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subjects in the context of the lifeworld, mediated by language, with the aim of understanding, 
cooperative action and personal socialisation. The public sphere relies on such communicative 
action to deliberate on decisions affecting the well-being of a collectivity. Communicative 
action in the public sphere requires rationality on the part of the subject, which enables the 
participants to think and reason from the position of the concerned others, so that one is able to 
speak with such rationality that one not only persuades others, but also exerts a reflexivity on 
the speaker's own personal preferences and opinions (Benhabib, 1997). This process of 
rationalising discourse, in Habermas' view, leads to an agreement that optimally reflects the 
interests of all individuals in the public sphere, and autonomously generates common interests. 

Habermas, however, introduced the notion of the lifeworld constituted by communicative 
action with the fundamental aim of constructing an immanent critique10 that exposes the fact 
of the “colonisation of the lifeworld” (i.e., the “colonisation of the public sphere”) (Fuchs, 
2014). The colonisation of the lifeworld means that “the former private and public spheres are 
constantly invaded by the market and bureaucratic mechanisms of modern society" (Keane, 
1984). According to Habermas, human society under capitalism consists of systems based on 
the market economy and state power, in addition to the lifeworld, as just mentioned. The system 
is the “material substratum” (Habermas, 1987) that is separated from the living world and 
supports its functioning, that is, the realm of material production and reproduction as focused 
by political economy. The system is subdivided into subsystems of the state and subsystems of 
the economy, which “embody the rationality of purpose and seek to maximise efficiency and 
effectiveness” (Habermas, 2004). However, the system is not coordinated by human discursive 
interaction as in the lifeworld, but by means of delinguistified steering mediums, i.e., money 
and power (Feenberg, 1996). The economic subsystem, with money as its steering mediums, 
coordinates the economic interactions of economic organisations and individuals in order to 
extract profits, while the political subsystem, with power as its steering mediums, coordinates 
production relations and manages public society to maintain the stability of society as a whole. 

 As human society develops and progresses, the systems become more and more separated 
from the lifeworld, and gradually dominate and control it. The economic system became 
rationalized11 , the power system became bureaucratized12 , and money and power, as the 
medium of systems, gradually permeated the lifeworld. (Keane, 1984) Discursive interactions, 
as the means of deliberation, are gradually being infiltrated and colonised by money and power, 
which has resulted in the decline and impoverishment of dialogic communication, while critical 
interpersonal communication is branded as benefit. Money and power replace discursive 
interactions to organise social life, known as the “delinguistification” of social life”. Common 
understandings and shared values play a diminished role on a market, because the market 

 
10 Immanent critique compares proclaimed ideals to reality. If it finds out that reality permanently contradicts its own ideals, then it becomes clear that there is a fundamental 
mismatch and that reality needs to be changed in order to overcome this incongruity (Fuchs, 2014). 
11
 Rationalisation is a concept developed by Max Weber. Weber understood rationalisation, first, as the individual cost-

benefit calculation; second, as the wider bureaucratic organisation of the organisations; and finally, in the more 

general sense, as the opposite of understanding the reality through mystery and magic (i.e. disenchantment).(Allan, 

2005) Features of rationalisation include increasing knowledge, growing impersonality and enhanced control of social and 

material life.(Kim, 2017) 
12
 Bureaucratization is the expression of Weber's rationalisation at the level of social organisation and politics. Weber 

argued that bureaucracy constitutes the most efficient and rational way in which human activity can be organized and 

that systematic processes and organized hierarchies are necessary to maintain order, to maximize efficiency, and to 

eliminate favoritism. On the other hand, Weber also saw unfettered bureaucracy as a threat to individual freedom, with 

the potential of trapping individuals in an impersonal”iron cage" of rule-based, rational control. (Ritzer, 1999) 
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mechanism yields a mutually satisfactory result without discussion. Something similar goes on 
with the exercise of administrative power”.(Feenberg, 1996) 

In Structural Transformation, Habermas elucidated the way in which the public sphere 
operated and its subsequent colonisation, and therefore to develop an opposite path - 
decolonisation, i.e., deliberating through discursive interactions and expanding the areas in 
which it is used to coordinate social life (McCarthy, 1984), i.e., expanding the areas in which 
participatory democracy works. Digital social media has become an important area for 
activating these struggles over time and is “becoming the ‘site’ in which value wars are waged, 
identities fashioned, needs renegotiated, images of the good life circulated” (Benhabib, 1997). 
This may run counter to our experience, especially among those who are pessimistic about 
social media, who see digital platforms as rife with hegemonic ideologies, consumerism, junk 
information and intense linguistic conflict. Yet Benhabib (1997) believed that the contemporary 
public sphere is an area in which different rules of appropriate and inappropriate speech, and 
diverse logics of constraint meet and often clash with each other. The cultivation of qualities of 
mind and character of democratic citizenship will be achieved in part through immersion in 
these new multiple publics, where, amidst diverse verbal and symbol confrontations, users of 
social media will develop the rationality needed to practice communicative action, that is, to 
think and reason from the standpoint of the relevant other. In social media, each new social, 
cultural and political group will present its point of view to others, to be found credible and 
convincing by others, to tell its story to others. This is a positive reading of social media based 
on the concept of the public sphere, which affirms this virtual content platform and social 
network of relations in the digital age, arguing that virtual communicative actions and 
discursive interactions can generate virtual collective worlds, thus reappropriating the colonised 
public sphere and resisting hegemonic cultures and spectacle societies. Digital social media acts 
as a virtual space superimposed on reality, creating an augmented reality. The multiplicity of 
virtual subaltern counter-publics interpenetrating with real public spaces stimulates the 
unlimited potential of the concept of the public sphere in the digital age. 

However, the other side of the coin is that digital technology and social media, as tools for 
breaking the physical public sphere, may create new colonies within. 

1.1.4.2 The New Threat within Social Media: a Hegemony Reinforced by Digital 
Technology 

Social media based on Web 2.0, has opened up new possibilities for human interaction and 
communication and changed the way political life is conducted. Some media have even 
declared that in the 21st century “the revolution will be posted”13. As mentioned above, these 
features reveal that digital social media, as a ‘subaltern counter-public sphere’, opens up new 
possibilities for the decolonisation of the contemporary public sphere and the reactivation of 
political life of marginalised groups in a physical public space that has been privatised. At the 
same time, the augmented urban semi-public space by social media also counters the 
privatisation, financialization, commercialisation and fragmentation of urban material space, 
injecting new potential for their emancipation. Nevertheless, it is impossible to ignore the new 

 
13 The Revolution will be posted. Foreign Policy Online. June 20, 2011. 
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/06/20/the_revolution_will_be_posted#sthash.fzgJPMdN.dpbs 
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colonisation of everyday life and the intensification of dominant forces caused by the use of 
new technologies in digital social media. 

The sociological discussion of technology has a long history, and what is particularly 
inescapable is the political economy critique of technology, which is the entry point and basic 
position for our discussion of the relationship between digital technology and people in social 
media. For Marx, technology was examined dialectically: on the one hand, technological 
progress has brought about enormous changes in human society, with the productive forces 
being greatly liberated and the relations of production being transformed(Marx & Engels, 1848); 
on the other hand, technology is firmly bound up with the means of production, produced by 
the labourers and subsequently separated from them under capitalist relations of production, 
deployed in the exploitation, repression and control of the subordinated class by the dominant 
class(Marx, 1990). Although technology has an important role to play in the progress of society, 
in the capitalist phase it was not decisive, but was examined in the context of a dynamic dialectic 
of “productive forces and relations of production”. Subsequently, the Frankfurt School 
developed a critique of technology from a negative perspective. They argued that technology - 
further expressed as instrumentality - was itself a form of domination which, by controlling its 
objects, violated their integrity, suppressed and destroyed them (Horkheimer & Adorno, 2012). 
Marcuse(1968) argued that technologies can be abstracted into neutral general knowledge, 
however, once they entered reality, they were combined with socially and historically specific 
content. In other words, once technology is contextualised in society or applied to social 
production, it is shrouded in the shadow of the social power structure. In general, a review of 
the history of technocriticism clears the way for a “techno-neutralism”, and the social role of 
science and technology must still be examined in the context of society: who owns the 
technology, who uses it for whom, and for whose benefit and to whose detriment it is used. 

When technologies are put into social production by social media companies (in this paper, 
the development and design of interfaces, functions, algorithms and iterations of social media), 
the choice of technology has a tendency to be influenced by power structures that reinforce the 
hegemonic position of the dominant actors. As with the above critique of technology, the use 
of certain technologies14 in social media makes it less difficult to manipulate, control, censor 
and interfere with users’ digital daily lives：“[…] ‘making the Web social’ in reality means 
‘making sociality technical’. Sociality coded by technology renders people’s activities formal, 
manageable, and manipulable, enabling platforms to engineer the sociality in people’s everyday 
routines” (van Dijck, 2013). 

In social media, this phenomenon of intensification of the dominant actors’ hegemonic 
position due to digital technologies is referred to by Manfredo (2020) as the hegemonic 
disciplinary space of flow. It has several features(Piketty, 2020; Srnicek, 2017): Firstly, unequal 
user service agreements give the dominant actors full access to the users' digital lives, especially 
their personal information, social relationships and dialogical interactions, while digital 
technologies enhance the dominant actors’ ability to detect, identify, target and monitor this 

 
14 Rob Heyman and Jo Pierson(2015) cite three algorithms or features of Facebook to demonstrate how social media technologizes sociality. By an algorithm called 
EdgeRank, Facebook pushes content and ads that may interest users based on their browsing habits, increasing user stickiness, and personalised ad delivery is much more 
efficient. Advertisers, publishers, and users can pay Facebook directly to have their content presented more prominently in other users' Facebook feed via the EdgeRank. 
Sponsored Stories is an ad based on social context. “This type of mixing editorial with promotional content is typically forbidden in older media (like newspapers and 
television), where advertising needs to be clearly separated or indicated. However, in the digital environment of social media, we see more and more seepage between both, 
with formats like advertorials and content marketing”(Heyman & Pierson, 2015). Gatekeeper is a tool that puts the technology under development into partial use and 
evaluates its effectiveness through user data feedback. This technology can be used to optimize the user experience and, of course, to improve profitability, for example, to 
test what kind of display interface results in higher click-through rates on advertisements. 
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information. This has led to a severe weakening of the capacity to activate counter agendas 
through the autonomous association of users. Secondly, with the iteration of applications and 
the enhancement of digital infrastructure, information on social media is presented as 
‘multimodal messages’. By adding temporal and spatial information systems to the original text, 
images, voice and video, these multimodal messages strengthen the immersion and 
synchronisation of the user's discursive interaction with real space, creating a ‘reality-virtuality 
continuum’. This kind of comprehensive messages stimulates the user’s “sensuous appetites” 
and boosts “the capability of the spectacular machine for cultural hegemony to produce 
consensus and homologation”. Thirdly, in order to maintain unbalanced power structures, the 
dominant tend to produce and disseminate a deceptively conceived social, cultural and material 
content oriented towards subordinates, while digital technologies can act as an amplification 
and multiplication tool for the above process, drowning opposing agendas in an endless stream 
of ‘consent’. Finally, censorship mechanisms and feedback systems that automatically identify, 
convert or neutralise unfavourable or divergent information create a ‘panopticon’ between 
censor and censored, in which users are induced to self- harmonise, self-control and self-
regulate, and the hegemonic position of the dominant actors is re-enforced. 

Social media have taken the study of the public sphere and the urban public space into new 
realms. On the one hand, social media create virtual spaces and unite physical spaces to form a 
reality-virtuality continuum that reopens up the possibility for marginalised, dominated and 
disempowered groups to associate with each other in an unprecedented degree of connectivity, 
openness, accessibility and inclusiveness, with the concomitant construction of their common 
will and collective decision-making through discursive interaction. This sustains their query of 
their political identity and the affirmation of their citizenship, and liberates them from externally 
imposed models, references and restrictions(Manfredini & Leardini, 2020). The virtual content 
platforms and social networks of the digital age support virtual communicative actions and 
discursive interactions to produce virtual 'common worlds', which in turn reoccupy the 
colonised public sphere and rebel against hegemonic cultures and spectacle societies. Digital 
social media acts as a virtual space superimposed on the real, creating an augmented reality. 
The interpenetration of multiple virtual public spheres with the real public space stimulates the 
unlimited potential of the concept of the public sphere in the digital age. On the other hand, the 
digitisation and technologisation of sociality caused by digital technologies on social media, 
especially control technologies, can exacerbate unequal power relations. The hegemonic 
disciplinary space of flow leads to the reinforcement of the dominant’s hegemonic position and 
the uncertainty of relying on radical discursive deliberations, both virtual and online, to restore 
the collective worlds. This ambivalence and dynamism provide a dialectical perspective for our 
subsequent research. 

1.2 Problem statement 

As mentioned above, the role of the hypermodern shopping centre has changed 
dramatically: firstly, the hypermodern shopping centre has “normalised” the enclosure of 
modern consumption, and the high degree of transparency, accessibility and cohesion in 
physical space has instead created a polarisation of urban infrastructure, amenities and 
interaction, further exacerbating the loss of the “right to the city”. Secondly, ultra-modern 
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shopping centres have embraced digital technology and social media and developed a post-
consumerist model of virtual-reality hybrids, with a greater focus on the creation of atmospheres, 
events and spectacles. These scenic performances and scenes stimulate positive emotions of 
exhilaration and indulgence in consumers, engaging them in the recording and dissemination 
of the mall's scenic performances. Yet the highly cohesive and highly digital capacity of ultra-
modern shopping centres opens up a new frontier of digital content and social relations 
generated around shopping centres on social media. This is a new battlefield that may open up 
opportunities for both the restoration of the right to the city and the expansion of hegemonic 
culture. On the one hand, digital social media facilitates the networking of binary social 
structures of the spectacle, where the frozen hegemonic relations between top and bottom begin 
to be shaken to their foundations by personalised digital production, digital interactions and 
social connections. On the other hand, digital technologies on social media, especially control 
technologies, lead to the reinforcement of the hegemonic position of the dominant, leading to 
the uncertainty of restoring the common world with digital interactions. 

In order to understand how contemporary changes in shopping centres affect the social 
relations between groups in space, Lefebvre’s theory of spatial production provides a useful 
analytical tool, which is essentially a spatial expression of the theory of the reproduction of 
social relations, that is, the theory of spatial production studies spatialised social relations. 
According to Lefebvre, space is both the means by which a certain social relation consolidates 
itself and its result; each society and each mode of production produces its own space, and space 
contains the brand of the corresponding relations of production. In contemporary society, this 
process of spatial production takes place not only in the places of production but also in the 
places of everyday life, namely the public spaces of the city. With the contribution of architects, 
planners and technocrats, the power relations established by hegemonic actors are transcribed 
into public space, creating a great capacity to control and dominate the social reproduction of 
space. They control public life in cities, or at least the space of our public life, and indirectly 
our lives through various systems and mechanisms. This power, called ‘alienation’ by Marx, is 
defined as ‘abstractive’ by Lefebvre. Abstract space oppresses differentiation, diversity and 
individualisation through subjectification. Under this tendency, people are no longer whole 
selves, but rather a certain type, which leads to the production of specific spaces that cater to 
certain groups. As a result, social integrity is undermined, space is fragmented, and urban 
enclosure occurs frequently. At the same time, the space of abstraction gives birth to another 
kind of space in opposition to it: the differential space. Induced difference is excluded from the 
system and removed from the rules of the system, implying fundamental social change. Abstract 
space is the spatial transcription of top-down power relations; induced difference is bottom-up 
resistance. Nor is the notion of differential space a creative revolutionary strategy or an 
optimistic vision, but rather a creative appropriation of Marx’s dialectic (most famously that of 
the contradiction between productive forces and relations of production) by Lefebvre’s theory 
of space. The endogenous contradictions of capitalism are transcribed into space and become 
more acute. It is therefore in the post-capitalist society, where the original class contradictions 
proposed by Marx have been displaced, that Lefebvre pins his hopes for historical progress on 
the increasingly radical spatial contradictions. The theory of abstract/differential space can help 
us to understand the causes and processes of spatial production in the city, especially the 
production of commercial space. 
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1.3 Research Questions 

In order to use Lefebvre's method of spatial analysis to understand the social relations in 
the space of shopping centres, and thus to understand the changing nature of shopping centres 
in contemporary times, this study asks the following questions. Is the relation between 
abstraction and differentiation changing? And, 

Has the digitalisation contributed to the changed conception of space? (Are the new malls 
conceived with prosumption as significant parameter?)  

Has the digitalisation contributed to the changed perception of space? (Are the new malls 
perceived as places of engaging prosumption?) 

Has the digitalisation contributed to the changed lived experience of space? (Are activities 
in the new malls centred around prosumption?) 

2 THEORETICAL RESEARCH 

2.1 Creative Destruction 

Creative destruction refers to a particular process of capitalist industrial change in which 
new entities or relations are created out of the old and destroy the old because they fit better 
into the social structure of a particular period. As described by Ritzer(2020), “Creative 
destruction is not a change that is minor, quantitative, or incremental in nature, rather, it 
involves major, qualitative and revolutionary changes”. This process has been specifically 
studied beginning with the work of Joseph Schumpeter ([1943]2003, p81). He argued that 
creative destruction is the essence of capitalism and is caused by positive competition among 
capitalists. In the process, the new technology defeats the old and energizes the economy and 
society. Schumpeter acknowledged the Marxist influence(Ritzer & Degli Espositi, 2020, p5), 
but held an antagonist position to his critical view. Marshall Berman ([1982]2003, p127) argues 
that “everything in bourgeois society is built to be destroyed" and that creative destruction for 
profit will continue. David Harvey (2009, p.73, 83) argues that creative destruction in space is 
the means by which capitalism addresses overaccumulation, and once a geographical landscape 
conducive to capital accumulation has been constructed in one era, it becomes a constraint on 
capital accumulation in the next, so that capital has to facilitate the destruction of old forms by 
new forms. 

Recent creative destruction is considered to be widespread in the consumption field. The 
development of the Internet and the prosperity of digital commerce have severely impacted the 
brick-and-mortar consumption sector. For example, the sharing economy based on digital 
platforms has caused destruction of certain traditional businesses (in many parts of the world, 
Airbnb is destroying the traditional hotel industry, Uber is the traditional taxis (Ritzer & Degli 
Espositi, 2020)), and the destruction of offline stores caused by online shopping is also evident 
(For example, the famous electronics retailer Radio Shack collapsed because of the popularity 
of Amazon). However, unlike the large number of traditional stores and shopping centres that 
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are dying, oversized, hyper-comprehensive hyper-modern shopping centres in cities are still 
thriving.  

To address the question of whether these hyper-modern shopping malls are survivors of 
the creative destruction of online retail, or whether they have implemented it and other 
transformation (examples include social media, augmented reality technology and the digital 
experience economy) from digital revolutions to supplant the previous types of malls, this study 
explores how the hyper-modern shopping malls have moved from accommodating 
consumption to accommodating prosumption. 

2.2 Post-Consumerism: from Consumption to Prosumption 

Prosumption is a process that interconnects production and consumption. In fact, Ritzer 
want to emphasise the inherent inseparability of production and consumption, i.e. “the 
consumption that is inherent in production and the production that is intertwined with 
consumption”(Ritzer, 2014). 

Ritzer (2014) argues that it is not an novel social activity, but rather a return to a complete 
process that had previously been separated. After the Industrial Revolution, the productionist 
bias that resulted from industrial mass production was the starting point of research by Marx 
and other political economists. After the Second World War, overaccumulation and other 
causes shifted the way the economy worked and theories about it from a productionist bias to a 
consumerist bias were formulated. The critiques of consumer society by scholars like Jean 
Baudrillard replaced production theory as the focal point of research. However, this split binary 
theoretical model has prevented the discovery of some activities that consist of production and 
consumption simultaneously (Ritzer, 2014). It is true that some activities (e.g., work on a car 
production factory or shopping in a luxury store) exhibit pure production and consumption 
characteristics, but Ritzer argues that any activity traditionally thought of as production or 
consumption belongs to a ‘prosumption continuum15’. This theory of the boundary between 
production and consumption being blurred has been theorized by many other scholars who have 
made similar points, although without explicitly using the term prosumption. Zygmunt Bauman 
(2005) identifies the liquefaction and blurring of boundaries as key features of modernity, such 
as the boundaries between play and labour, work and leisure, public and private, and production 
and consumption (Fuchs, 2014, p75). 

2.2.1 Consumption Capturing Immaterial Production 

The hyper-modern shopping malls are an augmented reality space, where digital and 
material spaces complement each other, this is especially true when digital social media 
complements the physical space of the shopping mall. While hypermodern shopping malls, like 
their predecessors, have not changed the ownership of their physical spaces, and citizens still 
have many behavioural constraints within them (perhaps hypermodern shopping malls 
encourage more non-consuming civic activities, but the aim is still to increase profits and 

 
15 Prosumption continuum offers a perspective on prosumption not as a single process (or phenomenon), but rather as a wide range of processes existing along a continuum. 
The poles of the continuum involve production redefined (a bit awkwardly, but more accurately) as ‘‘prosumption-as-production’’ (p-a-p) and consumption as ‘‘prosumption-
as-consumption’’ (p-a-c).(Ritzer, 2014) 
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expand), the introduction of social media and other digital applications and terminals has found 
an escape route for otherwise restricted and disciplined human behaviour. People engage in 
social activities on social media, i.e., activities of cognition, communication and collaboration, 
which are condensed and recorded in digital space, forming data that manifests itself in text, 
sound, images, video and their instant or non-instant mixtures. Such social activities, relying 
on digital technologies, are more likely to result in immaterial products that can be preserved, 
disseminated, exchanged and shared. However, the use of digital technology has led to a change 
in the identity of the consumer of shopping malls, who is also a user of social media. 

In traditional theory, people are 
considered pure consumers in a shopping 
mall because the function of this space is to 
support the activities of users who spend 
money on products. But during the recent 
dramatic changes in the shape of shopping 
malls, the user's identity as a consumer is 
becoming blurred: 1) The consumer becomes 
advertisers of the shopping malls. There is an 
abundance of spaces, symbols, products and 
festivals designed to be photographed in 
shopping centres. Prosumers visualise and 
elaborate on these elements and upload them 
to social media, thus creating a beautiful 
panoramic image of the shopping centre. To 
some extent, these 'objective' messages, 
recorded by individuals, are more attractive 
and persuasive than official advertisements. 
Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3 and Figure 4 
shows some of the events that the Changsha 
IFS hosts, including free art exhibitions, 
concerts and competitions. These hot events 
tend to capture the attention of people on 
social media. 2) Consumers become 
experience guides for shopping malls. There 
is a huge amount of experience guidebooks from prosumers on social media. Some of these 
guides are written voluntarily by prosumers (because prosumers want to increase their influence 
on social media. Some have even made a career out of it, such as some self-created media 
writers who make money from experiencing and reviewing various restaurants and producing 
content.), some are induced to write by apps aimed at retail stores (e.g. Dazhong Dianping). 
Figure 5 and Figure 6 are experience guides written by users on social media. 3) The consumer 
becomes an actor in the creation of the 'ideal living fantasy' of the shopping malls. Shopping 
centres create a 'social spectacle' by presenting a hyper-realistic, high-quality space, and 
prosumers often accompany this performance. The outside spaces of many shopping malls (the 
most famous examples are Sanlitun in Beijing and Taikoo Li in Chengdu) have become almost 
catwalks for the fashion-conscious youth. Figure 7 and Figure 8 refer to the phenomenon that 
many photographers prefer to go to shopping malls to photograph fashionable young people 

Figure 2-2 In July 2020, Changsha IFS invited world-renowned graffiti artist 

Dezio to design a new façade for the mall. Source: Changsha IFS official 

Weibo account. Link: https://weibo.com/6180052024/JaAU4djqJ 

Figure 2-2 In July 2020, Changsha IFS hosted a skateboarding competition 

indoors. Source: Changsha IFS official Weibo account. Link: 

https://weibo.com/6180052024/JaAzL9Ilb 
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and then upload their photos to social media, which makes the younger generation feel like 
shopping mall is the fashion arena. 4) Consumers become the content authors of social media. 
Social media is also one of the occupiers of the labour of prosumers in shopping malls. The 
content (e.g. Figure5&6) produced by the users of social media becomes almost the entire part 
of the content offered by social media.  

 
 

 

 

Figure 2-4 In June 2020, Changsha IFS held a”Rock&Roll" themed concert 

on the rooftop garden. Source: Changsha IFS official Weibo account. Link: 

https://weibo.com/6180052024/J9XLP9XJw 

Figure 2-4 In June 2020, Changsha IFS hosted a mobile game competition 

indoors. Source: Changsha IFS official Weibo account. Link: 

https://weibo.com/6180052024/J7Eo711xy 

Figure 2-6 A guidance of Changsha 

IFS written by a Dazhong Dianping 

user. Source: Screenshot from 

Dazhong Dianping app. Link: 

https://m.dianping.com/ugcdetail/775

782662?sceneType=1&bizType=1&ut

m_source=ugcshare 

Figure 2-6 A guidance of Changsha IFS written by a Weibo user. Source: 

Screenshot from Weibo. Link: https://weibo.com/7401598475/JbLPXnwIf 
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The prosumption theory or similar ideas are widely accepted in the digital age because the 
development of Internet technology and Internet products has highlighted the distinction 
between prosumption and traditional production or consumption. But there are two points that 
need to be rethought. The first point is the relationship between contemporary prosumption and 
previous production or consumption. Ritzer (2014) argues that prosumption is both an 
evolutionary development (e.g., the view that prosumption on shopping websites is simply an 
evolution of prosumption in shopping malls) and a revolutionary development (because the 
pursuit of profit motivates capitalists to transform their industries into models that facilitate the 
occurrence of prosumption. With the help of new technologies, this transformation has brought 
about dramatic changes in the traditional patterns of production and consumption industries). 
But despite the unprecedented stimulus of digital technology and the industry-wide shifts it has 
brought, Ritzer argues that we have historically been prosumers and, after a brief separation in 
recent times, we will continue to be prosumers in the future. The second point relates to the 
transformation of old theories. Marx's theories, such as exploitation and alienation, do not seem 
to be fully applicable to prosumption because these concepts were based on the analysis of 
production. It is difficult to make a young person who is obsessed with the experience of the 
shopping mall and heavily advertises his life in it on social media realise that he is being 
exploited and alienated, spontaneously generating class consciousness and struggling to reclaim 
the fruits of his labour. New theories are therefore needed to explain the social relations in the 
prosumption process and to see if the shape of the industry is changing fundamentally through 
the lens of social relations. 

Figure 2-8 Many photographers like to go to shopping malls to 

photograph fashionable young people and then upload their 

photos to social media, which makes the younger generation feel 

like it's the fashion arena. Source: Screenshot from Weibo 

user’s homepage. Link: https://weibo.com/tajiepai 

Figure 2-8 Many photographers like to go to shopping malls to photograph fashionable 

young people and then upload their photos to social media, which makes the younger 

generation feel like it's the fashion arena. Source: Source: Sohu user’s blog. Link: 

https://www.sohu.com/a/255106473_163029 
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2.2.2 Immaterial Production Hidden inside Consumption 

This section begins with an analysis of how the endogenous contradictions of capitalism 
work in the transformation of the shopping centre from the perspective of Marxist political 
economy, where the ultra-modern shopping centre overcomes the old contradictions, opens up 
new ones and brings about the transformation of the emancipated subject and the struggle. The 
main reason for this transformation is the replacement of consumption by prosumption, and 
thus the introduction of immaterial labour. The second section introduces Hardt and Negri’s 
immaterial labour, which is seen as a way of counteracting hegemonic culture, re-associating 
people and achieving democracy. The remaining sections introduce the subjectivity, autonomy 
and communality that characterise immaterial labour. 

2.2.2.1 The Transformation of Struggles and its Agents brought about by the 
Transformation of Shopping Centres 

There is an internal contradiction to capitalism: on the one hand, capitalism is the most 
revolutionary force in human history, its sole pursuit is expansion and increase, it involves 
everything enchanted, unique, unpredictable, incalculable and incommensurable in its logic of 
production and development, it financialises everything that can or cannot be measured in terms 
of exchange value, creative destruction sweeps the globe, “all that is solid melts into air”(Marx 
& Engels, 1848); on the other hand, capitalism contains its own obstacle: It is often the relations 
of production16 that prevent the productive forces from breaking through their limits, and for 
them to continue to develop they must destroy the relations of production in the present. 17 
(Marx, 1990, p.927-939) Because of this inherent contradiction, it must also destroy the old 
relations of production in order to continue to develop the productive forces. In this sense, 
capitalism’s internal contradiction, between the productive forces and the relations of 
production, drives history forward and promotes the constant transformation of social relations: 
in order to break through the bottleneck in the development of the productive forces, it changes 
its own relations of production, either actively or passively, and the new relations of production, 
which at first liberate the productive forces, then once again become a bottleneck for them and 
thus require change. 

Yet the contradiction between the productive forces and the relations of production cannot 
be equated without testing with the antagonism of classes. This paper draws on a path in which 
the Marxist theory and practice of struggle and revolution began with Lenin, was developed by 
Gramsci, and finally completed by Laclau and Mouffe as a contemporary construction. 
Drawing on the experience of the Russian Revolution, Lenin pointed out the non-synchronous 
and non-necessary link between the inherent contradictions of capitalism and the class struggle: 

 
16 By relations of production, Marx meant the relations of people in production, exchange, distribution and consumption (Marx, 1857a), which Stalin (1971) further explained 
as, "(i) the form of ownership of the means of production; (ii) the resulting position of the social groups in production and their mutual relations, or, as Marx put it, the mutual 
exchange of their activities. (iii) the form of distribution of the product which is entirely based on them". Marx believed that the ultimate obstacle to capitalism was capital 
itself. (Marx, 1990, p.706) 
17 In the period after the Second World War until the 1970s, embedded liberalism was a restructuring of capitalist relations of production, a compromise between capitalists 
and labour to prevent the disaster of the Great Depression of the 1930s. Fordism's streamlined operations and mass machine production weakened workers' creativity, 
increased their substitutability and improved productivity, but this was accompanied by government control of markets and enterprises by the welfare state, high incomes for 
workers, cheap consumer goods and social welfare guarantees. (But this “golden age” of capitalism was therefore dependent on national and regional hierarchies, racial and 
gender hierarchies, and its prosperity was accompanied by masked inequalities between races, ethnicities, genders, countries and regions.) The crisis of the 1970s led the 
welfare state to specialise in neoliberalism, another restructuring of production relations that encouraged the expansion of private channels back into social democratic 
institutions and services, and a new wave of privatisation that reactivated a capitalism in crisis, yet the negative economic and social effects of these policies would inevitably 
lead to an escalation of the crisis in the future. The political practice of neoliberalism was only an accidental means of avoiding the crisis that emerged in the 1970s. (Harvey, 
2005; Williams & Srnicek, 2014) Both of these adjustments to the political practice of capitalism in different eras were their own adjustments to the relations of production in 
order to avoid the crisis and unleash the productive forces, and to some extent they were both successful in maintaining the high rate of productive forces for some time after 
the adjustment. 
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“If the relation of forces between classes is not the necessary outcome of the relation between 
productive forces and relations of production, and if, moreover, it is not the result of a single 
contradiction,[…], it must then be concluded that there are no underlying principles which 
determine a priori that the contradiction shall be resolved in one way or another. Its outcome 
will depend essentially on political struggle.” (Laclau & Mouffe, 1981, p.18) In Lenin’s case, 
the revolution arose from the rupture of capitalism, from certain specific conjuncture where the 
vanguard of the revolution had to be dynamic in its political struggle to seize leadership18 at 
the material and political level. (Laclau & Mouffe, 1981) Gramsci developed the concept of 
leadership, which he called hegemony, arguing that it was not enough to seize the leadership of 
the state apparatus through violent revolution at the critical conjuncture of history, but that for 
the vanguard to develop a multidimensional, diverse and continuous hegemony over the 
historical bloc19, a revolution of war of position was needed: to achieve socialism, it was 
necessary to struggle in all spheres of civil society, political, economic and cultural, in the 
various subordinate contradictions under capitalism, in the various local power relations. 
(Laclau & Mouffe, 1981) Laclau and Mouffe adapted Gramsci (1985)’s theory to the new 
features of contemporary society: in addition to the party, the vanguard of the working class, 
and traditional political struggle, struggle should work in conjunction with diverse, autonomous 
social movements in all spheres, in which the coherence of the political subject is dynamically 
constructed, against technocratisation, bureaucratisation and the total alienation of man by 
capitalism. In general, the theory of struggle and revolution under Marxism has undergone a 
shift from grand political struggles to micro struggles of everyday life, which gives meaning to 
our study of the contradictions and conflicts in shopping centres. The contradictions of everyday 
life, especially in the space of consumption, are both birthed from the contradictions inherent 
in capitalism and will return to the struggle against capitalism in the struggle. 

This paper argues that the transformation of the identity of the visitor to the shopping centre, 
from pure consumer to prosumer and from pure consumption to productive consumption, is the 
key reason for the reactivation of the sub-contradiction of the endogenous contradiction of 
capitalism in the field of consumption. The inherent contradictions of capitalism are expressed 
in the transformation of the shopping centre as: in order to unleash the potential for exchange-
value and profit creation by the people inside the shopping centre, they kill their predecessors 
in a form of creative destruction, who relied exclusively on physical space, in which they 
constructed deceptive conceptual illusions to stimulate consumption and profit. The 
hypermodern shopping centre introduces immaterial labour and creates a model that relies on 
the immaterial labour of the masses to construct a deceptive digital consumerist spectacle for 
it. This hypermodern transformation has shaken up the power relations within its predecessors 
- an unbalanced hegemonic relationship between owners and users of the mall. But this 
transformation has also given rise to a new representation of the contradictions within 
capitalism: a new relation of production or power that, while offering opportunities for a new 
leap forward in productivity, contains a struggle against it. This paper argues that this struggle 
is likely to be brought about precisely by a shift in the identity of the actors in the mall, i.e., the 

 
18 The original concept of leadership emerged at the moment of Leninist practice of Marxism: the subject of revolution was no longer the inevitable result of the 
contradictions inherent in capitalism, no longer the simple product of economism and the irresistible laws of history. The revolution then changes from a passive resistance 
determined by economics to an initiative attack determined by politics, and the initiative and leadership of this attack is handed over from the class to the vanguard, whose 
task will be to articulate the various popular forces around a unified leadership, and this is the role of leadership in Lenin's sense. (Laclau & Mouffe, 1981) 
19 The historical bloc is the fusion of two elements, the economic base and the superstructure, into an organic unity. The organic character of this unity depends on the 
articulatory practice of a fundamental social force, which is itself constituted in a field cut through by antagonisms. (Laclau & Mouffe, 1981) 
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prosumers who engage in immaterial labour at the time of consumption to produce counter-
abstraction power. 

2.2.2.2 Immaterial labour as a counter to the abstract space of shopping centres 

Theories exploring the emancipatory potential of immaterial production have their roots in 
Italian autonomist Marxism20 and its influences, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri. These 
studies and analyses first began with a re-reading of Marx(1857)'s Grundrisse, particularly the 
chapter known as the Fragment on Machines (i.e. Fixed Capital and the Development of Social 
Productivity). The concept of immaterial labour is closely related to concepts such as general 
intellect in this chapter, in which Marx essentially expresses the notion that more advanced 
science and technology could be developed and spread, and the relationship between living 
labour21 and objectified labour22 changes as capitalist society demands “an increase in the 
productivity of labour and a maximum negation of necessary labour”(Marx, 1857b). The means 
of production, which represent objectified labour and which condense more and more living 
labour such as science and technology - in the form of increasingly sophisticated machinery - 
are fully owned, controlled and dominated by capitalists and become fixed capital. Marx 
interpreted the machinery as “organs of human brain, created by human hand” (Marx, 1857, 
p.626), because in the system of industrial mass production, the machinery was a collection of 
human knowledge and skills, created by human living labour and embodied as an organ of 
human will to transform nature. The role and status of living labour, which also includes 
workers who sell their mental and physical strength, is constantly being reduced in production. 
The more technology advances and the more knowledge, technology and social intelligence 
accumulates in fixed capital, the more it becomes opposed to living labour. Marx draws an 
analogy here: before the advent of the capitalist system of industrial production, man gave his 
tools a soul through his living labour, the tools were the organs of man; after the advent of the 
machinery, however, there was a reversal: “it is the machine which possesses skill and strength 
in place of the worker, is itself the virtuoso, with a soul of its own in the mechanical laws acting 
through it” (Marx, 1857, p.614). According to the above background theory, general intellect 
can be understood as the accumulation of knowledge and skills shared by human beings, 
produced by living labour and condensed in the machinery. 

Marx's discussion of the 'general intellect' influenced the Italian autonomists and was first 
introduced and developed by Maurizio Lazzarato(1996) as a theory of immaterial labour. It was 
then adopted by Hardt and Negri and developed into a theory of emancipation. According to 
them, immaterial labour is the”labour that creates immaterial products, such as knowledge, 
information, communication, a relationship, or an emotional response” (Hardt & Negri, 2004, 
p. 108). In Multitude, they divide immaterial labour into two forms, the first of which is mainly 
intellectual or linguistic labour, such as problem solving, symbolic and analytical tasks, 
linguistic expressions, which produces ideas, symbols, codes, texts, linguistic figures, images, 

 
20 Autonomist Marxism, which originated in Italian workerism and was later renamed Autonomism, emerged from the early 1960s, flourished in the 1960s and 1970s, was 
marginalised in the late 1970s, and then regained attention with the publication of Hardt and Negri's Empire. Unlike other European post-Marxist theoretical paths, the 
critique and study of capitalism in autonomist Marxism focuses on this aspect of the antagonism between capital and the working class, emphasising the class subject latitude 
of Marx's historical dialectic, inheriting and developing Marx's theory of class struggle, and constructing autonomous, resistant political subjects in relation to the times to 
confront the logic and domination of capital. (陈培永 & 刘怀玉, 2009) 
21 The physical and mental exertion of workers in the production of material goods. Living labour is the determining factor of production. In any social form, the process of 
production is always a process in which living labour acts on the means of production. Through living labour, on the one hand, the value of the means of production 
consumed is transferred to the new product, and on the other hand, new value is created. Apart from living labour, the means of production cannot create anything in 
themselves. (An explanation of originalist Marxism) (Liu Bingying (刘炳瑛), 1988) 
22 The product of labour is labour which has been embodied in an object, which has become material: it is the objectification of labour. Labour’s realization is its 
objectification. (Marx, 1844, p.29) 



 32 

and other such products; the second is affective labour, which is labour that produces or 
manipulates affects23 such as a feeling of ease, well-being, satisfaction, excitement, or passion, 
which can now be considered to be included in the service industry in all its forms. They go on 
to say that immaterial labour is still a very vague term, and that not only do the two types 
overlap, but it also coexists with traditional material labour. The point, however, is not to 
identify an entirely new and exclusive form of labour, but to reveal the new features that are 
prevalent in labour today and to explore its potential. This common feature is that immaterial 
labour “that creates not only material goods but also relationships and ultimately social life 
itself” (Hardt & Negri, 2004, p.109). In this way Hardt and Negri find the starting point for 
their political strategy, in short, the immaterial labour they cherish does not only produce 
surplus value, or the use value of goods, but more importantly it produces a way of organising 
social relations, a value system, a structure of social experience (Hardt & Negri, 2006). 
Immaterial labour means that the traditional distinctions between economy, politics, society 
and culture are increasingly blurred and that it is “a mixture of productive work and lifestyles. 
[...] Immaterial labour produces not only commodities but also bodies themselves; not only 
relations but also cooperation; not only institutions but also, most likely, revolutions” (Negri, 
2016, p.7). Precisely because of the ambiguity and universality of immaterial labour, it 
constructs a new kind of broadly united political subject, the multitude. 

The second influence on Hart and Negri’s theory of the emancipation of labour, and the 
source of their concept of immaterial labour, is Spinoza’s theory of affect. We understand affect 
from three perspectives. Firstly, the context in which the theory of affect was developed was 
Baruch de Spinoza's critique(Spinoza & Curley, 1994, p.246) of René Descartes’ mind-body 
dualism, namely, cogito, in which Descartes argued that the human mind was separate from the 
body, that the mind could control the body, the mind is the determining thing, and the mind 
produces human subjectivity(Min’an, 2017). Man “is only a thinking thing, that is to say, a 
spirit, a reason, or a rationality” (Descartes, 1998). But Spinoza's affection merges body and 
mind into one. “By affect I understand affections of the body by which the body's power of 
acting is increased or diminished, aided or restrained, and at the same time, the ideas of these 
affections” (Spinoza & Curley, 1994, p.154). Hardt and Negri express this unification of mind 
and body as the 'power of act', or 'affect', which means that “the mind’s striving, or power of 
thinking, is equal to and at one in nature with the body’s striving, or power of acting” (Spinoza 
& Curley, 1994, p.169), and that affect unites them. Secondly, from the point of view of the 
generation of affect, it always arises from the relationship between the human body and other 
bodies/objects. One’s affections always change depending on the situation, one is always 
between sadness and happiness - it is this flux of affections that Deleuze(2016) calls affect. 
Finally, Spinoza connects human essence with affective action. He argues that “desire is man's 
very essence, insofar as it is conceived to be determined, from any given affection of it, to do 
something”(Spinoza & Curley, 1994, p.188), in other words, the essence of man is an 
affectively determined act, which is also desire. Desire implies that affections drive to do, and 
desire is an affective act (Min’an, 2017) 

Hardt and Negri synthesise Marx's general intellect, the Italian autonomists' immaterial 
labour and Spinoza's (and Deleuze's) affect to construct their theory of immaterial labour (more 
recently, they call it biopolitical labour). The following paper summarises the characteristics 

 
23 As will be mentioned later in this section, it is the concept from Spinoza 



 33 

of immaterial labour and the challenges it poses to abstract spaces in three ways: subjectivity, 
autonomy and communality. 

2.2.2.3 Subjectivities of the immaterial labour 

Whereas the traditional production of goods is considered to be the production of objects 
in order to satisfy the needs of the subject, an initiative transformation of nature by the subject, 
immaterial labour is considered to be the production of immaterial products such as information, 
images, codes, emotions, etc., in which the subject transforms the object into itself. The 
production of these immaterial products is closely linked to the subjectivity of the producer, 
sometimes with a particular emphasis on invoking the creativity, uniqueness, feelings, values 
and ideology of the producer. Immaterial production is therefore often strongly marked by the 
subjectivity of the individual producers themselves, reflecting the intelligence, knowledge, 
language and emotions of the workers. Immaterial labour is the production of subjectivity, the 
creation and reproduction of a new social subjectivity. Who we are, how we see the world and 
how we interact with each other are created through this social, biopolitical production” (Hardt 
& Negri, 2004, p.66). 

Subjectivity is also reflected in the relationship between people. This is indeed the key 
characteristic of immaterial labour: to produce communication, social relations, and 
cooperation (Hardt & Negri, 2004, p.113). This collaboration is not compelled to be formed by 
the managerial means of the capitalists and their machines, but arises autonomously. Since the 
object of immaterial labour is transformed from nature into itself, i.e. self-consciousness, it 
naturally tends to take the social form of a network based on communication, collaboration and 
emotional relations. 

This paper argues that this subjectivity of relations between individuals can in fact be 
traced back to Marx's relational ontology and the Hegelian discussion of self-consciousness 
behind him. Marx(1845) argues that “human nature is not an abstract thing inherent in a single 
person. In its reality, it is the sum of all social relations”, in other words, the subjectivity of the 
individual is not something transcendental, but is shaped by all his relations with other people 
in reality, and therefore the subjectivity of the individual reflects the social relations of the 
individual. Behind this conclusion of Marx is Hegel's elaboration of relational self-
consciousness in the Phenomenology of Spirit (Yibing, 2006, p.109). According to Hegel, “self-
consciousness is desire (begierde)”, and desire means that self-consciousness will not be its 
own independent self-sufficient entity; it “is thus certain of itself only by sublating this other 
that presents itself to self-consciousness as independent life”(Hegel, 2018). In other words, the 
individual subject does not establish itself, it can only identify itself in the mirror relationship 
of another objectified other (Yibing, 2006, p.120). “Self-consciousness can exist only if two 
self-consciousnesses meet, if human existence is possible. The 'I' knows itself in the other 'I', 
while the other remains itself” (Hyppolite, 2003, p.424). Of course, as mentioned earlier in this 
section, Spinoza's discussion of the nature of the human being also points to a relational 
subjectivity that exists between individuals. 

From the perspective of Marx's and Hegel's relational ontology, the subjectivity of the 
individual is in fact the subjectivity of the individual's social relations, so that production with 
the individual's self-consciousness is production with the individual's social relations, which 
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therefore implies the repetition and emphasis of immaterial labour on the relations between 
individuals, and the consequent reintegration of the network of social relations. 

2.2.2.4 Autonomy of the immaterial labour 

As in the earlier part of this section, Hardt and Negri cherish Marx's notion of general 
intellect in the Grundrisse and argue that in contemporary immaterial labour, general intellect 
as fixed capital is more often presented in the form of mobile immaterial human knowledge 
such as science, technology and skills. More importantly, these fixed capitals are integrated into 
the bodies and minds of the masses, becoming their second nature, “even when cybernetic and 
digital instruments are employed in the service of capitalist valorization, even when the social 
brain is put to work and called on to produce obedient subjectivities” (Hardt & Negri, 2017, 
p.119). This is Hardt and Negri's optimistic reading of what Marx would become as “man 
himself” (Marx, 1857b). Thus, “living labour (and life activity more generally) operates as an 
ever more independent activity, outside the structures of discipline that capital commands” 
(Hardt & Negri, 2017, p. 116). 

Since the immaterial worker carries fixed capital that cannot be separated from himself, 
immaterial production acquires ontological autonomy despite being under the control 
mechanisms of the capitalist. The three elements that originally constituted capital: the 
materials of labour, the means of labour and living labour (Marx, 1857b), are fully returned to 
the worker in the case of immaterial labour: the materials of labour are referred to the worker's 
self-consciousness, including his life experiences and social relations; the means of labour are 
referred to the general intellect integrated into his body and mind, i.e. human knowledge such 
as science, technology and intellectual skills; and living labour is never separated from him. 
Therefore, in addition to extracting value from the network of co-operative production created 
autonomously, the capitalist control mechanism is deactivated in the creativity, dynamism, 
emotional experience, sense of self, uniqueness of the human being in the immaterial 
production process. “Biopolitical labour tends to generate its own forms of social cooperation 
and produce value autonomously. In fact the more autonomous the social organization of 
biopolitical production, the more productive it is” (Hardt & Negri, 2009, p.150). This creates a 
separation between immaterial production and the process by which it is valorised by the 
capitalist. “Labour becomes in cooperation increasingly abstract from capital—that is, it has a 
greater ability to organize production itself, autonomously, particularly in relation to 
machines—but still remains subordinated to the mechanisms of the extraction of value by 
capital […] Labour has reached such a level of dignity and power that it can potentially refuse 
the form of valorization that is imposed on it and, thus, even under command, develop its own 
autonomy” (Hardt & Negri, 2017, p.117). Today, this appropriation of fixed capital by workers 
is decisive: “it is not simply realized in the productive process but is intensified and concretized 
through productive cooperation and spreads throughout the life processes of circulation and 
socialization” (Hardt & Negri, 2017, p.119). This reappropriation therefore means not only that 
the multitudes reclaim control over historical and current human knowledge, but also that it is 
an important step towards their success in reclaiming all means of production, including 
physical, intelligent and social machines. 
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2.2.2.5 Commonality of the immaterial labour 

The potential for emancipation comes from those new qualities of labour, especially 
immaterial labour. Immaterial labour has broken away from the traditional measures of labour, 
such as time and productivity, and refers to a dimension that they call beyond measure, which 
refers to “the vitality of the productive context, the expression of labour as desire, and its 
capacities to constitute the biopolitical fabric of Empire from below”, and which refers to“a 
virtuality that invests the entire biopolitical fabric of imperial globalization” (Hardt & Negri, 
2004, p.357). This virtuality is related to a series of powers of action that exist within the 
multitude, such as being, love, innovation and creation. These powers are constructed in 
struggle and consolidated in desire. Virtuality then exerts pressure on the boundaries of the 
possible, which in turn touches the real (Hardt & Negri, 2004, p.357). This process is the 
fundamental action of creation, for which immaterial living labour paves the way. There is 
therefore reason to believe that immaterial labour can activate a productive excess over the 
existing order of production and reproduction. 

Today, immaterial labour is a social force activated by knowledge, emotion, science and 
language, a power of action constituted by labour, intelligence, passion and affect, which 
produces both a singularity and a universality. It has singularity because immaterial production 
depends on the exclusive domain of body and mind of the multitude, and because “it poses 
action beyond every measure that power does not contain in itself, in its own structure, and in 
the continuous restructurings that it constructs” (Negri & Hardt, 1999). It has universality 
because the desires expressed by the multitude in the process of immaterial production 
continuously constitute a common thing. This common thing is crucial because it arises from 
the desire expressed by the multitude in the movement from the virtual to the possible, and it is 
only with the formation of the common thing that immaterial production can take place and 
general productivity can increase. “this commonality is not a name but a power; it is not the 
commonality of a constriction or a coercion but of a desire” (Negri & Hardt, 1999), and this 
communality, which is constructed by Spinoza's affective action, has nothing to do with use-
value, since it is not a measure but a power. Any power that prevents labour from manifesting 
itself as an action in which singularity and communality are united will be overcome. Anything 
that prevents immaterial labour, i.e. this power of action where singularity and communality 
are united, will be overcome. 

Immaterial labour, as a power of both individual and common action, is in a dynamic and 
coexistent relationship with the construction of community: on the one hand, singular labour is 
constantly producing the commonality, and on the other hand, the commonality will become 
singularised. Thus, in this dynamic relationship, the virtual power of labour is a power that 
constantly transcends itself, flows to others, and thus constructs an expansive commonality, a 
power that Hardt and Negri call self-valorization. It is in this dynamic relationship with the 
construction of community that immaterial labour contains the potential for emancipation: “all 
forms of labour are today socially productive, they produce in common, and share too a 
common potential to resist the domination of capital” (Hardt & Negri, 2004, p.106). 
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2.3 Lefebvre’s Spatial Dialectic: the Theory of the Production of 

Space 

Lefebvre's theory of spatial production is essentially a theory of the reproduction of social 
relations in space, that is, it studies spatialized social relations(Shields, 2005; Yibing, 2010). 
‘(Social) space […] subsumes things produced, and encompasses their interrelationships in 
their coexistence and simultaneity - their (relative) order and/or (relative) disorder. It is the 
outcome of a sequence and set of operations, and thus cannot be reduced to the rank of a simple 
object.’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p73). Space is both a tool used by social relations to consolidate 
themselves and a consequence of them. In urban public space, social relations are often 
expressed as power relations between different groups. Lefebvre made this space, which can 
represent power relations and become their result, abstract space. At the same time, abstract 
space breeds another space in opposition to it: differential space. Differential space arises 
spontaneously, induced differences independent from power systems and rules. Abstract space 
is often found as top-down transcription of power relations in space, while the differential space 
is the bottom-up resistance to its implementation. Abstract and differential space theory can 
help us understand the causes and processes of production of space in cities, especially the 
production of new forms of public space, the commercial space of the shopping mall, known 
as the “cathedral of consumption” (Ritzer, 1999), which is central to the hegemonic culture that 
controls and dominates contemporary social relations. Differential spaces are further divided 
into two types. Induced differentiation is opposed to abstract space. But produced 
differentiation is a pseudo-differentiation that exists within the abstract space. 

There are two reasons why Lefebvre's theoretical elaboration of Marx's work can provide 
instruments for the analysis of prosumption possible. First, Lefebvre's focus shifted from the 
analysis of production to the analysis of production relations (social relations). This relationship 
is capable of taking effect in the organization of space. Secondly, Lefebvre's focus shifted from 
the reproduction of products24 to the reproduction of production relations (social relations)25. 
His object of study expands from work time to leisure time, from labour to daily life, and from 
matter to ideology, and thus encompasses both production and consumption spheres.  

Thus, to capture social relations through the study of space, Lefebvre develops a spatial 
triadic dialectic. This is a creative and unusual tool for spatial analysis, which also allows for a 
critique of existing methods of spatial analysis. The following section begins by describing how 
Marxist studies moved from political economy to the study of space, that is, how Lefebvre took 
inspiration from Marx's macro-political and economic critique of capitalist society and 
transformed it into his own theory of spatial production. The final section introduces Lefebvre's 
critique of the traditional approach to spatial analysis, and then analyses the current state of 

 
24 The process of continuous, recurring and renewed production. The material production of society is the basis of human survival and development. Just as one cannot stop 
consuming, one cannot stop producing. Therefore, production is always going on again and again without interruption. This process of production, which is repeated and 
constantly renewed, is reproduction. The reproduction of a society is, first and foremost, the reproduction of its material objects. (卢之超主编, 1993) 
25 The constant renewal and development of certain social relations of production formed by people in the process of production. Reproduction is the constant contact and 
renewal of the production process, and the conditions of production are also the conditions of reproduction. The production of any society is carried out by people in the 
formation of certain relations of production, and certain relations of production are also the conditions of reproduction. At the end of each production process, along with the 
production of a certain amount of material goods, people's production relations are renewed and expanded, providing the necessary social conditions for the next production 
process. Reproduction is not only the reproduction of material objects, but also the reproduction of production relations. (许征帆主编, 1987) 
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abstract space in the space of the hyper-modern shopping mall using Lefebvre's ternary spatial 
dialectic. 

2.3.1 From Marx’s Production to Lefebvre’s Production of Space 

For Marx, the mode of production is at the core of capitalist theory. According to Lefebvre 
(1991, p.68), in the early days of Marx's development of his theory, what he called the concept 
of production was very broad. He argued that humans as social beings are said to produce their 
own life, their own consciousness, their own world. The production that Marx said includes the 
production of people, the production of material means of life and the production of social 
relations. However, with the deepening of Marx's research on political economy, production is 
gradually and accurately defined as “the production of materials", even approximately equal to 
labour. Marx believed that in every society, a specific production determines all other 
productions, and this specific production relationship determines all other relationships. Capital 
maintains and consolidates itself through continuous production and reproduction, and involves 
everything in the system of materials. 

Lefebvre believed that Marx's definition of production was so narrow 26  that it may 
obliterate the potential of the term production. By the fact, first of all, that it organizes a 
sequence of actions with a certain 'objective' (i.e. the object to be produced) in view. It imposes 
a temporal and spatial order upon related operations whose results are coextensive (Lefebvre, 
1991, pp.68-72). That is to say, production should consist of 1) the actions that people 
contribute to the product, and 2) changes in the order of time and space during the operation. 
For example, if, according to Marx's definition of production, transporting an object from one 
place to another, or preserving it from the past to the future, is not part of the production process 
of that object, because although human beings put in labour, they do not create or increase the 
use-value of the product; in contrast, these are all included in production as defined by Lefebvre. 
Lefebvre’s definition of production merged the manufacture of a product in the traditional sense 
with the unconsidered alteration of the relevant temporal and spatial order in the manufacturing 
process: all productive activity is defined less by invariable or constant factors than by the 
incessant to-and-fro between temporality (succession, concatenation) and spatiality 
(simultaneity, synchronicity) (Lefebvre, 1991, pp.68-72). 

Lefebvre’s core statement, “(social) space is a (social) product” is a creative breakthrough 
in Marx’s theory of production. In connection with Lefebvre’s redefinition of the concept of 
production, the concept of (social) product can be simply understood as the process and result 
of the formation of a dynamic temporal and spatial order composed of a series of “objective” 
activities. (Lefebvre, 1991, p.38) That is, a social product or social space encompasses all the 
physical objects made by people in the city (e.g. buildings, squares, roads, parks, infrastructure, 
etc.) and the interaction of this process with the temporal and spatial order of the city (i.e. the 
spatial practices in Lefebvre's (1991, p.73) spatial triad: spatial practice under neocapitalism 
embodies a close association, within perceived space, between daily reality (daily routine) and 

 
26 For Marx and Engels, the concept of production never emerges from the ambiguity which makes it such a fertile idea. It has two senses, one very broad, the other 
restrictive and precise. In its broad sense, humans as social beings are said to produce their own life, their own consciousness, their own world. There is nothing, in history or 
in society, which does not have to be achieved and produced. 'Nature' itself, as apprehended in social life by the sense organs, has been modified and therefore in a sense 
produced. Human beings have produced juridical, political, religious, artistic and philosophical forms. Thus production in the broad sense of the term embraces a multiplicity 
of works and a great diversity of forms, even forms that do not bear the stamp of the producer or of the production process (as is the case with the logical form: an abstract 
form which can easily be perceived as a temporal and therefore non-produced — that is, metaphysical).(Lefebvre, 1991, p68) 
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urban reality (the routes and networks which link up the places set aside for work, 'private' life 
and leisure)). 

Therefore, the argument that (social) space is a (social) product means that every society 
and every mode of production will produce its own (social) space.(Lefebvre, 1991, p.31) The 
specific social space contains the production of the corresponding material and production 
relations, and the latest capitalist social space also contains the reproduction of social 
production relations, and this reproduction occupies a dominant position. Therefore, in the 
capitalist mode of production, space becomes a place for reproduction of production 
relations.(Xiaoyi, 2013, p.76) 

2.3.2 Space issues ignored by Marx's dialectic 

Lefebvre both criticized and inherited Marx's dialectics27. According to Lefebvre, Marx 
analysed and exposed capitalism in terms of a model of binary opposition. Marx takes the 
concept of social labour in the context of industrial society and establishes its connection with 
value. Productive (industrial) social labour produces not only the use-values of the various 
material means, but also moral and artistic 'values', so that production and productivity become 
not only social dynamics, but also the rational basis of Marx's worldview of political economy 
(Lefebvre, 1991, p.322). The binary opposition model enables a clear analysis of contradictions, 
so Marx describes the capitalist mode of production through a number of dialectical concepts, 
for example, he puts labour and capital, bourgeoisie and proletariat, in contradiction. But as 
Lefebvre argues, the premises of these concepts have been overlooked, namely, a third set of 
factors beyond the two aspects of the conflict. This third group includes factors such as land, 
landownership, land rent and agriculture, yet these factors are increasingly negligible in 
contemporary analyses of modes of production. On the one hand, the land and the natural 
elements and resources carried above and below it were becoming increasingly important in the 
process of production; on the other hand, the capitalist mode of production had not produced a 
complete creative destruction of the feudal agrarian system, and landed property showed no 
signs of disappearing, nor did the political importance of landowners, nor did the characteristics 
peculiar to agricultural production. Nor, consequently, did ground rent suddenly abandon the 
field to profits and wages (Lefebvre, 1991, p.324). More generally, this dichotomy of Marx's 
social sphere means that the dimensions of time and space are subordinated to the economic 
dimension, such that the understanding of pre-capitalist urban spatial formations is dissolved 
and absorbed by economic analysis, and time is simplified to the scale of social labour 
(Lefebvre, 1991, p.324). 

Marx was aware of the absence of a third group of factors and ended Capital with his 
'trinity formula' (Marx, [1894]2004, p.921). According to this formula, the capitalist mode of 
production and capitalist society have three aspects (land, capital and labour, or their 
counterparts rent, profit and wages) rather than two. Subsequently, Lefebvre (1991, p.325) 
argued that the third aspect that Marx finally added to the dialectic meant not only land as a 

 
27 Dialectics is derived from the Greek word dialektiketechne, which means the art of exposing contradictions in the opponent's argument and overcoming contradictions and 
achieving victory in controversy (Liu Bingying (刘炳瑛), 1988). Socrates believes that people will consciously or unconsciously make the meaning of language obscured 
when debating, so he hopes to continuously narrow the true meaning of a concept through dialogue, so as to obtain the truth. This method is called dialectics by him. 
Dialectics can also be understood as a tool for approaching truth through a debate between two opposing views. The Marxist materialist dialectic refers to a theory of 
contradiction, which holds that there are objective laws for the development of things, and that such laws are driven by the contradictions within things, which are 
the unity of opposites (the unity is divided into two mutually exclusive opposites, which are related to each other) (Lefebvre, [1974]1991, p.333; Lenin, [1915]1990, 
p.305; Zedong, 1964, p.274). 
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means of agricultural production, but also natural resources and national territory above and 
below ground, and thus ultimately politics and political strategy. 

Lefebvre attributed the survival of capitalism precisely to the third aspect that Marx did 
not specifically analyse – land, that is, it survived by expanding itself in space (Lefebvre, 1991, 
p.324). But this expansion wasn't just for industrial production, but an active one, a forward 
leap of the forces of production, of new modalities of production, however, it has occurred 
without breaking out of the mode and the relations of the capitalist production system. This 
expansion is thus the reproduction of the relations of production, which constantly occupies and 
transforms the previously existing space and which produces its own space. 

2.3.3 Lefebvre’s Expansion of Marx's theory of Alienation 

Alienation as a philosophical term originally referred to the differentiation of a subject into 
an object at a certain stage (e.g., man produces a product, invents money, creates a theory), 
which in turn becomes an alien force that enslaves and dominates the subject.(Zhichao, 1993, 
p.901-902) In Marx's theory, alienation is a phenomenon that is widespread in the capitalist 
world: social relations based on conditions of private ownership and social division of labour 
become the main force controlling and dominating people, which in turn promotes the 
separation of workers from their own products, from their own labour, from their own human 
essence, and thus consolidates social relations. The globalized capitalism of the twentieth 
century has changed the way people produce and reproduce compared to the capitalism of 
Europe in Marx's time. Basing his theory on the changes in capitalism in the mid to late 20th 
century, Lefebvre argues that the theory of production alienation is no longer sufficient to 
critique the contemporary social situation. He argued that the focus of people's critique of 
capitalism should shift from production alienation to everyday life alienation and from 
production alienation to consumption alienation. 

2.3.3.1 From Production Alienation to Everyday Life Alienation  

The alienation of human beings by capitalism extends from the sphere of production to the 
sphere of everyday life and permeates every aspect of human consciousness and way of life. 

The alienation of individual consciousness. According to Lefebvre, man's private 
consciousness is not a nature. With the development of modern society, human beings are 
squeezed by the complex social division of labour and strict social relations, and the extrusion 
is an illusion of a closed and solitary life of human beings. Therefore, the more developed 
capitalist society becomes, the more the division between social production and individual life 
becomes, which leads to a constant strengthening of the opposition between the public and 
private spheres. 

The alienation of social consciousness. In Marx's theory, the labour of the proletariat is 
collective and thus class consciousness arises from the process of appropriation and exploitation 
of their collective labour by the capitalist class. But with the evolution of social production and 
lifestyles, the conditions under which this class consciousness arises are changing. First, there 
is the localization, fragmentation and dismemberment of work (e.g., crowdsourced labour on 
the Internet, fragmented labour in the shared economy industries in cities). The second is that 
an increasing amount of working-class communication takes place in the daily life spheres 
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where the atmosphere is relaxed, e.g. coffee shops, cinemas, stadiums. Third, the bourgeoisie 
often uses individualism as an ideological weapon. This is what makes it increasingly difficult 
for a proletarian consciousness that can struggle against bourgeois ideology to form 
spontaneously. 

The alienation of human needs. According to Lefebvre, the relationship between man and 
objects has been reduced to a grossly possessive relationship in capitalist society, which leads 
man to neglect the full range of appreciation and experience of objects. In the end, this 
possessive need for objects leads to a psychological and moral all-round alienation of man, and 
to the transformation of one' true and abundant needs into a single need for money. Thus, 
Lefebvre argues that capitalism has devised the most complex system of needs, but has 
regressed human needs to their most primitive state. 

2.3.3.2 From Production Alienation to Consumption Alienation  

The emergence of the consumer society meant a new stage in capitalism. According to 
Lefebvre, this shift from production to consumption was not merely a quantitative change, but 
a major innovation in the way capitalist society was organized, a new phase he called: “the 
bureaucratic society of controlled consumption". This new society has several characteristics.  

Everyday life is fragmentation. For Lefebvre, the main threat to modern society is no longer 
the direct control and oppression of civil society by the state apparatus, but rather the 
penetration and control of everyday life by a large number of invisible and absent consumer 
systems. Thus, the fragmentation of everyday life actually refers to the fragmentation of the 
control and oppression that everyday life faces. 

Everyday life is controlled by desire. According to Lefebvre, the consumer system 
permeates and controls everyday life by creating popular consumer ideas and designing fashion 
systems with the help of mass media. People no longer fear poverty and tyranny, but fear being 
outdated and obsolete. 

Everyday life is symbolization. The rhythm of daily life itself has been completely 
assimilated and controlled by the capitalist cycle of production and consumption, and the world 
of daily life has become a zone manipulated and enslaved by a false symbolic system of desire, 
that is, a world controlled by the symbolic systems of fashion, leisure, travel, cars, advertising, 
television, the Internet, etc. (Yibing, 2010, p.320) 

Modern society is ideologized by consumption. According to Lefebvre, “the ideology of 
production and the significance of creative activity have become an ideology of consumption, 
an ideology that has bereft the working classes of their former ideals and values while 
maintaining the status and the initiative of the bourgeoisie (Lefebvre, 1971, p56)”. 
Consumption creates neither meaning nor new social relations for the traditional proletariat, 
and the consumer and the object consumed become irrelevant; all that matters is the vision that 
exists in the process of consumption as the art of consumption(Lefebvre, 1971, p56). 

2.3.4 Double Illusions and Critique of Traditional Ternary Space 

Lefebvre showed how the productive capacity of space was concealed by a double illusion 
(Lefebvre, 1991, p27). Traditionally, space was conceived as composed by three independent 
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entities, physical space, mental space and social space. Physical space is objective, grasped by 
feeling and measurement; mental space is subjective, a space for discussing people's abstract 
ideas and concepts; and social space is a space for social relations between people, between 
people and collectives, and between collectives and collectives. 

Lefebvre described how historically the understanding of space was subject to a “double 
illusion", that informed a view of space as either objectively given or subjectively imagined.  

Transparent illusions come from the Enlightenment. It was believed that concepts and 
knowledge could explain space and all phenomena. Space was thought as being an encrypted 
reality that required a decodification that illuminated its real being. Importantly, people 
considered space and its interpretation (i.e. (social) space and mental space) as quasi-coincident 
entities, treating this mental space as objective and not subject to human will. People can share 
this knowledge and understanding with each other, and this knowledge plays a decisive role in 
spatial practice. By treating the conceived world as if it were real, the productive capacity of 
space  often ungraspable and unmeasurable remained excluded (Lefebvre, 1991, p28-29; Soja, 
1998, p63). 

Realistic illusions overemphasize the objectivity of the world, believing that objective 
things are more real than thoughts. They present space as given and natural rather than produced 
by man(Lefebvre, 1991, p29-30; Soja, 1998, p64). This leads to a refusal to discover the driving 
force behind spatial production, which include transformation of space by social activity. This 
illusion can leaded to believe that space in cities and buildings was to be taken for granted and 
could only be measured and felt, but not analysed and critiqued in its becoming. 

Although Lefebvre pointed out the ‘double illusion’, he did not mean to deny them 
completely. He used the double illusion to deny the traditional way of understanding space - 
physical space, mental space and social space - and to open the way to the spatial dialectic (Soja, 
1998, p64). The double illusion clears the obstacle to understanding Lefebvre's spatial dialectic 
and at the same time becomes the basis of his ternary dialectic. This ternary dialectical 
combination is composed by spatial practice (perceived space), representations of space 
(conceived space) and spaces of representation (lived space). The following section explains 
these three concepts and analyses the hyper-modern shopping mall from their respective 
perspectives. 

2.3.5 The Spatial Ternary Dialectic 

The first aspect of Lefebvre’s dialectic is spatial practice, or perceived space. The concept 
of spatial practice is derived from Marx’s practice of material production and encompasses 
Lefebvre’s broad definition of production28. Under capitalist society, the practice of space is a 
connection that manifests itself in ‘a close association, within perceived space, between daily 
reality (daily routine) and urban reality (the routes and networks which link up the places set 
aside for work, private life and leisure). (Lefebvre, 1991, p38) From a phenomenological 
perspective, spatial practice is expressed as perceived space in terms of self-production. It refers 
to anything perceptible in space that is perceived through the human senses. “The spatial 

 
28 “By the fact, first of all, that it organizes a sequence of actions with a certain 'objective' (i.e. the object to be produced) in view. It imposes a temporal and spatial order 
upon related operations whose results are coextensive. From the start of an activity so oriented towards an objective, spatial elements - the body, limbs, eyes - are mobilized, 
including both materials (stone, wood, bone, leather, etc.) and materiel (tools, arms, language, instructions and agendas)” (Lefebvre, 1991, p71) .  
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practice of a society is revealed through the deciphering of its space. “(Lefebvre, 1991, p38)，
The deciphering described by Lefebvre is perception, which acts as a medium. Through 
perception, man transforms the material world into human feelings, and in this process spatial 
practices are manifested. The perceivable material world and human feelings do not belong to 
the material world and the mental world respectively, but to both of them. 

The second aspect is the representations of space, or conceived space. It is conceptualized 
space, which is not a transparent illusion, rather a deliberate formulation of systems that enables 
to interpret and design the spatial production. It is ‘the space of scientists, planners, urbanists, 
technocratic subdividers and social engineers, as of a certain type of artist with a scientific bent 
— all of whom identify what is lived and what is perceived with what is conceived’. This is the 
dominant space in any society (or mode of production). Conceptions of space tend […] towards 
a system of verbal (and therefore intellectually worked out) signs (Lefebvre, 1991, p38). 

The third aspect is the spaces of representation, or lived space. The spaces of 
representation refer to creative feelings and desires that go beyond words and thoughts. Lived 
space is linked to the first two types of space. Lived space is the residue that cannot be covered 
and abstracted. It's connected to the 'private or underbelly side of social life' as well as to art 
(Lefebvre, 1991; Soja, 1998). The space of representation or the lived space was a central 
concept in Lefebvre's trialectics, as well as in his subsequent political stance and revolutionary 
project. ‘Clearly an attempt is being made here to retain, if not emphasize, the partial 
unknowability, the mystery and secretiveness, the non-verbal subliminality, of spaces of 
representation; and to fore-ground the potential insightfulness of art versus science, a key pillar 
of Lefebvre's meta-philosophy.’(Soja, 1998, p67). 

3 METHODOLOGY STRUCTURE AND EMPIRICAL 

RESEARCH FRAMEWORK 

The above theoretical studies have given us the basic framework for a comparative study 
of the two contemporary shopping centres. In particular, Lefebvre's theory of spatial production 
implants the Marxist dialectic of contradiction into the study of space, proposing a pair of 
concepts that are both opposed and united, namely abstract space and differential space. Such 
a pair of concepts will be used in this study to dismantle and analyse the particular 
contradictions that arise in contemporary cities, namely, that while the abstract space of the 
hypermodern shopping centre is more diverse, hidden and permeable than the overwhelming 
hegemony of the abstract space of the modern shopping centre over visitors, it leaves room for 
the release and return of the differential space. That is, the contradiction between the deceptive, 
conceived, post-consumerist abstract space and the hybrid digital-physical, autonomous, 
immaterial, discursive, associative differential space in the hyper-modern shopping centre. 

In order to test this, this study will design an empirical research framework based on the 
above theoretical research to explain and provide evidence of the transformation of the 
contradiction state in shopping centres. The scope of the framework will include the collection 
and analysis of data from both physical and digital spaces of modern and hyper-modern 
shopping centres, comparing both abstract and differential spaces respectively. 
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3.1 Abstract Space 

Abstract space is the spatial transcription of power relations, top-down, conceived by 
scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic sub-dividers and social engineers, and often 
presented as a system of symbols, such as urban design codes, urban and geo-economic studies, 
architectural drawings, plans for the future development of the city, etc. It is the dominant space 
of any capitalist city, determining the general shape of urban space, the “normal” way of life of 
its citizens, including the spatial organisation of work, living, consumption, leisure and cultural 
activities. In the case of shopping centres, abstract space is the means, process and result of the 
transformation of space (including the way people, actions, activities and equipment are 
organised in space) by its owners, designers, managers and operators in pursuit of their 
“rationalisation”. 

The empirical investigation of the abstract space of the shopping centre involves three 
different aspects of its infrastructure, namely the structural, social and representational 
configurations, based on the analytical tools provided by Manfredo et al(2017). in their study 
of abstract spaces in shopping centres in Auckland, New Zealand. This division is derived from 
John Montgomery’s answer to the question: what makes a good urban space, which synthesises 
the work of theorists such as Kevin Lynch(1960) and Jane Jacobs(1961) on cities, to identify 
three aspects and a range of attributes that influence the quality of an urban space or place, 
including activity (e.g. indicators of the diversity and activity of human activity), image (e.g. 
indicators of the imageability, legibility and receptivity of urban images) and form (e.g. 
indicators of the permeability, pellucidity (visual permeability) and granularity of urban space). 
Although this is a static, one-sided and non-spatial production perspective, in a way this 
understanding of the city corresponds to the city as understood by “planners, urbanists, 
technocratic subdividers and social engineers” as described by Lefebvre, and therefore this 
understanding of space is also applicable to the study of abstract space. 

 

Figure 3-1 The empirical investigation of the abstract space of the shopping centre involves three different aspects of its infrastructure, namely the 

structural, social and representational configurations; while induced difference, as a bottom-up lived space and representational space, escapes into digital 

space because of the hegemony of abstraction in physical space by shopping centres, manifesting itself as autonomous and collective immaterial labour (in 

the sense of Hardt and Negri) based on representations in physical space on social media. Source: Author 
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3.2 Differential Space 

In contrast to the abstract space is the differential space, but nevertheless they are not 
isolated and unrelated to each other; on the contrary, their relationship should be seen in terms 
of the Marxist theory of contradiction: they are both opposed and united, sometimes in a state 
of temporary and conditional unity, but more often in a state of struggle; this dynamic 
contradictory movement is the essential cause of the development of anything (Lenin, 1990, 
pp.305-311; Zedong, 1964, pp.274-311). Differential space is thus bred, split, produced or 
induced from the abstract space; the difference produced, manufactured, decorated and 
borrowed from the abstract space is a temporary, disguised difference and is therefore in a 
unified, peaceful and coexisting relationship with the abstract space, a space which Leviers 
called produced difference. The difference induced, excluded, ignored and oppressed by the 
abstract space is an absolute, real, revolutionary and subversive difference, and is therefore in 
a struggling, violent relationship with the abstract space; this space of difference is called 
induced difference by Lefebvre. Induced difference is excluded from the system, removed from 
the rules of the system, and implies radical social change. In the triadic dialectic of space, if the 
abstract space corresponds to the conceived space or the representation of space, the differential 
space implies the lived space or the space of representation. 

In shopping centres, productive difference is used as a primary means of control by abstract 
space, “expressed in various architectural types or spatial narratives and characters produced 
by iteration or selective contextualisation (e.g., implying semantic paradigms aiming to 
underpin sense of place with “authentic” or themed references)” (Manfredini et al., 2017). And 
induced difference, as a bottom-up lived space and representational space, escapes into digital 
space because of the hegemony of abstraction in physical space by shopping centres, 
manifesting itself as autonomous and collective immaterial labour (in the sense of Hardt and 
Negri) based on representations in physical space on social media. The immaterial labour of 
shopping centres in these social media, as described in the theoretical research section, was 
recently introduced by the post-consumerist model of the hyper-modern shopping centre - the 
prosumption model, or participatory consumption. This model simultaneously stimulates 
consumption and encourages production in the expectation that the interplay between the two 
will capture more of people’s daily lives and practices, ultimately aiming to increase profits and 
scale. The immaterial labour that is embraced by the hypermodern shopping centre, however, 
serves as a liberating potential that leaves room for escape of induced difference. In the 
shopping centre, immaterial labour is mainly expressed in the way visitors “identify and 
describe perceived and represented spatialities associated with both verbal and non-verbal 
symbols and signs” (Manfredini et al., 2017). In other words, visitors to the shopping centre 
produce immaterial products by engaging in digital interactions (including posting, liking, 
commenting, reposting and live multimedia interactions), constructing a network of 
information flows and relationships within the digital territories. The raw materials for these 
digital interactions or production are strongly perceived symbols and signs, i.e. the perceived 
space, which are then biopolitically processed by human being, mixed and entangled with 
elements of human subjectivity, i.e. the lived space, such as desire, emotion, affect, memory 
and self-consciousness, and finally presented in the digital territories as the differential space 
that is a mixture of the participants’ perceived space and the lived space. This difference is an 
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induced difference, a confrontational and emancipatory difference, which has the potential to 
destroy the abstract space. 

3.3 An Empirical Research Framework for Abstract Spaces 

Studies of the structural aspects of two shopping centres compares their aggregative and 
connectivity capacity in terms of spatial and digital infrastructure forms, assessing the 
differences in the physical and digital forms of support they provide for the gathering of people. 
This structural assessment compares the attributes of the conceived space itself in terms of its 
spatial and configurational forms. 

Studies of the social aspects of two shopping centres compares their semi-civicness and 
produced-diversity capacity in terms of citizen activity, assessing the differences in the urban 
amenity they provide to support the daily life and interaction of people, as well as the 
differences in functional diversity. This social assessment compares and examines the 
colonisation of the conceived space to the lived space of the visitor. Lived space refers to 
creative emotions and desires that transcend language and thought, a residue that cannot be 
covered or abstracted by transparent illusions, an invisible, unseen, unfathomable thing 
reflected or implied by the first two spaces. In shopping malls, however, the abstract space 
intends to control and plan the lived space, both to discipline and include more subjective and 
intersubjective emotions and desires in its jurisdiction, to transform public civicness into private 
semi-civicness, and to abstract these intangible, invisible and unfathomable subjective and 
intersubjective emotions and desires into a process of financialisation and valorisation, to 
incorporate induced differences into produced differences. 

The study of the representational aspects of the two shopping centres compares their 
legibility and imageability capacity in terms of image and symbol, assessing the differences in 
the support of their visual elements for the cognitive contextualisation of the population. This 
section focuses on examining the strength and consistency of spatial representations, “exploring 
the representational infrastructure of each mall, to identify and describe physically and digitally 
conveyed semantic and sensorial referentiality” (Manfredini et al., 2017). The representational 
assessment compares and examines the colonisation of the conceived space to the perceived 
space of the visitor.  Perceived space is anything in reality that can be perceived and understood 
through the human senses. It is important not only that elements can be seen, but also that they 
are presented clearly and strongly in the senses. And in the territories of the shopping centre, 
the abstract space is intended to dominate the perceived space. In its visual shaping, conceived 
space focuses specifically on scenes and symbols that can vividly identify and powerfully 
structure mental images of the environment, and evoke abundant and detailed meaning 
(Manfredini et al., 2017; Haber & Haber, 1964; Simner, 2013). This part of the evaluation relies 
on research initiated by Kevin Lynch(1960) on urban image, using elements of environmental 
psychology to explore the visual attributes of places. 
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3.3.1 Analysis of Structural Forms: the Capacity to Aggregation and 

Connectivity 

This part of the empirical study on the structural form of space and configuration focuses 
on how shopping malls conceive their form and infrastructure to stimulate the gathering of 
people. It is argued that shopping centre spaces differ in their ability to support the aggregation 
of users in terms of capillarity and hierarchical polarisation, spatial usability, permeability and 
pellucidity. At the digital level, it is mainly concerned with the aggregation capacity of the 
digital infrastructure, including accessibility, device-interface articulation and digital-platform 
articulation. 

3.3.1.1 Spatial aggregation capabilities 

Assessment of capillarity and hierarchical polarisation, analysis of spatial relationships 
between courtyards, halls, main concourses, aisles and corridors. 

Assessment of spatial usability, analysis of the layout of non-rentable indoor and outdoor 
spaces of potentially active, semi-active and inactive areas. 

Assessment of permeability and pellucidity, analysis of the physical and visual 
permeability of street frontages of shopping centres. 

3.3.1.2 Digital aggregation capabilities 

Assessment of accessibility, analysis of wireless fidelity accessibility (quality of internet 
access: speed, coverage, time/data availability constraints). 

Assessment of device-interface articulation, analysis of the prevalence of digital 
interfaces (digital kiosks, navigator screen systems, other digital devices). 

Assessment of digital-platform articulation, analysis of social media platforms and 
channels, and the number of dedicated mobile phone applications. 

3.3.2 Analysis of Social Activities: the Capacity to Semi-Civicness and 

Produced Diversity 

This part of the empirical research on civic activity focuses on examining how shopping 
malls shape the daily lives and activities of citizens. The paper argues that the impact of 
shopping malls on the daily lives of urban residents varies in terms of the organisation of 
internal functional spaces, the composition of internal functional types, the provision of 
amenities and the ability to support a variety of interesting activities. At the digital level it 
concerns the profusion and interactivity of digital social relations capabilities. 

3.3.2.1 Spatial Social Relations Potential 

Comparing anchored looping, assessing the clustering of activities in relation to the spatial 
structure of malls, focusing on the mall’s enhancement of the dumb-bell model in the quality 
and structure of interlocking paths looping through homogeneous zones. 
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Comparing the components of functional social potential: the social relationship potential 
of different business types is assessed and then analysed in terms of their proportional 
composition in different shopping malls. The different functions are first classified according 
to the different support they provide for the social interaction potential of individuals. 
According to Jan Gehl and Youn-Kyung Kim’s classification of behavioural activities in public 
spaces, more necessary or motivation-driven activities imply less support for people’s potential 
for interaction; conversely, more optional or non-motivation-driven activities imply a higher 
degree of support for social interaction. 

Comparing the provision of amenities: assess the proportion and relevance of civil 
amenities within each shopping centre. 

Comparing eventfulness: assess the number and popularity of major public events 
organised by each shopping centre operator. 

3.3.2.2 Digital Social Relations Potential 

Assessing profusion: including abundance (usability of official social media platforms and 
channels), diversity (mobile app functionality), usability (apps for in-store wayfinding, 
information gathering and data analysis), performance (frequency and quality of official posts, 
number of followers and reposts) and effectiveness (user interaction, similarity scores for key 
campaigns). 

Assessing interactivity: including the penetration of augmented reality in the commercial 
(online/offline integration) and entertainment (penetration of social interactive applications). 

3.3.3 Analysis of Representational Image and Symbol: the Capacity to 

Imageability and legibility 

Comparing imageability: assessing the saliency of indexical, symbolic, and iconic 
elements of spatial structure, form, materiality, tectonic, and decoration/ public art. According 
to Lynch(1960), imageability is the possibility for a physical object to evoke a strong 
impression on each observer. An object with strong imageability is not only visible but also 
distinctly present in the senses. Saliency of single elements and environmental scenes is graded 
on a scale that registers their distinctiveness level. 

Comparing legibility: this indicator measures the salience of visual elements (order/clutter, 
spaciousness) and experiential conditions (cohesion, biophilia) that produce significant 
(“distractive”) emotional stimulation. Legibility refers to the extent to which the different 
elements of the city (defined by Lynch as paths, edges, districts, nodes and landmarks) are 
organised into a coherent and recognizable pattern, referring to a number of legible parts of the 
city and the tightly integrated graphics they form. “a legible city would be one whose districts 
or landmarks or pathways are easily identifiable and are easily grouped into an over-all 
pattern”(Lynch, 1960, p.3). And a legible shopping centre is an architectural space whose 
directions, entrances, arcades and areas are easily identifiable and form an overall image. This 
indicator will be analysed by means of a spatial syntax. 



 48 

3.4 An Empirical Research Framework for Differential Spaces 

A comparative study of differential space involves the study of content and its related data 
on the immaterial labour of shopping centres in the digital space, especially on social media. 
We will conduct an interactive network analysis and semantic analysis by crawling and 
collecting data on posts on social media for a given point of interest. The analytical tools and 
methods for this part are mainly informed by the Give Us Space project led by Prof. 
Manfredo(2019), which uses a number of big data techniques to reveal, analyse and explain 
how the counter-hegemonic potential that escaped from the physical space of shopping centres 
regroups and reassociates in the digital space. 

3.4.1 Interactive Network Analysis 

The collected data is organised into two basic elements: nodes and edges. Nodes represent 
users (posting users or commenting users) and posts (uploads, comments and likes). Edges are 
the interactions between nodes. 

Centrality: the centrality of a post is calculated by counting the number of direct links 
pointing to that node or away from that node. This indicator compares the number, influence 
and content of posts with a wide reach in digital territories in different shopping centres of the 
study. 

Communities: The network is divided into communities (modules) which are evaluated 
for cohesion based on the difference between the actual number of connections and the 
calculated expected number of connections. Nodes interact with each other to varying degrees, 
with some nodes interacting more closely with each other individually, and others interacting 
less. Nodes that interact more closely with each other tend to form a community (module). This 
is a valid measure of the strength of community structure in complex networks containing both 
sparsely and densely connected regions. It identifies modules (networks) that consist of clusters 
of nodes with high internal connectivity. The analysis applies the Louvain community detection 
method developed by Vincent D. Blondel et al(2008). The indicator comparatively examines 
many characteristics of communities based on interactions linked on social media in digital 
territories of different shopping centres. 

Dynamic Networks: At the community level, network dynamics are assessed by counting 
(and normalising) the number of likes, comments and posts over a given time period (e.g. a 
month). This allows general trends to be identified throughout the year, showing peaks and 
troughs at specific time periods. The indicator allows for a comparative study of the correlation 
between human interaction and significant events in the digital territories of different shopping 
centres. 

3.4.2 Semantic Analysis 

Semantic analysis investigates and tracks the main interests of users collected from defined 
locations (different shopping centres) through comments and posts. The analysis uses a word 
frequency analysis tool to analyse posts and comments and generate a list of word frequencies. 



 49 

The meaningless words are then eliminated and the remaining keywords are then categorised 
according to the topic of interest. Semantic analysis can explore and understand the public 
activities, events and topics of interest that inspire people to interact in public spaces 

Interest-Based Networks: The interests of users identified in the process of labelling posts 
and comments with interests, which allows the creation of new node types representing topics 
of interest. These interests form a network that shows the connections between people and the 
various interest topics and shows the relevance of the topics to each other. The indicator 
compares and examines the different characteristics of interest-based networks in digital 
territories of different shopping centres. 

Distribution of Interests and Dominant Interest: The number of keywords in each interest 
topic determines the diversity of interests in each interest community. This indicator compares 
and examines the diversity of interests and the respective dominant interests of digital territories 
in different shopping centres. 

Dynamic Interests: Analysing the timeline of interests and events, the keywords in posts 
and comments about each shopping centre are identified according to the date of the original 
post. In order to detect significant changes that may be caused by major events, a timeline of 
public holidays, school holidays and events held in each shopping centre is compiled and used 
to explore the correlation between these events and the number of posts and comments and 
patterns of interest. The indicator compares and examines the correlation between the topics of 
human interaction and major events in the digital territories of the different shopping centres. 

 
Figure 3-2 A Framework for Empirical Research for Spatial Dialectics of Lefebvre Source: Author 
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4  STUDY SUBJECTS, DATA COLLECTION AND 

ANALYSIS METHODS 

4.1.1 Study Subjects 

4.1.1.1 Tianjin HengLong Square
!HL" 

According to CBRE, Tianjin, China 
was the hottest city in the world for shopping 
centre construction in 2012, with 
approximately 16 projects under 
construction at the same time, with a total 
area of 2.45 million square metres. Among 
them, Tianjin HengLong Square, which 
opened in 2014, is one of the best projects to 
enter the market in Tianjin in recent years, 
in terms of location, commercial volume 
and architectural design. 

Opened on 26 September 2014, Tianjin 
HengLong Square was developed by the 
third largest shopping centre operator29 in 
China, Hang Lung Properties, and designed 
by Jeffrey Kenoff, senior designer at KPF. 
With a total building length of 380 metres, 
it is the longest shopping centre project ever 
built by Hang Lung Properties. The total 
floor area is 152,800 square metres. About 
the building's design concept, Jeffrey 
Kenoff says, “The building itself is seen as 
a public space, so the building intentionally 
focuses on urban mobility and fostering 
interactions between users.” 30 

The architects also describe the 
building as “a super-shell” that creates a 
very iconic urban landmark. This large 
volume can also be used as a plaza or 
covered thoroughfare, and will even act as a 
central hub, integrated into modern urban 

 
29
 https://new.qq.com/rain/a/20210318A0D65U00 

30
 https://www.archdaily.cn/cn/774208/tian-jin-he-pan-66xiang-mu-kohn-pedersen-fox 

Figure 4-1 Location and Context of HL. Source: Google Earth 

Figure 4-2 Appearance of HL Sqare. Source: 

http://www.ztlighting.com.cn/site/case_detaile/80 

Figure 4-3 Starbucks at the main entrance of HL, occupying an old building 

Source: https://www.sohu.com/a/167508415_355437 
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transport. The giant building also features a skywalk, allowing visitors to experience shopping 
at a higher altitude. 

In terms of location, Tianjin HengLong Square is located at the prime intersection of 
Heping Road and Binjiang Road, two of Tianjin's major commercial “golden streets”, adjacent 
to the business district along the Haihe River and 100 metres from Metro Line 3. The adjacent 
Heping Road Golden Street is a famous shopping street with a peak traffic of 1.07 million 
people.  

 

Tianjin HengLong Square comprises six floors above ground and three floors below 
ground, with a mix of fashionable consumer goods, high-end services and specialty dining, with 
brands covering jewellery and watches, fashion accessories, food and beverage, electrical 
household products, personal care cosmetics, supermarkets, leisure and entertainment. 
According to Chen Qizong, chairman of Hang Lung Properties, the positioning of Tianjin 
HengLong Square will be similar to that of HengLong Square in Shanghai, a four-star shopping 
mall with sub-luxury brands as the main focus. 

The former Zhejiang Industrial Bank site, preserved in the southeast corner of the site, has 
also been incorporated into the architectural design. 2019 saw the completion of the renovation 
of the Zhejiang Industrial Bank building, a heritage protected building in Tianjin, which houses 
the first Starbucks Prime flagship shop in Tianjin, becoming an important facade symbol for 
Tianjin HengLong Square. 

4.1.1.2 Tianjin Youyi Xintiandi 
Plaza!YYXTD" 

Tianjin Youyi Xintiandi Plaza, 
covering an area of 25,316 square metres 
with a total construction area of 89,000 
square metres, was opened in 2005. As the 
largest shop under Tianjin Friendship 
Commercial Building, the developer of this 
project is Tianjin Yishang Group and the 
project is positioned as a high-end 
department store. 

When it opened in 2005, Tianjin Youyi 
Xintiandi Plaza called itself “Asia's largest 
city centre mall” an was currently the largest 
comprehensive large-scale shopping mall in 
Tianjin. 31  At that time, Tianjin's 
commercial pedestrian street, Binjiang 
Road, had already concentrated hundreds of 
large and small businesses, with more than 
ten large shopping malls alone, making it 

 
31
 http://www.linkshop.com.cn/(kwthrmauciseeriqsdu1ui55)/web/Article_News.aspx?ArticleId=55541 

Figure 4-4 Location and Context of YYXTD Source: Google Earth 

Figure 4-5 Main Entrance and Main Façade of YYXTD. Source: 

http://www.wto168.net/newWeb/a/shangchangshangpu/index.php?aid=1352

992 
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the core shopping area with the highest concentration of retail merchants and multi-level 
consumption in Tianjin, even so, Youyi Xintiandi Plaza was a top modern shopping centre, at 
least in terms of scale. 

In December 2020, Youyi Xintiandi Plaza celebrated its 15th anniversary and according 
to reports, sales on the day of the shop reached 10 million RMB, a new annual high for single-
day sales. 32 The mall is also trying to expand its reach in the digital space, through social media, 
such as Dazhong Dianping (public remark web) and the WeChat Moments( a feature of the chat 
software WeChat that people use to share their lives with their friends). 

Youyi Xintiandi Plaza has also attempted to transform its traditional business format. For 
example, in 2019, the Firefly Star Art Gallery was still operating on the first floor of its west 
side, with a number of virtual scenes set up for visitors to take photos or visit. However, at the 
time of this research in March 2021, the shop had already closed, along with a large number of 
restaurant portals, and half of the fourth floor was undergoing renovation. It is not difficult to 
deduce that, perhaps because of the epidemic, the impact of competition from the ultra-modern 
shopping centre on Youyi Xintiandi Plaza manifested itself more quickly. 

As the building site straddles an urban carriageway, the building space on the first and 
second floors is bisected by this carriageway and re-crossed on the third, fourth and fifth floors. 
This results in the ground floor space being cut off, while the grey space in between has a poor 
pedestrian experience as it has to take into account the city traffic crossing it. 

4.1.1.3 Changsha International Financial Square!IFS" 

Changsha IFS is an ultra-high-rise large-
scale urban complex that combines a large 
shopping and entertainment centre, high-end 
offices, hotel apartments and an international 
platinum five-star hotel. Located at the 
intersection of Huangxing Road and Jiefang 
Road in the Wuyi business district of 
Changsha, Hunan Province, it is an ultra-high-
rise large-scale urban complex that combines 
a large shopping and entertainment centre, 
high-end offices, serviced flats and an 
international platinum five-star hotel. The 
project developer is the Hong Kong Wharf 
Group. As of May 2018, the shopping centre 
of Changsha IFS covers an area of 250,000 
square metres, with a collection of about 400 
domestic and international brands, about 50 
flagship international brands, a 5,000 square 
metre retail concept shop, and 28% of its F&B 
and entertainment space. 

 
32
 https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1686952095261083369&wfr=spider&for=pc 

Figure 4-6 Location and Context of WXH. Source: Google Earth 

Figure 4-7 Appearance of Changsha IFS. Source: 

https://kuaibao.qq.com/s/20200310A0DBVI00?refer=spider 
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The shopping centre opened on 7 May 2018 and in 2019, Changsha IFS’s annual sales 
exceeded RMB 5 billion, ranking 18th in China’s domestic shopping centre rankings. 33 2019 
saw Changsha IFS win the “RLI International Shopping Centre 2019” award from the Global 
RLI Awards, the “Commercial Property Project of the Year” title from the Royal Institution of 
Chartered Surveyors and the “Shopping Centre of the Year 2019” award from the International 
Council of Shopping Centres. It was also awarded the 2019 “Commercial Property Project” of 
the Year by the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, as well as two Gold Awards and one 
Silver Award in the “2019 China Shopping 
Centre and Retailer Awards” by the 
International Council of Shopping Centres.34 

As a top-ranked ultra-modern shopping 
centre in China, IFS has the typical 
contemporary consumerist approach of 
constantly creating festivals and cultural 
symbols to promote marketing. For example, 
IFS collaborated with KAWS to create a 
permanent bronze giant sculpture artwork and 
a series of limited-edition peripheral souvenirs 
that became a city landmark; in May 2019, 
IFS and Florence collaborated on, in 
conjunction with international fashion 
magazine BAZAAR, the Sino-Italian Design Exchange Centre and the Italian design institute 
Istituto Marangoni Art exhibitions, fashion shows, summit forums and other activities were 
carried out; on 31 August 2019, Changsha IFS joined hands with TWA (Tower Racing 
Association of the World) and AVA (Asia Pacific Vertical Marathon Association) to hold an 
international vertical marathon.  

4.1.1.4 Changsha Pinghetang Shopping Mall (PHT) 

Pinghetang Shopping Mall is located at South of Wuyi Square, Changsha. The mall opened 
in 1998 with a business area of 51,800 square metres. It is the only mall in Changsha and 
Zhuzhou City that is 60% owned by Japanese investors (it is now a wholly owned Japanese 
company). The mall is adjacent to the Wuyi Square metro station, but due to its early 
construction, the mall does not have a direct link to the metro station. 

 
33
 http://www.360doc.com/content/20/0624/20/34435984_920336188.shtml 

34
 https://www.zhihu.com/question/269081298/answer/601237869 

Figure 4-8 Appearance of Changsha IFS. Source: IFS official WeChat 
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The spatial configuration of the mall is very typical of a modern shopping centre that has 
evolved from a department store, with a large atrium through the middle of each floor, with 
repeated lifts in the same position, and a circular shopping flow around the atrium, with little 
variation in layout between floors. At present, there is food and beverage on the basement 1th 
and top floors, including a supermarket on the basement 1th floor, other than that the whole 

mall is basically a fashionable consumer goods business laid out in an open, close-packed grid 
pattern. 

4.1.1.5 Zibo Wanxianghui Shopping Mall (WXH) 

Wanxianghui Shopping Mall in Zibo was developed by China Resources Mixc Lifestyle, 
the number one shopping centre operator in China, and the building was designed by 5+Design. 
2015 saw the opening of the shopping centre, which covers an area of 50,000 square metres, 
with a construction area of 450,000 square metres, 2,000 parking spaces and 6 floors above and 
below ground. On its opening day, the shopping centre had a customer flow of nearly 200,000 
people. 

Zibo Wanxianghui Shopping Mall has the first children’s education theme block in 
northern China, the first boutique supermarket in Shandong, the first urban bookstore in central 
China and the first real ice rink of international standards in Zibo. The shopping centre 
emphasises on improving children’s education services and children’s consumer output, 

Figure 4-9 Location and Context of PHT. Source: Google Earth Figure 4-10 Appearance of Changsha PHT. Source: 

https://credit.cngold.org/s/shop/detail_22814.htm 

Figure 4-12 Main Entrance and Main Façade of WXH. Source: WXH official 

Weibo 
Figure 4-12 Location and Context of WXH. Source: Google Earth 
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covering a full range of children’s businesses such as early childhood education, photography, 
painting, English and swimming training.  

4.1.1.6 Zibo Yinzuo Shopping Mall (YZ) 

Zibo Yinzuo Shopping Mall, which opened in 2003, has a construction area of 56,000 
square metres in the first phase, with an underground floor for a supermarket and six floors 
above ground, basically for fashionable consumer goods businesses. Like Changsha Pinghetang 
shopping mall, Zibo Yinzuo Shopping Mall presents a spatial layout with a central core atrium 
running up and down, but this atrium is filled by four lifts, leaving no visual corridors. 

In 2018, Yinzuo Shopping Mall completed the second phase of its expansion project: the 
construction of three underground floors and eight above-ground floors, with an expanded area 
of 83,600 square metres, bringing the total area of the completed mall to 140,000 square metres. 
With the addition of dining chairs and a cinema on the sixth and seventh floors, it is clear that 
the modern shopping centre is trying to be competitive by transforming its own forma. But in 
terms of spatial configuration, it is still a courtyard through the middle, with the original part 
and the new part forming an “8” structure, but its open and dense grid-like layout pattern 
remains unchanged. 

4.2 Introduction to tools and theories related to analysis methods 

4.2.1 Theory of Space Syntax 

The theory and research method of 
“spatial syntax” was first developed in the 
1970s by Bill Hiller, Julienne Hanson and 
others at Bartlett College, University of 
London. The theory and research method can 
be used to compare and quantify the 
assessment of spatial connections, line of 
sight relationships and so on. This paper is not 

Figure 4-14 Main Entrance and Main Façade of YZ. Source: YZ official 

Weibo 
Figure 4-14 Location and Context of YZ. Source: Google Earth 

Figure 4-15 Convex Space of IFS. Source: Drawn by the author using 

DepthMapX 
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a specific study of space syntax theory and therefore only a brief introduction to its principles 
and a brief explanation of some of the specific analytical methods and concepts used in this 
paper. 

The first concept is that of a “convex space”. A convex space is the smallest basic unit of 
analytical space, also known as an element, created by the space syntax theory, which assumes 
that a space is convex if any two points are visible to each other inside it. (Anonymous, 2015, 
p.15) In the way of convex spaces, any space can be subdivided into a number of complete 
regions. The relational topic of space syntax theory and methodology is the exploration of the 
interrelationship of spaces rather than a space 
itself, “space is the sum of spatial relations”. 
This network of relations between spaces, or 
topological relations, is called a 
“configuration” (Anonymous, 2015, p.6). 
Thus, after subdividing a complex space into 
a number of convex spaces, it is crucial to 
establish the connections between them. All 
of these steps are done manually with 
DepthMapX, the analysis software developed 
by the original space syntax theory team, to 
construct the spatial configuration of the building with the convex spac as the smallest element 
(see Figure 1). 

The integration of a space is a quantitative metric calculated after building a network of 
relationships of all elements, and is related to the number of steps it takes for an element to 
reach all other elements. A space with a high degree of integration has a high degree of 
accessibility and communality, and has the potential to attract all other elements to it in terms 
of topology. (Anonymous, 2015, p.35) 

As well as being used in convex space analysis, spatial syntax can also be used in visual 
analysis, which is similar in its computational principles. A complex space is cut into a number 
of homogeneous pixel points according to a given parameter, and the visual analysis of spatial 
syntax explores the relationships between these pixel points. 

Isovists, based on a single point, are blocks of colour formed by all the space that can be 
seen from a given point and in a given direction from a given viewpoint. 

The Isovist Area of Visibility Graphs Analysis (VGA) refers to the area that can be seen 
from an element looking outwards, and the result is returned as the value of the element’s Isovist 
Area. (Anonymous, 2015, p.48) The higher the Isovist Area Index of an element, the more 
elements can be seen in that position and the more open the field of view. 

Visual Step Depth (VSD) analysis in VGA is based on the principle that an isovist area 
analysis is first calculated for a point(s) at a selected point(s), and these areas are counted as the 
first step depth; subsequently, an isovist area is calculated for all points within the first step 
depth, and the new isovist area is then counted as the second depth step. And so on, until the 
whole system is exhausted. The higher the VSD index of a point, the more transitions are 

Figure 4-16 Target area selected before Visibility Graphs Analysis of IFS inside 

traffic space. Source: Drawn by the author using DepthMapX 
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required to see the point from the given point. An element with a VSD index of 1 means that 
the element can be seen directly from the given point. 

VGA can also be performed for integration analysis, called Visual Integration (VI), which 
is based on VSD analysis. The VSD analysis is performed for each element (pixel) in the 
diagram, and the sum of VSD of each element to all other elements is the Total Visual Step 
Depth value of that element, and the VI is a further calculation of the Total Visual Step Depth. 
Higher values of VI indicate that fewer turns are needed for this element to see other elements 
in the system as a whole. A lower value of VI indicates that more sight transitions are required 
to see other elements from this element. Or conversely, a higher value of visual integration for 
an element means that fewer sight turns are required to see it from anywhere in the system. 
(Anonymous, 2015, p.55) 

4.2.2 Visual Analysis of Digital Spatial Data on Social Platforms 

Digital space analysis, both for the analysis of the abstract layout of shopping centres in 
digital space and for the analysis of the differential emancipatory potential and immaterial 
production outcomes of individuals in digital space as a result of aggregation across territory, 
requires the visualisation of data, texts and social relations in digital space. The approach to 
visualising digital spaces used in this paper relies on methodological support provided by 
Professor Manfredini in the 2019 Give Us Space! project, which introduced and used techniques 
for data crawling from social media, and the web data visualisation and analysis software Gephi. 

4.2.2.1 Data Collection 

The Weibo data was collected using the web data crawler “GooSeeker”, which captures 
basic data about all posts on a given Weibo location tag page, including Poster ID, Poster 
Username, Post Text Content, Post ID, Commenter ID, Commenter Username, Comment Text 
Content, Liker ID, Liker Username, etc. and is compiled into a spreadsheet format. 

4.2.2.2 Digital Spatial Network Analysis Based on the Software Gephi 

When dealing with networks, Gephi needs to transform them into a simplified form of 
“nodes” and “edges”. This way of representing the relationship between a set of things in terms 
of nodes and edges. (刘勇 & 杜一, 2017, p.26) Once Gephi has converted the network data 
into a graph, it can be analysed and processed using network science methods: one is to perform 
statistical analysis of the network properties of the graph, including node centrality, 
centrifugality, PageRank, eigenvector centrality, average clustering coefficients of nodes and 
networks, and connectivity components and modularity of the graph; the other is to perform 
statistical analysis of the network properties of the graph through different ways of layout. The 
other is to visualise the graph by laying it out in different ways, and then interpreting and 
analysing it. (刘勇 & 杜一, 2017, p.21) 

In this paper, when using Gephi to generate social media relationship networks, people 
(social media accounts, including posters, likers, reposters and commenters) and posts (posts 
that are posted, liked, reposted and commented on) are defined as “nodes” that can be 
recognised by Gephi, and“edges”are interactions between nodes, such as posting, reposting, 
commenting and liking actions. 
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The size, position and colour of nodes and edges can be freely defined in the visualised 
network relationship results, and the size, position and colour layout for a given distribution 
pattern can also be derived from different mathematical models for further interpretation and 
analysis. 

The following is a brief introduction to the key concepts and principles used in the visual 
analysis of spatial network relationships: 

Degree : it indicates the total number of edges associated with a particular vertex. This 
parameter can be applied to control the size of a node; a larger node means that it is associated 
with more other nodes in the network relationship. 

Layout : it is the arrangement of nodes and edges according to some algorithm, so that the 
graphic has both the rationality of a specific need and is also easy to visually identify. (刘勇 & 
杜一, 2017, p.138)When a layout is run, it is possible to take a graph that has no rules and 
display it according to certain rules. The layout used for subsequent analysis in this paper is 
Force Atlas 2, which uses a force-guided layout algorithm that mimics the gravitational and 
repulsive forces in the physical world. The force-guided layout algorithm is based on the theory 
of particle physics, where the nodes in the graph are modelled as atoms and the position of the 
nodes is calculated by modelling the force field between the atoms. (刘勇 & 杜一, 2017, p.144) 
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5 ANALYSIS OF RESULTS OF THE EMPIRICAL 

STUDY 

5.1 Analysis of the empirical study on abstract spaces 

5.1.1 Analysis of structural forms!Aggregation and connectivity 

5.1.1.1 Analysis of the Aggregation Capabilities of Spatial Configurations#
Capillary and Hierarchical Polarisation 

Assess capillarity and hierarchical polarization, and analyse the spatial relationship among 
entrance square, hall, aisle and shop. 

The comparative analysis is based on the spatial syntax of the convex space integration 
analysis and the isovist area analysis. The former can be used to compare the location of the 
most accessible and attractive elements of the internal traffic space configuration, the internal 
total space configuration and the internal and external total space configuration of modern and 
ultra-modern shopping centres. The latter can be used to compare modern and ultra-modern 
shopping centres in terms of the most open areas in terms of internal traffic spatial visual 
relationships, internal general spatial visual relationships and internal and external general 
spatial visual relationships. The parts of the shopping centre with a high degree of convex space 
integration are also highly public and are more suitable as core courtyards or streets within the 
shopping centre. If the part of the shopping centre with a high degree of integration of convex 
spaces is open, has a good view and is well connected to the entrance, it means that the internal 
public space of the building is more accessible, has the ability to dominate all the sub-spaces 
and has the potential to “internalise” the urban public space, the result of which is closer to the 
real public space. 
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Figure 5-1 Integration analysis of convex space and isovist area analysis of inside traffic space, inside overall space and overall space of HL and YYXTD 

Source: Drawn by the author using DepthMapX 

The first set of comparisons is between the ultra-modern shopping centre HengLong in 
Tianjin (black background) and the modern shopping centre Youyi Xintiandi Plaza (dark-red 
background). The first two rows are for the convex space integration of the ground floor plan 
of the two shopping centres, and the second two rows are for the isovist area map of the ground 
floor plan of the two shopping centres. The first column is based on the internal traffic space, 
selected as a “neutral” corridor or hall inside the shopping centre that does not belong to any 
brand shop or sales area at all; the second column is based on the overall internal space, selected 
as the internal traffic space plus each brand shop or sales area; the third column is based on the 
overall internal and external space, where the external space is selected from the area between 
the red line of the site and the facade of the ground floor of the building, excluding non-
pedestrian areas such as the car park and the green belt of the carriageway, and then extending 
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to the adjacent pedestrian square or street. The subsequent analyses in this section are arranged 
in this way. 

Analysis of the comparison reveals that the peak of the ultra-modern shopping centre's 
spatial integration is concentrated in a linear and very long public transport corridor on its 
southern side. In terms of the spatial structure of the internal traffic, the core corridor evenly 
and strongly controls the spatial structure of 
the other “neutral” public parts of the 
interior, dispersing or drawing people in. 
From the point of view of the overall internal 
spatial structure, this core corridor is also the 
most accessible area to all other independent 
branded shops and, in turn, becomes the 
most attractive core space for all footfall 
from independent shops. From the point of 
view of the overall internal and external 
spatial structure, the corridor is the most 
accessible, attractive and integrated not only 
for the internal capillary traffic and the independent shops, but also for the pedestrian area 
outside the building. 

A comparison of the isovist area map reveals that the most expansive views, both in terms 
of the relationship between the internal traffic space and the overall internal space, are in the 
middle of a long linear public transport corridor on its southern side. This section is adjacent to 
the vast atrium to the north and, continuing northwards, has views through the glass 
maintenance structure of the entrance to the external triangular square and green space. To the 
south of this section is the Apple Tianjin flagship shop with its extensive use of highly 
transparent glass ribbed all-glass curtain walling (see photo). In addition, there is also an open 
area at the western end of the very long public transport corridor, where two traffic corridors 
meet, and enlarged into the entrance lobby, which also has a significant degree of visual 
extension. In terms of the overall interior and exterior spatial relationship, the pedestrian area 
outside the Apple Tianjin flagship store is the area with the widest view, while still maintaining 
a high isovist area value inside, indicating that the peak spatial view of the interior is no less 
visible than the exterior space for all visitor-accessible areas both inside and outside the site. In 
addition, the peak isovist areas of the interior and exterior are closely linked, with two inside 
and outside the Apple Store and another two inside and outside the west entrance atrium, which 
means that from the perspective of visual relations, these two entrances have a strong internal 
and external visual connection, and in these two areas, people walking from inside to outside 
or from outside to inside will immediately have the greatest overall grasp and visual perception 
of the space they are in. 

In general, the internal core space of this ultra-modern shopping centre is characterised by 
open spaces, good views and good connections to the entrances, both in terms of the integration 
of the spatial structure and in terms of the distribution of peaks in the isovist area map, which 
means that these “internalised” “public spaces” are highly accessible, both to the other internal 
capillary spaces and to the external urban space. It can therefore be argued that the inner core 

Figure 5-2 Apple Store in HL. Source: HL official Weibo account 
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of the ultra-modern shopping centre has the potential to “internalise” the urban public space 
and to absorb the public activities of its radius into its core “pseudo-public” space. 

The modern shopping centre, which is used as a comparison, presents a completely 
different result. The concentration of peaks is not uniform in terms of the integration of the 
convex space. Analysed in terms of the internal traffic spatial structure and the overall internal 
spatial structure, there are two areas of peak integration located in the partial slender corridor 
on the east side and in the core atrium on the west side. The former is an average of around four 
metres wide and cuts through and divides the ten or so jewellery sales counters on the ground 
floor, but is away from the main entrance to the east side of the shopping centre facing the city 
pedestrian street and its core atrium; the latter is around 20 metres wide and occupies only 
1/10th of the area on the west side, and is separated from the peak integration area on the east 
side by a long, narrow, winding aisle. This means that there is poor accessibility and 
connectivity between the heavily trafficked pedestrian street on the eastern most side of the 
shopping centre and the highly integrated spaces of the interior areas on the eastern side, and 
between the highly integrated spaces of the interior areas on the eastern and western parts. From 
the point of view of the general spatial structure of the interior and exterior, the highly integrated 
areas of the shopping centre site are shifted to the exterior of the building, partly due to the 
urban road that bisects it and partly due to the large number of capillary spaces that open directly 
to the exterior space and close off the interior traffic space. The problem, however, is that the 
highly integrated external area of the building is both away from the heavily trafficked 
commercial pedestrian street to the east and not suitable for walking (the fieldwork study found 
that the area out serves as a carriageway and that the cycle paths on both sides of the 
carriageway have been used as car parks, leaving a walking area of only about 2 metres). 

When compared to the isovist area map, 
the area with the most open views and the 
most space penetration in terms of internal 
traffic spatial relationships is the atrium area 
in the western section, although this area is 
far from the main entrance and is less 
integrated in terms of the overall internal and 
external spatial configuration; in addition, 
this area is only directly connected to four 
restaurants In addition, this area is only 
directly connected to four restaurants and 
indirectly to one restaurant, except for the 
shops which have to leave the interior of the western part of the shopping centre and pass 
through the outdoor area to reach them. In addition, the overall low isovist index for the eastern 
section is due to the fact that the traffic area is cut into a tessellation by a grid of brand counters, 
which makes it difficult to create a coherent and extensive visual corridor. At the level of the 
overall internal spatial relationship, the visual screening of this area is reduced to columns by 
the inclusion of the dense grid of jewellery sales counters on the east side, thus creating a 
complete visual area in a coherent manner. However the dense sales counters are set up with so 
much translucent, opaque and mirrored decoration that sight lines are severely cut and disrupted. 
Despite the peaks in the visual field map such as this area, the visual perception is one of 

Figure 5-3 The dense sales counters are heavily decorated with translucent, 

opaque and mirrored finishes that severely cut and disrupt sight lines Source: 

Photo by author 
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multiplicity and chaos, making it difficult to orientate oneself. In addition, the continuity of 
sight lines between this area and the entrance is cut by the billboards and shops on both sides 
of the atrium, delaying the time for visitors entering the mall to grasp and understand the entire 
mall space. In terms of the overall internal and external spatial relationship, the peak isovist 
areas are concentrated in the two intersecting areas of the visual corridors of the exterior space, 
indicating that the peak visual range index of the interior space is much lower than that of the 
exterior space, reflecting the fact that the interior is much less open than the exterior space, 
however, these peak isovist areas are not associated with the entrance of the shopping centre. 

In conclusion, the spatial integration of the modern shopping centre shows that the high 
accessibility areas are separated from the main entrance of the building, the main pedestrian 
flow and the peak areas of the site, and that some of the high accessibility spaces are too long 
and slender to perform the function of a general gathering of people. Based on the above 
analysis, the modern shopping centre does not “internalise” the publicness of the external city 
in terms of spatial integration. 

 
Figure 5-4 Integration analysis of convex space and isovist area analysis of inside traffic space, inside overall space and overall space of IFS and PHT Source: 

Drawn by the author using DepthMapX 
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The second set of comparisons is between the ultra-modern shopping centre IFS (black 
background) and the modern shopping centre Pinghetang (dark-red background). 

The analysis shows that the peak of spatial integration of this ultra-modern shopping centre 
is concentrated at the intersection of two circular traffic corridors in the shape of an “8”, with a 
high core atrium. The core atrium is the most integrated area from three perspectives: internal 
traffic structure, internal general spatial structure and internal and external general spatial 
structure, indicating that the traffic structure, commercial space layout and external space 
entrance plaza are all relatively well distributed around the core. This is indeed the case, as the 
Changsha IFS site occupies almost an entire block and is surrounded by three city arterial roads 
and one bypass, which creates the conditions for the Changsha IFS to open entrances on all 
sides and at all four corners. 

In terms of its physical layout, its southwest corner, west elevation and northwest corner 
become full openings facing a whole consumer area including Wuyi Square, Huangxing Road 
Pedestrian Street and Wuyi Road, with an office entrance in the south, an entrance to the luxury 
goods area in the southeast, an entrance to another office building in the east, a secondary 
entrance to the luxury goods area and large scale steps leading directly to the ground floor in 
the northeast, and an entrance to the beauty area and a takeaway entrance in the north. 

Functionally, there are three main sections on the ground floor, with the eastern ring road 
being entirely devoted to luxury goods, the western ring road to high-end fashion and a beauty 
section extending north from the centre, which also intersects in the peak integration degree 
area. An important factor contributing to the structure of Changsha IFS is the three existing 
high-rise buildings within the site. As can be seen from the red line profile, these three existing 
old high-rise buildings first restrict and determine the layout of the two supertall office towers 
of the IFS. And once the tower locations are decided, a total of five tall buildings, old and new, 
on the site almost decisively squeeze out the remaining space available for shopping centres in 
Changsha IFS. The remaining available space is long from north to south, approximately 360 
metres, and the site is dominated by pedestrian traffic to the west in the form of a large consumer 
commercial area and transport hub. The best way to attract footfall would be to have an anchor 
shop and a core atrium to form a dumbbell structure, however it appears from the layout of the 
ground floor function and spatial structure that this is not the case for the shopping centre. 

Firstly, the east side does not have an anchor shop that would generate a strong attraction, 
but rather a luxury area that would exclude a large number of people. It is not as strategic and 
large in scale as the atrium between the two western entrances. This evidence suggests that the 
layout of the shopping centre is not a dumbbell structure on the ground floor, as it does not need 
to direct people to the east, but rather seeks to separate the east from the west, ensuring the 
spatial quality and quietness of the luxury area to the east. 

So, where does the shopping centre have the dumbbell structure instead of the ground floor? 
The answer is in the profile. The largest “public” part of the shopping centre, in addition to the 
atrium between the two entrances on the west side, is the roof garden on the seventh floor. The 
garden features a large number of art sculptures, urban viewing platforms, interactive 
installations, casual restaurants and bars, etc., in an attempt to emphasise its urban garden feel, 
while a large number of extra-long through lifts in the external piazza on the ground floor, the 
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ground floor entrance and the internal atrium allow people to be transported upwards more 
quickly. 

According to on-site observations, most visitors reach the landmark space of the roof 
terrace before the end of the day, which activates the consumer space and footfall above the 
ground floor of the shopping centre. The top floor becomes a “public” space second only to the 
external plaza on the ground floor, which, put another way, is overwhelmingly “pseudo-public” 
by virtue of its scale and social richness compared to other shopping centres, but also by virtue 
of its extraordinarily deep position in the overall shopping (see 5.1.2.1), it has an overwhelming 
internalising effect. Overall, the analysis of the spatial integration of the convex of the ground 
floor plan does not reflect well the spatial layout of the Changsha IFS, and the peak areas shown 
on the plan do not fully reflect its spatial strategy and need to be interpreted and revised in the 
light of the actual research results. 

An analysis of the isovist area map shows that the area with the most open views and the 
most spatial penetration, in terms of both internal traffic and overall internal spatial 
relationships, is back near the core atrium on the west side rather than in the '8' shape. The peak 
area of integration at the waist of the structure. Firstly, the public transport space on the west 
side is more open, echoing the condition that the west side of the site is the main pedestrian 
flow, whereas the east luxury area lacks a large scale atrium space. In addition, many of the 
luxury shops do not use a large number of highly permeable glass interfaces, either to the 
internal street or to the external space, which is related to their own profitability, marketing 
methods and the intrinsic requirements of their target customers. From the perspective of the 
overall interior and exterior spatial visual relationship, the peak of the isovist area coefficient 
occurs in a number of places, in addition to near the core atrium on the western side of the 
interior just now, and is also concentrated on the large exterior plaza on the western side, which 
is related to the highly permeable shop layout on the western side (but at the time of the research, 
a number of shops on the western side were not in use or were being renovated, and the above 
analysis considers the situation when they are all in use), and more so to the the substantial 
setback of the shopping centre to create 

The modern shopping centre used as a comparison is Changsha Pinghetang. In terms of 
the spatial integration of the convex space, in terms of the spatial structure of the internal traffic 
and the overall internal spatial structure, the peak of integration occurs in a long, thin L-shaped 
corridor that does not connect the entrance to the atrium, which is related to the fact that this 
corridor links a large number of small-scale repetitive units to its right. In terms of the overall 
internal and external spatial structure, the peak integration space is not only the long corridor 
above, but also a straight spine walkway of approximately 5m in width connecting the main 
entrance on the west side to the secondary entrance on the east side, which also does not connect 
to the atrium. These highly integrated long corridors are too large in terms of length to width 
ratio and do not provide a gathering and dwell space, these highly integrated areas are not well 
suited to the function of general gathering of people. 

In terms of the isovist area map analysis, at the level of internal traffic spatial relationships, 
the peak isovist area map coefficients are dotted along the main aisles. At the level of the overall 
internal spatial relationship, the peak isovist coefficients extend north-south and are located at 
the intersection of several spatial structures in a tessellated layout. At the level of the overall 
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interior and exterior spatial relationship, the peak isovist areas are concentrated at the main 
entrances to the exterior spaces. 

In general, the area of high integration of the convex space overlaps to some extent with 
the peak area of the isovist area map, mainly the main axis walkway that runs through the mall 
and connects the two main entrances to the east and west, however, as mentioned above, this 
walkway does not connect to the enlarged atrium space that provides a gathering and dwelling 
space, nor does it have an anchor shop in the process, and this main axis walkway directly 
connects to a large number of repeated branch walkways. Based on the above analysis, the 
modern shopping centre does not make good use of spatial means to “internalise” the publicness 
of the external city.  

 
Figure 5-5 Integration analysis of convex space and isovist area analysis of inside traffic space, inside overall space and overall space of WXH and YZ Source: 

Drawn by the author using DepthMapX 
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The third set of comparisons is between the ultra-modern shopping centre Wanxianghui in 
Zibo (black background) and the modern shopping centre Zibo Yinzuo Mall (dark-red 
background).  

The analysis shows that the peak spatial integration of this ultra-modern shopping centre 
is concentrated at the intersection of the three main traffic corridors in a “Y” shape, where the 
spatial dimensions are enlarged to form a core atrium. In terms of the spatial structure of the 
internal traffic and the overall internal spatial structure, the atrium of the centre leads the spatial 
structure of the 'neutral' public part of the other internal branches and all the other individual 
branded shop spaces, dispersing or drawing people in, especially at the end of each of the three 
dispersing corridors, which is a main entrance. 

From the point of view of the overall interior and exterior spatial structure, the central 
atrium remains the most integrated area, but at the same time a large urban plaza of nearly 4,000 
square metres, which is actively set back in front of the main south-west entrance of the mall, 
also shows a high degree of spatial integration, due on the one hand to the fact that it is directly 
connected to the main entrance in the south-west corner of the mall and indirectly to the three 
secondary entrances to the south and west, and on the other hand The six shops opening to the 
interior also open outwards at the same time, three of which are anchor shops. This ultra-modern 
shopping centre produces a 'double integration peak' spatial structure, which means that its core 
atrium and main entrance plaza create a two-way attraction for the internal capillary traffic, the 
individual shops and the pedestrian area outside the building, which reinforces the spatial 
connection between inside and outside. 

Comparing the isovist area map analysis, it is evident that the area with the widest views 
and the most spatial penetration, in terms of both internal traffic and overall internal spatial 
relationships, is still located in the core atrium, where the three public transport corridors 
converge, which inevitably means that the views from the three transport corridors also 
converge. In addition, at the end of the east corridor there is an area of equal view height, as the 
openings of the three anchor shops all face the atrium in front of the east entrance; in contrast 
to these three anchor shops (H&M, Unique and Muji), there is another anchor shop (Zara) 
located near the central atrium, with the two separated anchor shops forming a standard 
dumbbell structure. 

From the point of view of the overall interior and exterior spatial relationship, the peak of 
the isovist area map coefficient occurs at the main entrance plaza in the south-west corner, and 
the reason for this can be clearly identified in the diagram: the ultra-modern shopping centre 
leaves relatively spacious urban pedestrian corridors (averaging around 20-24 metres wide) on 
its west and south elevations, with three secondary entrances to the mall distributed along both 
corridors, before the corridors converge at the open main entrance plaza in the south-west 
corner. The isovist arae map of this plaza covers the majority of the external space left to the 
city by the shopping centre, and in turn, the visual accessibility and attractiveness of these 
quality pedestrian urban spaces is enhanced by the large number of people's views converging 
on its core entrance plaza. 
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In summary, the internal core of this 
ultra-modern shopping centre is highly 
cohesive in terms of spatial integration and 
the distribution of isovist area peaks, meaning 
that the core atrium space is both open and 
highly accessible and attractive to the rest of 
the building. The main entrance plaza of the 
ultra-modern shopping centre also has a high 
degree of spatial integration, and its high 
isovist coefficient reflects the building's 
strategy of 'internalising' the urban public 
space by locating the highly aggregated core 
space on the external space. It can therefore 
be argued that the ultra-modern shopping 
centre first 'semi-internalises' urban public activity into the core plaza in front of the main 
entrance and then 're-internalises' it into the core atrium, implementing the strategy of 
'internalising' urban public space in two steps. The strategy of "internalising" the urban public 
space is implemented in two steps. During the study, it was observed that the square in front of 
the main entrance is a strong gathering point for urban activities, and that people are highly 
mobile between the inner and outer cores (see figure). 

The modern shopping centre used as a comparison is the Zibo Yinzuo Mall. In terms of 
the integration of the convex space, the concentration of peaks in the three aspects is relatively 
uniform. In terms of internal traffic spatial structure, the peak space of integration is a long, thin 
aisle averaging 4 metres wide running through both the old and new areas of the north and south. 
In terms of the overall internal spatial structure and the overall internal and external spatial 
structure, the peak space of integration, in addition to the slender corridor above, has another 
corridor of 4 metres width parallel to it, located to its east. The corridor to the west connects 
the atrium space of the new area to the south and the second corridor to the east connects the 
main entrance of the old area to the north and the secondary entrance of the new area to the 
south to the east. As is the case with other modern department store-like shopping centres with 
a dense grid layout, these highly integrated long and thin corridors are too large in terms of 
length to width ratio and do not serve the function of general circulation well. It is also possible 
to observe that the 400m² core atrium space in the new southern area is not well integrated, and 
it is easy to analyse the reasons for this in terms of plan structure: despite the attempted 'ultra-
modernisation' of the modern shopping centre in 2018, which increased the southern area, the 
old area to the north remains in its original The grid-like layout of the old north side of the 
shopping centre is still too capillary, making it difficult for the core courtyard to fulfil its 
“central role”. 

From the perspective of the isovist area analysis, at the level of internal traffic spatial visual 
relationships, part of the traffic area on the north side is cut into a grid pattern by the many 
branded counters in a dense grid layout, making it difficult to create a coherent visual corridor 
on a large scale. As a result, the only area of peak isovist area coefficient is squeezed between 
the south atrium and the secondary entrance to the west of the building. However, this area is 
very distant from the two main entrances to the north of the building, and the visual corridor, 

Figure 5-6 WXH first "semi-internalizes" urban public activities to the core 

square in front of its main entrance. Source: Photo by author 
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which is only 4 metres wide, is easily disturbed by the grid-like jewellery sales counters on 
either side, with very limited visual accessibility in practice. In terms of the overall spatial 
relationship within the interior, the peak isovist area coefficients are shifted to the grid-like 
sales counter area to the north. However, as is a problem in other modern shopping, the view is 
severely cut and disturbed by the large amount of translucent, opaque and mirrored soft 
furnishings. In addition, the area is adjacent to the two main entrances on the north side, and 
the complex and confusing isovist area map and visual objects prevent one from easily 
perceiving the more open atrium space of the new area on the south side, which was originally 
intended to serve publicness, creating a misalignment between public space and actual 
publicness. In terms of the overall interior and exterior spatial relationship, the peak areas of 
the isovist area map are concentrated in the two intersecting areas of the visual corridor of the 
exterior space, which are notably close to the two main entrances on the north side. However, 
its large scale surface car parks severely overwhelm these areas of high external isovist area 
map coefficients, making it difficult to fulfil its full role as a gathering point for urban 
publicness. 

In conclusion, the high accessibility area of this modern shopping centre is separated from 
the new target public area on the south side after the ultra-modernisation change in 2018, in 
terms of the integration of the spatial structure. At the same time, the high accessibility space 
still suffers from an excessive length to width ratio. In addition, the visual accessibility peaks 
in front of the main entrance are compressed and blocked by the car park on the one hand and 
are not well absorbed by the internal core space on the other. According to the above analysis, 
the modern shopping centre does not internalise the publicness of the external city at the level 
of spatial integration. 

5.1.1.2 Analysis of the Aggregation Capabilities of Spatial Configurations: pseudo-
public spatial usability 

The usability of the space is analysed by comparing the distribution of space between 
purely commercial activities and pseudo-public space in each shopping centre. The pseudo-
public space can be further subdivided into indoor pedestrian area, outdoor pedestrian area and 
indoor atrium area (calculated as the sum of the atrium's hollowed-out floor area on each floor). 
This analysis is used to compare the importance given to pseudo-public spaces in shopping 
malls. While traditional commercial space design suggests that more space for direct 
commercial activity will allow for the display and sale of more goods, ultra-modern shopping 
centres have invested heavily in the creation of a large proportion of pseudo-public space that 
does not generate direct trade, to improve the comfort and quality of the internal and external 
pedestrian areas, and to increase the proportion of atriums. These seemingly self-limiting and 
self-compressed direct trading spaces actually enhance the pseudo-publicness of the pedestrian 
space within the territory of the ultra-modern shopping centre, providing space to support the 
incorporation of more civic activities. In addition, the large number of atrium spaces and the 
recurring escalators facilitate a smooth flow of views and movement between levels. Some 
aspects of the spatial strategy of these ultra-modern shopping centres rely on extending the 
length of stay of visitors to make their spaces more profitable. 
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Figure 5-7 Area comparison between pure commercial space and "pseudo-public" space. Source: Drawn by author 

 

Comparing the area of direct commercial activity space with that of pseudo-public space, 
the general trend is that the average proportion of direct commercial activity space in ultra-
modern shopping centres (in black on the left) is 52.6%, while the proportion of direct 
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commercial activity space in modern 
shopping centres is around 1/6 higher than the 
former, at 66.7%. Changsha IFS and Tianjin 
HengLong Square have more than half of the 
total accessible space, while Zibo 
Wanxianghui has slightly less at 38%. 

Based on the layout and distribution of 
the specific 'pseudo-public' space, Changsha 
IFS has a large amount of external pedestrian 
areas on the ground and top floors, with some 
outdoor activity platforms interspersed in the 
middle floors, making the external pedestrian 
areas 16% of the total experienceable area. By 
way of comparison, the average percentage of 
external pedestrian areas in the three modern 
shopping centres is only 5%. The external 
square on the ground floor and the outdoor 
gardens on the middle and top floors are a key 
design strategy for Changsha IFS, as can be 
seen in the regular events and exhibitions, 
with a large number of consumer symbols such as giant sculptures, murals and models, and 
'pseudo-public' events such as music festivals and light shows being held in these spacious 
external pedestrianised areas 

In the middle of its long building block, Tianjin Hang Lung Mall has a large-scale atrium 
space that runs through the upper and lower 
seven floors, giving it 15% of the total 
experienceable area. By way of comparison, 
the average proportion of atrium space in the 
three modern shopping centres is only 2%. 
The other two ultra-modern shopping centres 
are only 10% and 5%. The atrium provides a 
highly recognisable space for the entire 
interior of the building. 

Figure 5-8 Changsha IFS has a large number of external walking areas on the 

first floor and the top floor, and some outdoor activity platforms are 

interspersed in the middle floor. These areas regularly hold various activities 

and exhibitions, including the display of consumer symbols such as giant 

sculptures, murals and models, and "pseudo public" activities such as music 

festivals and light shows. Source: 

https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1635965920899567102&wfr=spider&for=p

c） 
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Zibo Wanxiang Hui has only 38% of 
'pseudo-public' space, which is analysed as a 
result of the low number of internal pedestrian 
and atrium areas. Of the three ultra-modern 
shopping centres, the building is the only one 
where the main traffic artery does not form a 
circular path structure, but rather a Y-shaped 
one, which increases the possibility of 
independent shops on both sides expanding 
outwards perpendicular to the traffic 
structure, with a consequent increase in the 
proportion of direct commercial activity 
space. However, the external pedestrian area 
still amounts to 16%, as mentioned in the 
previous section, because of a large urban 
square of almost 4,000m² actively set back in 
front of the main south-west entrance of the 
shopping centre, which, as in the case of IFS, 
incorporates a large amount of civic activity 
in these external pseudo-public spaces and 
prepares the way for further internalisation of 
public activity. 

In contrast, all three modern shopping centres show a similar spatial distribution: most of 
the space for direct commercial activity, around 1/4 of the internal pedestrian space (which, as 
we saw in the previous section, is mostly scattered and divided into a grid of closely spaced 
sales counters, rarely forming a complete space). This is in addition to the 1/10th to 1/20th of 
the atrium space and external pedestrian space. This ratio of space cannot support a large scale 
of civic activity. 

5.1.1.3 Analysis of the Aggregation Capabilities of Spatial Configurations: 
Permeability and Pellucidity 

The permeability of the façade analyses the number of openings on the ground floor of a 
shopping centre and determines the degree of accessibility to the external space. The pellucidity 
of the façade analyses the visual transparency of the ground floor of the building to the outside, 
which determines the degree of visual accessibility of the building to the outside space. This 
section only analyses façade pellucidity, as the better the pellucidity, the more the building is 
designed to visually connect the interior and exterior spaces, supporting its internalisation 
strategy. 

This analysis uses the Isovists analysis based on a single point in the spatial syntax and the 
Visual Step Depth analysis in the Visual Graph Analysis (VGA). The Isovist analysis selects a 
point in front of the primary and secondary entrances of each shopping centre to make an isovist 
area map with an inward perspective of 90 degrees to assess the inward visual transparency of 
the external space in front of the main entrance of the shopping centre. A number of nodes 
around the exterior of the shopping centre were selected at approximately 15 metre intervals 

Figure 5-9 Tianjin Henglong Square has a huge atrium space connecting the 

upper and lower 7 floors, which accounts for 15% of the total experience area. 

Source: https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/25265752 
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and visual step depths were calculated for these points. This analysis assessed the inward visual 
accessibility of the external space of the shopping centre, with the blue areas in the diagram 
showing areas with a visual step depth value of 1 for the external space of the building, in other 
words areas that are visually accessible to the external space from certain angles. 
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Figure 5-10 Isovist area analysis and VGA visual step depth analysis. Source: Drawn by the author using DepthMapX 

The results of the isovist analysis show that ultra-modern shopping centres tend to be able 
to generate more visual penetration into the external space at the entrance, not only in terms of 
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length but also in terms of maintaining a wider perspective. This is partly due to the large 

number of highly transparent 
glass curtain walls in the entrance section, and partly to maintaining the width of the traffic 
space that continues inwards from the entrance. 

 

In contrast, modern shopping centres also produce far-reaching visual penetrations at the 
entrance, but they tend to be narrower and in some cases too diffuse. This is in line with the 
inference given in the previous section of the overall isovist area analysis (5.1.1.1): the view is 
heavily cut and disturbed by a large number of translucent, opaque and mirrored furnishings, 
and although the regular grid-like layout allows the view to occasionally pass through close 
rows of counters, these few penetrating views are hardly effective in attracting the attention of 
the experiencer. 

The results of the analysis of visual step depths reveal that ultra-modern shopping centres 
generally have a large number of internal spaces that can produce direct visual penetration with 
the external space. Among them, HengLong Square has the largest area of internal spaces with 
a visual step depth of 1. The parts that cannot be directly visually related to the exterior are 
mostly due to the blockage of non-transparent areas such as enclosed fire stairwells, lift rooms, 
toilets and auxiliary rooms arranged on the façade; other than this, HengLong Square maintains 
the maximum degree of façade transparency, which is also related to the design concept of its 
building itself. 

For Changsha IFS, the western part near the pedestrianized street has a very high visual 
transparency, while the central part does not have a good visual connectivity with the city due 
to some existing buildings blocking it. The eastern part is the luxury district, and although there 
are sufficient conditions to make the façade transparent, the luxury shops are heavily screened 
in order to affluent customers' sense of privacy and spatial quality. 

For Zibo Wanxiang Hui, the area of the interior space with a visual step depth of 1 is not 
as highly proportioned as for the other two shopping centres, which is related to its relatively 
high proportion of non-shopping functions. The north side of the shopping centre has a hotel, 
whose ground floor lobby occupies the northern part of the shopping centre in contact with the 
city, while the south-west side has an office building that accompanies the complex, whose 
ground floor lobby occupies the south-west corner of the shopping centre in contact with the 

Figure 5-13 Main Entry of HL. Source: 

http://www.mafengwo.cn/gonglve/ziyouxing/21327

1.html?cid=1010616 

Figure 5-12 Main Entry of IFS. Source: 

https://huaban.com/pins/369412633/ 
Figure 5-11 Main Entry of WXH. Source: 

https://www.sohu.com/a/378164796_676242 
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city. In addition, there is a children's playground with a separate entrance to the north-east 
entrance of the building, probably to avoid interfering with the spatial quality of the ground 
floor of the shopping centre, which is separated and not connected to the ground floor of the 
shopping centre in terms of sight lines and movement, but rather on the second level, which 
also prevents the ground floor of the shopping centre from having access to the city at the north-
east corner. As a result, the shopping centre sacrifices more of its ground floor internal space 
to urban permeability in exchange for some independence of other functions. However, as 
analysed in the previous sub-section, the transparency of the interface between the internal 
spaces of the building and the 4,000 square metre urban 'pseudo-public' square in front of the 
main entrance, where a gathering of public activities has already taken place, has had a 
multiplier effect. 

5.1.1.4 Analysis of the Digital Aggregation Capabilities: Digital-Platform 
Articulation 

Evaluation of digital-platform articulation, analysis of the completeness of shopping 
centres on social media platforms, the number of dedicated mobile applications, etc. 

 
Figure 5-14 Analysis of the Digital Aggregation Capabilities: Digital-Platform Articulation. Source: Drawn by the author 

The analysis project counted the presence of dedicated apps, WeChat Subscription, official 
Weibo account and Tiktok account of each shopping centre, as well as their functional 
completeness and official activity on them. The analysis helps to compare and analyse the 
accessibility, usability and convenience of the official access points of different shopping 
centres in the digital space. Digital platform engagement reflects the ability of shopping centres 
to aggregate digital device users. 
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From the data collected, it can be found that ultra-modern shopping centres as a whole 
have made an extensive layout of digital space interfaces, with a high frequency of Weibo and 
WeChat postings, well-developed membership functions, indoor space maps and navigation 

In terms of developing exclusive apps, only Zibo Wanxianghui and Changsha Pinghetang 
have their exclusive apps, but both were developed by their parent companies rather than being 
unique to that mall. 

This sharing of digital space interfaces comes from the homogenisation and 
McDonaldisation that comes with the advantages that large regional and national real estate 
capitals play when developing new projects. For example, by the first half of 2020, CR Land 
(the parents company of Zibo Wanxianghui) had developed 42 shopping centres and was 
preparing to build 50.35 These homogenous replicated commercial complex projects that share 
commercial brands, consumer symbols, management styles, supply chains and architectural 
space features can well leverage their economies of scale, even out the development costs of 
the digital space interface and synergistically multiply the official impact of the digital space. 
The capital behind Tianjin HengLong Square, Changsha IFS and Zibo Yinzuo Mall are also 
provincial or nationwide property developers, while Hunan Pinghetang and Tianjin Youyi 
Xintiandi only have a small radiating effect in the cities where their parent companies are 
located and in the surrounding cities (as of 2020, Hunan Pinghetang Company only owns three 
shopping malls in Changsha and its surrounding cities, and Tianjin Youyi Xintiandi 's parent 
company, Tianjin Yishang Group, only owns seven shopping centres in Tianjin). 

However, this does not explain the comparative advantage of Hunan Pinghetang in terms 
of accessibility, usability and convenience of certain digital interfaces. In the comparison, it can 
be noted that Hunan Pinghetang has a complete digital shopping interface, a higher frequency 
of posts and number of articles on its WeChat Subscription than the average of the other three 
ultra-modern shopping centres, a complete digital membership registration and points function, 
a digital voucher function, and even a WeChat mini-application with an exclusive app to share 
data, both of which retain the full range of interfaces and functions offered by its official digital 
space. In addition to this, their official Weibo shows a much higher level of activity than the 
other five research subjects, with a total of 42,900 posts36, as a comparison, the average number 
of historical posts on the official Weibo of the other five research subjects is only around 1,600. 

Of the three modern shopping centres, Zibo Yinzuo Mall also exceeded the research 
expectations for accessibility, usability and convenience of its digital interface. For example, 
its highly active WeChat Subscription far exceeds the other five shopping centres in terms of 
frequency of posts and number of articles. In addition to this, the digital interfaces such as 
membership-related functions and the online shopping mall are also quite well developed. 
Unlike Pinghetang, Zibo Yinzuo Mall's digital interface, as just mentioned, is backed by the 
large capital behind it for technology and investment. 37 In contrast, Tianjin Youyi Xintiandi 
lacks investment and layout in terms of digital platform articulation. 

 
35 http://www.shopmall.org.cn/a/shujuku/xingyeshuju/2020/0908/4961.html 
36 Although the large number of posts on the official Pinghetang Weibo account（https://weibo.com/u/2704824224） is unrelated to the content and commercial activities it 
operates, the production of a large amount of pan-entertainment content (such as dressing tutorials, literary and musical photography, pet routines, food tutorials, funny 
videos, etc., which at a rough estimate account for more than half of its total postings) does not negate the efforts and investments made by the shopping centre in trying to 
strengthen its digital space interface. Or it could be said that this is a way of anthropomorphising, everydayising and (ostensibly) de-commercialising the official account to 
extend the reach of its official interface. 
37 By 2020, the Shandong Yinzuo Group will have over 100 shopping centres in various cities in Shandong, although, due to its early establishment and development, most 
of the shopping centre projects under this capital have the characteristics of a "modern shopping centre" as defined herein。 
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A comparison of the layout of the six shopping centres in terms of digital platform interface 
reveals that although ultra-modern shopping centres, as predicted prior to the research, have 
made extensive layouts of digital space interfaces that present a balanced comparative 
advantage in general, two of the three modern shopping centres present a far above average 
performance in certain aspects. The reason for this, this paper speculates, is due to the strong 
reaction of modern shopping centre capital, in the face of the threat of digital spatial layout with 
superior results carried out by its new competitors. In terms of optimising and upgrading the 
digital space for the entities in the space, there has been a sizeable domestic market in recent 
years, with software, hardware, services, technology, management and people providing a suite 
of products and services to interface the digital space with the real space available for purchase 
in a package in the current market. Modern shopping centres, faced with the digital threat from 
their competitors, have had to proactively step out of their path of dependence on their own 
traditional business models and over-invest in digital space infrastructure. However, the digital 
presence of modern shopping centres in recent years has not been as effective as expected, 
particularly in terms of the aggregation of activities in digital and physical spaces and the 
inducement of social activities, as will be discussed in 5.1.2 and 5.2. 

5.1.2 Analysis of Support for Social Activities: Semi-Civicness 

Competencies and Produced Diversity 

5.1.2.1 Assessment of the Potential for Social Relations in the Physical Space: 
Anchored Looping 

Comparing anchored looping, assessing the clustering of activities in relation to the spatial 
structure of malls, focusing on the mall’s enhancement of the dumb-bell model in the quality 
and structure of interlocking paths looping through homogeneous zones. The model and 
analytical approach was constructed by Manfredo Manfredini et al. (2017) in their evaluation 
comparing modern and ultra-modern shopping centres. The relationship between activity 
distribution and spatial structure is investigated and visualised through a topology diagram, 
which shows the main functional homogeneous paths, the relevant entry points and the main 
attraction anchors (primary and secondary anchors). 
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Figure 5-15 Anchored Looping of HL & YYXTD. Drawn by the author  
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Figure 5-16 Anchored Looping of IFS & PHT. Drawn by the author  
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Figure 5-17 Anchored Looping of WXH & YZ. Drawn by the author  

The results show that ultra-modern shopping centres have more loops and more cross paths 
than modern shopping centres. Modern shopping centres tend to rely on one or a pair of atria 
to organise all functions. Moreover, the stratification of the different functions is more 
pronounced, relying on a single atrium space strung between levels, missing the possibility for 
the different functions to traverse and attract each other. In contrast, ultra-modern shopping 
centres are more interlocking rather than overlapping. The interlocking functional relationships 
created by a number of atria reinforce the possibility of eliciting induced human needs. 
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5.1.2.2 Assessment of the Potential for Social Relations in the Physical Space: 
Composition of Functions with Social Potential 

The test methodology for assessing the potential for social relationships is based on a 
traditional formal functional classification and is conducted using direct site observation 
statistics and official shopping centre data. The study now classifies the functions of shopping 
centres into seven categories: (1) fashion looping (including fashion clothing, accessories, bags, 
etc.), (2) food and beverage looping (including restaurants, snack bars, drinking bars), (3) 
general merchandise looping (including electronics, general merchandise, supermarkets), (4) 
luxury and jewellery looping (including precious metals, jewellery, luxury brand shops), (5) 
children looping (including parent-child consumer goods, children's education, children's 
entertainment, parent-child entertainment, parent-child related services), (6) services looping 
(including photography, maintenance, beauty salon, travel agency), and (7) entertainment 
looping (including games halls, sports centres, book stores, cinema, gym). 

Subsequently, the total area of each functional category in each shopping centre was 
counted based on the mall floor plan and field observations. The seven functional categories 
were divided into three broad categories based on the potential of the different functional 
categories to support social interaction and the judgement of whether the function attracts 
necessary or selective human activity, motivation-driven or non-motivation-driven activity. 

The first category is low interaction potential functions, comprising the luxury and service 
categories, which attract strongly motivation-driven activities and support lower social 
interactions. 

The second category is the medium interaction potential function, containing the general 
goods and fashion categories, which attract semi-motivated activities and simply respond to 
selective activities, supporting a medium level of social interaction. 

The third category is the high interaction potential function, comprising entertainment, 
food and beverage and children's categories, which serve the entertainment and higher 
interaction needs of consumers' social places, which construct personality-rich atmospheres 
and/or unique lifestyles and respond strongly to optional activities, supporting a medium level 
of social interaction. 
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Figure 5-18 Composition of Functions with Social Potential. Drawn by the author 

Similar to the results previously discussed by Professor Manfredini et al. (2015, 2017), the 
results show that ultra-modern shopping centres have a higher potential, mainly due to the 
higher proportion of high interaction potential functions in terms of area compared to modern 
shopping centres. 

5.1.2.3 Assessment of the Potential for Social Relations in the Physical Space: the 
Profusion of Interaction in Official Digital Space 

This item assesses the profusion of the official digital abstraction space: both the 
availability of official social media platforms and their performance, including the frequency 
and quality of official posts. In particular, the quality of posts is assessed by a visualisation of 
the digital network relationship map formed by the interaction between posts and digital users 
on the official Weibo account of the shopping centre (see 4.2.2.2 for the rationale of the method 
and the pre-processing of the data). 
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Figure 5-19 Profusion of Interaction in Official Digital Space. Drawn by the author by Gephi 
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Before explaining the results of the analysis, the complexity of the role of abstract spaces 
in digital space production needs to be explained. In particular, digital abstraction spaces 
present a dialectical relationship with physical abstraction spaces. 

On the one hand, digital space has a trans-territorial effect, so if a shopping centre has a 
strong digital abstraction of spatial influence, aggregation and potential to activate 
communication, then this abstraction has a multiplying effect compared to some specific 
configurations, strategies or symbols in the physical space, and can even counteract the 
aggregation capacity of the physical space. For example, digitally popular symbols in physical 
space reinforce the real flows between the location of the symbol in physical space and its 
virtual audience across geographical boundaries. (For example, the popularity of concepts such 
as “internet celebrity” and “clocking in”38 in the Internet era is a concrete practice of this logic. 
The essence of this is that travel changes from displacement in real space and the direct 
accumulation of real experiences and memories to displacement by virtual symbols and 
fictional episodes and the re-symbolisation and digitisation of the real experiences and 
memories accumulated in that displacement). 

 
38 The term “clocking in” comes from the workplace and originally referred to “recording the time spent on work on a special machine”, but now in the Chinese social 
media context it refers to taking a photo at a popular location and uploading it to social media. 
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On the other hand, the physical abstract space also impacts on the digital abstract space. 
The spatial configuration of the physical 
abstract space, in which commercial 
strategies, events, festivals and symbols are 
laid out, will both indubitably stimulate the 
symbolisation of the spatial elements of the 
shopping centre and the virtualisation of 
shopping centre symbols (e.g. customers 
sharing text, images, videos, geographical 
information, etc. about the shopping centre on 
social media on a completely “voluntary” 
basis), and compulsively diffuse and expand 
the influence of the virtual abstract space (e.g. 
by compelling or semi-compelling customers 
in the physical space to follow, repost, like or 
comment on its official digital content). 

The data results and visual network 
relationships can therefore only be used as a 
profile for understanding the digital 
abstraction space of the shopping centre, the 
key data features, need to be interpreted in 
relation to the concrete data text and in 
relation to the specific abstract space. 

In comparing the results of the two 
shopping centres in Tianjin, the paper draws 
the following conclusions. It is clear that, 
ignoring the time span, the digital abstraction 
space of the modern shopping centre, Youyi 
Xintiandi, is better than the ultra-modern 
shopping centre, HengLong Square, in terms 
of its potential to influence and promote 
social interaction: every thousand posts 
posted by the former activated almost 8,000 
peripheral social interactions, while the 
latter's figure was only around 1,000. But this does not account for the better spatial 
performance of digital abstraction in modern shopping centres; firstly, considering the time 
span, while Youyi Xintiandi stimulates eight times more social interactions than HengLong 
Square, it also consumes two and a half times more time than the latter. Secondly, the visual 
social network diagram reveals that the social interactions of Youyi Xintiandi rely heavily on 
the external 20 most influential nodes (as shown in the red nodes in the diagram). Upon 
inspection, however, 10 of the top 20 nodes are consecutive posts related to events in which 
Celebrity Z visited this shopping centre within an 8-day period, and 5 are consecutive posts 
related to events in which Celebrity A visited this shopping centre within a 10-day period, 

Figure 5-20 It is reasonable to exclude its outer 20 nodes (Red) of YYXTD, 

and the remaining data after filtering (Grey) is hardly indicative of its support 

for interaction. Drawn by the author by Gephi 
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suggesting that the posts supported by the shopping centre's high social interactions do not come 
from content inherent in its own physical space.  

In addition, 7 of the 20 posts were induced reposts (i.e. reposts stimulated through a reward 
mechanism). The paper argues that while such reposts can quickly expand the reach of their 
abstract digital space, the posts are not well supported by social interactions. This judgement is 
confirmed by the disparity between reposts and likes and comments across all edges of the 
shopping centre: of the almost 8,000 social interactions, 7,604 were reposts (most of which 
were induced) and comments and likes combined totalled only around 300. 

In short, it is reasonable to exclude its outer 20 nodes, and the remaining data after filtering 
is hardly indicative of its support for interaction. Thus, even disregarding the fact that the 
shopping centre's digital abstraction space has ceased to be maintained for almost seven years, 
the results of its social network visualisation do not provide evidence that it effectively supports 
social relations in digital space. 

By way of comparison, the results of the analysis of HengLong Square, an ultra-modern 
shopping centre, are lower than expected prior to the research. This paper makes the following 
assumptions: firstly, HengLong Square opened as a high-end shopping centre, but has 
undergone a transformation during the course of its operations due to poor profitability.39 The 
research data shows that 33.5% of the leasable area is still unused, reflecting the potential 
aggregation problem of the mall, which is inevitably linked to the aggregation and influence of 
its digital space. Secondly, Tianjin people's preference for social media use may also influence 
the data results, with HengLong Square's official accounts on Dazhong Dianping and TikTok, 
for comparison, better reflecting its potential to support social relationships as an ultra-modern 
shopping centre in an abstract digital space (see table). 

 

 
39 https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/35628214 
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Figure 5-21 Profusion of Interaction in Official Digital Space. Drawn by the author 

In comparing the results of the two shopping centres in Changsha, the paper draws the 
following conclusions. There is no doubt that Changsha IFS demonstrates its strong social 
relationship support, with 999 posts activating over 70,000 social interactions in 812 days with 
a normal distribution of specific data (reposts: comments: likes = 1:1:3); for comparison, 
Pinghetang's data is just over 4,000. 

During the filtering of key data, one super node that elicited 20,000 social interactions, 
four large nodes and around 50 medium nodes emerged on the periphery of Changsha IFS. Of 
the top 10 nodes, only 2 were induced posts, while in all large and medium nodes the content 
contained celebrity residencies, merchandise promotions, festivals, charity events, sporting 
events, art performances and trendy culture. The diversity of content supports the validity and 
authenticity of the social network data in restoring its social relationship potential. As a 
comparison, nine of the top ten nodes in Pinghetang are social entertainment topics not related 
to the shopping centre or even to consumption, and one is a induced post; after elimination, 
most of the commercial content related to itself is small nodes. 

In the comparison of the results for the two shopping centres in Zibo, the results are similar 
to the comparative analysis for Changsha, although the data is weaker overall than for the 
shopping centres in Changsha. 

In summary, after excluding special factors and eliminating confounding data, the ultra-
modern shopping centre, typified by the Changsha IFS, demonstrates strong support for the 
potential for social relations in the digital abstract space. Relying on a range of symbols, 
including character symbols, trend symbols, cultural symbols, festival symbols, and a series of 
mixed virtual-reality festivals and events, both for-profit and non-profit, the ultra-modern 
shopping centre incorporates socialised activities and interaction behaviours in the digital space 
by constructing and activating social relations. 

5.1.2.4 Assessment of the Potential for Social Relations in the Physical Space: 
Interactivity in Virtual-Real Space 

The Interactivity between Virtual and Real Spaces assessment compares the differences in 
the integration of digital and physical spaces in different shopping centres. The evaluation is 
based on a mobile game that combines virtual environments with realistic geolocation 
information - Ingress, developed by Niantic.Inc, which also developed another well-known 
augmented reality game based on real geolocation, Pokemon GO. Ingress uses technology that 
combines virtual environments with real maps and requires access to the current GPS 
information on the player's phone. After walking to a specific location, players can find portals 
(large white, blue or green dots in the game interface), XM energy (small white dots in the game 
interface) or other items in the game. The XM energy collected is then used to approach the 
portals scattered around the map for deployment, invasion and other actions. 40 The game is 
designed to promote the act of gathering people: both the blue and green camps need to 
approach the portals in real space and use the XM energy they have collected to capture them 
in order to win the game, these portals are real space symbols that are photographed and 
uploaded by the player. In addition, the game process sets up a number of incentivised user 

 
40
 https://baike.baidu.com/item/ingress/9710706?fr=aladdin 
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cooperation strategies; for example, to gain maximum advantage in a given location, at least 
eight users need to all arrive and deploy their respective devices within a certain time period. 
The game activates the establishment of human social relations and location flows in physical 
space by digitising real space and by designing rules of play based on location and social 
relations in digital space. The game constructs a kind of interactivity between digital and 
physical spaces, and the number of portals deployed by the users of this game assesses the 
strength of interactivity between digital and physical spaces inside and outside different 
shopping centres. 

 
Figure 5-22 Interactivity in Virtual-Real Space. Source: Screenshot from Ingress interface by the author 



 90 

The results show that there are more portals and XM energies in the interior of ultra-
modern shopping centres and in their tightly packed peripheral pedestrian areas than in modern 
shopping centres. This suggests that, on the one hand, there are more highly imageable spatial 
symbols within the ultra-modern shopping centre domains and, on the other hand, that ultra-
modern shopping centres have a greater ability to attract game users to gather and interact. This 
implies that ultra-modern shopping centres have a higher potential for social relations caused 
by strong virtual-reality interactivity. 

5.1.3 Representational image and symbol analysis: (spatial) legibility 

analysis 

(Spatial) legibility: This measure of the salience of visual elements (order/clutter, 
spaciousness) and experiential conditions (cohesion, biophilicity) that produce significant 
(“distracting”) emotional stimuli. The analysis uses the spatial syntax of visual integration  and 
isovists area, and the coordinate system they form to analyse the peak intelligibility areas and 
overall recognisability of the building's interior. The overall visual integration describes the 
structural characteristics of the visual space and describes the correlation between such local 
variables and the overall variables. Hillier(1998) pointed out that it is difficult to experience 
urban or architectural space in situ immediately, and that it is by looking at the system in motion 
that a picture of the whole spatial system is gradually built up, part by part. Intelligibility is a 
measure of whether the local spatial structure seen from a space helps to build up a picture of 
the whole spatial system, i.e. whether it can serve as a guide to the whole spatial structure that 
it cannot see. So, if a local connection value (or isovist value) and the visual integration value 
are both high, then this is a spatial system with good intelligibility. 



 91 

 



 92 

Figure 5-23 Visual Integration Analysis and Isovist Area Analysis of each mall. Source: Drawn by the author by DepthMapX 

After analysing the internal space of each shopping centre in DepthMapX for Visual 
Integration analysis and Isovist Area analysis, a two-dimensional coordinate system based on 
these two sets of data was established and evaluated in the following way. Firstly, the linear 
relationship between the different shopping centre spaces is compared. The better the fit of the 
linear regression model (expressed as R2), the better the structural hierarchy of the visual 
integration of the space is synchronised with the structural hierarchy of the isovist area of the 
space, and the better the intelligibility of the space. Secondly, whether the high visually 
integrated elements (red and orange dots) are separated from the low visually integrated 
elements (blue, green and yellow dots) in 2D coordinates is compared. If they are separated, 
this indicates a lack of transition space for medium isovist area and visual integration, implying 
that the core spine or core node directly connects to a large number of repetitive end spaces, 
thus resulting in reduced intelligibility due to spatial hierarchical discontinuity. If they are 
separated, this indicates a lack of transition space for medium isovist area and visual integration, 
implying that the core spine or core node directly connects to a large number of repetitive end 
spaces, thus resulting in reduced comprehensibility due to spatial hierarchical discontinuity. 
Thirdly, the concentration of the X-axis distribution of highly visually integrated elements is 
compared. If the concentration is too scattered and too far to the left, this means that areas of 
high visual integration but low isovist are present, which often means that the intelligibility of 
the space is overly dependent on areas of low isovist, whose spatial pattern generally 
corresponds to a linear corridor as a core space rather than a node (atrium). Corridors lacking 
nodes do not provide a spatial anchor point for understanding and remembering space, and 
therefore the intelligibility of this spatial pattern is weaker than that supported by nodes 
(atriums). 

The results of the analysis show that the two types of shopping centres have different levels 
of layout and polarisation patterns that simplify wayfinding and enhance spatial memorability, 
in other words, they have different levels of intelligibility and (spatial) legibility. The linear 
regression model for the dot matrix of elements in the interiors of ultra-modern shopping centres 
fits better, with the more visually integrated elements being more closely linked to the less 
visually integrated elements, and the more visually integrated elements being concentrated on 
the x-axis and closer to the right, resulting in better intelligibility in the interiors of ultra-modern 
shopping centres. In addition to this, the visualisation of the visual integration and the isovist 
area maps also reveals that the visual integration of ultra-modern shopping centres tends to have 
a nodal distribution and a high degree of overlap with the isovist area maps, whereas modern 
shopping centres have a linear distribution and a low degree of overlap with the isovist area 
maps. In summary, the interior spaces of ultra-modern shopping centres have a better 
intelligibility and (spatial) clarity. 
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5.2 Analysis of the Empirical Study on Differential Spaces 

5.2.1 Analysis of Interactive Networks for Immaterial Production on 

Social Media 

Weibo posts on the location tag pages of six shopping centres were selected for analysis 
as differential spaces constructed from the spontaneous immaterial labour production of visitors, 
and a cross-sectional Comparison analysis was conducted to discover the strength of the ability 
of different shopping centres to support the differential spaces produced in the digital space. 

5.2.1.1 Data Collection and Processing 

The main purpose of the data collection was to generate a dataset over a certain time range, 
which could then be compared cross-sectionally. 

However, in Weibo only 23 pages of content with a maximum of about 1200 posts are 
displayed on the location tag page, while only posts from 2018 onwards can be displayed in 
that page, which prevents the data capturing from following a given time range or target number. 
For example, the Changsha IFS-based location tag page could only crawl 1072 posts with a 
time span of 23 days, but the Pinghetang location tag page only displayed 73 posts with a time 
span of 1417 days. 

Therefore, this analysis first crawled all the data in each shopping centre's Weibo location 
tag page as far as possible, and then compared the two shopping centres in each city, using the 
time of the shorter time span dataset as the time range for the other shopping centre dataset, 
ensuring that the time span variables were consistent for both shopping centres in the same city 
at once. 

Because the interactions and immaterial labour in the differential space were examined, 
the data collected needed to be cleaned to ensure that the post content and accounts were non-
commercial, and posts and accounts that were commercial and promotional in their interactions 
were identified and flagged for removal from the analysed dataset if necessary. 

5.2.1.2 Analysis of Centrality 

A bimodal network generated by nodes and edges can provide an analysis of centrality 
(centrality). Centrality identifies the most important node in the network, which is determined 
by the number of direct connections associated with the node (Bueno et al., 2019). In that 
analysis, node data represents post content, posting users, liking users and commenting users, 
and edge data represents the process of posting, liking and commenting by users. By using 
Gephi's built-in centrality formula, the centrality value of each node can be calculated. These 
values are used as a scale to adjust the size of the node to reflect its overall centrality. 
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Figure 5-24 Centrality of digital network based on Weibo interaction data. Drawn by the author by Gephi 

From the analysis of the visualisations, it is clear that ultra-modern shopping centres have 
more digital spatially autonomous immaterial labour production and products that tend to form 
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a network structure of interrelationships and influences, often several or even tens of times more 
numerous, than modern shopping centres in the same city, within the same time period. 
Furthermore, the visualisation of centrality analysis shows that ultra-modern shopping centres 
have more influential core nodes that are able to radiate and connect peripheral nodes. These 
nodes may be posts that attract widespread attention or behaviourally active users, both of 
which can activate differential spaces by building digital immaterial labour communities 
through the process of construction and dissemination of linguistic and multimedia symbols. 

5.2.1.3 Analysis of Modularity 

In order to further analyse the properties of digital networks, their community structure 
must be studied. A complex network contains multiple interconnected communities that are 
defined by a set of nodes that are densely connected to each other compared to other nodes in 
the same network. 

To identify communities in a network, the analysis process utilises network modularity 
(modularity). Modularity is a measure of the structure of a network that allows for the division 
of the network into modules (also known as groups, clusters or communities) and the 
calculation of their strength. Following the Louvain method of community detection developed 
by Vincent D. Blondel et al, this analysis compares the change in modularity affected by 
moving a single node into each of its neighbouring communities until none of the moves result 
in a positive gain in modularity. At this point, maximum modularity has been reached, and 
another iteration of the network is created by merging the members of each community into a 
single node. This process is repeated, with each addition identifying and merging a group of 
nodes into fewer and larger groups. This identifies multiple hierarchical communities that are 
distinct (they do not share nodes with each other). Larger groups are then created that can be 
identified with the same colour. This produces populations of varying numbers and sizes, which 
are either uniform (compact populations) or dispersed (polarised populations). (Bueno et al., 
2019) 

All communities with more than 1% of the total number of nodes were given a different 
colour to form a preliminary network relationship diagram of the composition of communities 
of different sizes. From the diagram and data, it can be seen that both Changsha IFS and Zibo 
Wanxianghui take contain a large community with a dominant position that includes more than 
20% of the nodes (pink), and these two communities contribute to most of the interactions in 
the core area of the shopping centre's digital space. Tianjin HengLong Square, although having 
nearly 10 times the number of nodes compared to modern shopping centres in Tianjin, does not 
form a sizable large digital community. As analysed in 5.1.2.3, this may be related to Tianjin 
people's preference for social media usage and the relatively sluggish business conditions of 
HengLong Square. 
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Figure 5-25 Modularity analysis of digital network based on Weibo interaction data. Drawn by the author by Gephi 

In order to further analyse how different shopping centres support different sizes, 
especially large digital community constructs, the data will be further filtered. The next analysis 
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entails classifying communities according to their size, on the basis of the classification and 
boundary values partly referring to the Give Us Space! project. Communities with less than 15 
nodes are considered isolated and have low levels of interaction, communities with between 15 
and 100 nodes are classified as small communities, communities with between 100 and 1250 
nodes are classified as medium-sized communities, and communities with greater than 1250 
nodes are classified as large communities. The distribution of communities in the digital 
differential space of shopping centres was then compared according to these four community 
classes. 



 98 

 
Figure 5-26 Community size and amount analysis of digital network based on Weibo interaction data. Drawn by the author by Gephi 
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It is clear that ultra-modern shopping centres have a higher proportion of large and 
medium-sized communities. This suggests that the digital spaces that form around the highly 
aggregated ultra-modern consumer spaces in the physical space are also highly aggregated. This 
aggregation is not only a static aggregation of texts and individuals, but also encompasses a 
wealth of cross-territory aggregations that can form digital communities of different sizes. 
These aggregations activate a wealth of immaterial labour on the digital space mediated by 
social media. In contrast, modern shopping centres do little of this, especially, in contrast to the 
results of their self- investment in digital space in terms of influence and aggregation (see the 
results of the analysis in 5.1.2.3). 
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6 CONCLUSION 

The study, focusing on the Chinese environment, shows that with the advancement of 
technology and the increase of demand, the shape of shopping malls has undergone dramatic 
changes in the past few decades. In essence, it sheds light on how the latest form of space of 
consumption has progressed in the financialisation of people’s differentiation, diversity and 
individuality. The Internet and digital social media have provided a strong impetus for the 
digitization of Debord's 'social spectacle'. On the one hand, people are no longer satisfied with 
the monotonous, homogenous, commodity-based shopping experience of traditional shopping 
malls, and more young people are focusing on the experience of consumption in order to pursue 
differentiation and individuality; on the other hand, the hyper-modern shopping mall survives 
by appropriating, dominating and controlling people's quest for individuality and difference. 

In hyper-modern shopping centres, productive difference is used as a primary means of 
control by abstract space, expressed in various architectural types or spatial narratives and 
characters produced by iteration or selective contextualisation. And induced difference, as a 
bottom-up lived space and representational space, escapes into digital space because of the 
hegemony of abstraction in physical space by shopping centres, manifesting itself as 
autonomous and collective immaterial labour (in the sense of Hardt and Negri) based on 
representations in physical space on social media. The immaterial labour of shopping centres 
in these social media, as described in the theoretical research section, was recently introduced 
by the post-consumerist model of the hyper-modern shopping centre - the prosumption model, 
or participatory consumption. This model simultaneously stimulates consumption and 
encourages production in the expectation that the interplay between the two will capture more 
of people’s daily lives and practices, ultimately aiming to increase profits and scale. The 
immaterial labour that is embraced by the hypermodern shopping centre, however, serves as a 
liberating potential that leaves room for escape of induced difference. Visitors to the shopping 
centre produce immaterial products by engaging in digital interactions, constructing a network 
of information flows and relationships within the digital territories. The raw materials for these 
digital interactions or production are strongly perceived symbols and signs, i.e. the perceived 
space, which are then biopolitically processed by human being, mixed and entangled with 
elements of human subjectivity, i.e. the lived space, and finally presented in the digital 
territories as the differential space that is a mixture of the participants’ perceived space and the 
lived space. This difference is an induced difference, a confrontational and emancipatory 
difference, which has the potential to destroy the abstract space. 

The contradictive concepts of abstract space and differential space will be used in this 
study to dismantle and analyse the particular contradictions that arise in contemporary cities, 
namely, that while the abstract space of the hypermodern shopping centre is more diverse, 
hidden and permeable than the overwhelming hegemony of the abstract space of the modern 
shopping centre over visitors, it leaves room for the release and return of the differential space. 
That is to say, the contradiction between the deceptive, conceived, post-consumerist abstract 
space and the hybrid digital-physical, autonomous, immaterial, discursive, associative 
differential space is activated in the hyper-modern shopping centre, reshaping the power 
relations between people and opening the door to the restoration of the right to the city. 
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In order to test this, this study finally design an empirical research framework to explain 
and provide evidence of the transformation of the contradiction state in shopping centres. The 
scope of the framework will include the collection and analysis of data from both physical and 
digital spaces of modern and hyper-modern shopping centres, comparing both abstract and 
differential spaces respectively. The paper then selects some of the items in this framework for 
validation, choosing six shopping centres for comparison, using mainly spatial syntax theory 
and Gephi-based digital network visualisation analysis as methodological guidance for the 
empirical study. 

The raw materials for these digital interactions or production are strongly perceived 
symbols and signs, i.e. the perceived space, which are then biopolitically processed by human 
being, mixed and entangled with elements of human subjectivity, i.e. the lived space, such as 
desire, emotion, affect, memory and self-consciousness, and finally presented in the digital 
territories as the differential space that is a mixture of the participants’ perceived space and the 
lived space. This difference is an induced difference, a confrontational and emancipatory 
difference, which has the potential to destroy the abstract space. 
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Abstract: Since the 1960s, capitalism has turned to post-capitalism. Facing the unrealised predication of Marx, which 
is the demise of capitalism, and its ‘reproduction of production relations’, Lefebvre put forward the theory of ‘production 
of space’. This theory discusses how capitalism produces space for self-defence and develops the concept of ‘abstract 
space’. Abstract space is a space that, while producing homogenisation, breeds another space in opposition to it, the 
‘differential space’. Differential space arises spontaneously, producing differences independent from power systems and 
rules. Abstract space is often found as top-down transcription of power relations in space, while the differential space is 
the bottom-up resistance to its implementation. Abstract and differential space theory can help us understand the causes 
and processes of production of space in cities, especially the production of new forms of public space, the commercial 
space of the shopping mall, which is central to the hegemonic culture that controls and dominates contemporary social 
relations. The malls show the capacity of the dominant ideology of consumerism to use the extraordinary capacity of the 
newest mass media to persuade the global population and ensure the maintenance of the capitalist global system (Sklair).

The purpose of this paper is to validate a recent elaboration of ‘prosumption’ theory, where Ritzer's submits that shopping 
centres are deemed to fail as they only parasitically rely on digital technology and social media capacity to reintegrate 
production activities into the consumption space. To gauge the effects of the creative destruction in the new shopping 
centres of the post-consumerism age (here defined as hyper-modern centres) the examination focuses on their spatial 
production with the new means of prosumption. Firstly, this paper discusses the evolution and current state of production 
of abstract space in physical space, and evaluates whether and how in the hyper-modern malls abstract space is further 
damaging and suppressing the production of differential space in public activities, individuation and differentiation. 
Secondly, this paper discusses the specific contribution of digital technologies to the confrontation between these two 
kinds of spaces.    By applying Lefebvre's theory of production of space,     this paper reads the spatial production of 
shopping malls from the dimension of ‘spatial dialectics’ to identify the kind of social relations promoted by the mall. This 
interpretation enables to unveil the contradictions between abstract space and differential space, induced difference 
and produced difference. This paper then discusses how prosumption and platform capitalism theories help analysing 
the abstract space in the hyper-modern shopping malls, and uses them to shed light on the role and effects of digital 
technology in the confrontation between abstract and differential space.

The study, focusing on the rapidly developing Chinese consumption environment of the past few decades, shows that 
with the advancement of technology and the increase of demand, shopping malls have undergone dramatic changes. 
It describes how the latest form of space of consumption has progressed its project of subjectification by exacerbating 
the financialisation of people's differentiation, diversity and individuality. This findings inform the claim that the creative 
destruction of the digital retail has developed a novel mode of spatial production that integrates prosumption, embracing 
trends such as social shopping, concealing differences, deflecting people's needs, and, most importantly, citizenship 
rights. What was identified as origin of the death of the great global mall, ultimately has produced an extremely 
performative model of shopping mall that micro-controls people's daily lives through hyper-abstract spatialisation 
processes. However, although these augmented realities in which the digital and material worlds complement one 
another are designed to progressively capture and exploit any resource liberated by the blurring of identities of consumer 
and producer, the digital technologies and their applications, such as social media, still offer the consumer emancipatory 
agencies that support the production of differential space.

Keywords: shopping malls, production of space, Lefebvre, abstract space, prosumption
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01  INTRODUCTION

Contemporary shopping centres are undergoing unprecedented changes that 
are multi-dimensional and profoundly altering the fabric of cities and people's 
lives. Hyper-modern shopping centres embody many new features regarding 
urban public space, socio-cultural and digital technology.

02   URBAN PUBLIC  SPACE,  SHOPPING  MALLS  AND  

         THE  VIRTUALIZED “NORMALISATION”

The real purpose of urban development for the promotion of human potential 
rather than capital accumulation is re-emphasized in the face of the many 
social problems that arise in contemporary neoliberal cities (Purcell, 2013). The 
first quality of public space is to ensure that citizens are able to express their 
individuality and intensify communication without interference, thus guaranteeing 
the emergence of a political public will. In modern society, this process is being 
hampered. Hannah Arendt ([1958]1998, p50-p58) argued that 'collective worlds', 
consisting of ideas and perspectives that are fully discussed and exchanged, 
are at the heart of democracy; but the space in which this political sphere is 
held is narrowing. Meaningful political exchanges between citizens are being 
colonized by the market economy and transformed into pseudo-interactions 
for the purpose of exchange. Urban public space is becoming a pseudo-space 
that merely accommodates interactions between producers, consumers, and 
city residents. Underlying this process is the tension of power relations in urban 
public space. Purcell paraphrases Lefebvre's description of urban space, “In 
urban society urban space is not ruled by property rights and exchange value but 
by inhabitants who appropriate space, make it their own, and use it to meet their 
needs” (Purcell, 2013).

It is necessary to understand the history of shopping malls in order to figure out 
how urban public spaces have been occupied by predominantly shopping centre-
based commercial spaces. The development of shopping centres is divided 
into three phases. The prototype of the 1st phase was Milan's Galleria Vittorio 
Emanuele II on the 17th century. Due to advances in construction techniques, the 
original city streets were covered with vaulted ceilings made of glass and steel, 
making it a good open space to escape from noise, pollution and bad weather. At 
the same time, these arcades provide shortcuts for people to move around the 
city on foot, and spatial vibrancy, especially pedestrian activity, thrives. All these 
reasons stimulate the development of commercial spaces. The 2nd phase was 
the expansion of department stores into the suburbs in the early 1900s. With 
the migration of city dwellers to the suburbs and the popularity of automobiles, 
department stores that combined shopping needs and entertainment needs 
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emerged among the residential areas outside the city. By this time, fully enclosed air conditioning systems 
had emerged, and around the building were huge parking lots. There was a huge contrast between the 
comfortable indoor spaces and the extremely unfriendly outdoor spaces. The 3rd phase occurred in the 
mid to late 20th century. This is when the forms of arcades and department stores were combined and they 
returned to the city from the suburbs. Since then, shopping centres have begun to occupy and replace urban 
public spaces. At the social and political level, shopping centres have expanded rapidly according to the 
principles of efficiency and control of 'social McDonaldisation' (Ritzer, 1996). The concentration of key urban 
amenities in these sites has replaced the political role of urban commons and hindered interaction between 
members of society; at the cultural level, the quest for attractiveness in shopping centres has reinforced their 
own isolation and their fragmentation from the surrounding urban space (Manfredini & Jenner, 2015). The 4th 
phase occurs now. In this phase, the hyper-modern shopping mall 'normalizes' the enclosure. A number of 
symbols borrowed from the surrounding context are used in the space of the hyper-modern shopping mall; 
these 'pseudo-diversities' are described by Lefebvre as ‘induced diversity’, which make the mall appearing 
integrated into the city (e.g. Chengdu’s Taikoo Li and Beijing’s Sanlitun Village).

03  CONSUMPTION, CONSUMERISM, 

       SOCIAL SPECTACLE AND PROSUMPTION

Shopping malls are places of consumption, and their history can reflect an escalation in the means of 
promoting consumption. From stimulating consumption with ornate decorations to turning consumption into 
an ideology and finally to the 'presumption' stage, these changes have also influenced the design strategy of 
shopping malls.

Gramsci's theory of 'cultural hegemony'[1] explains how consumption behaviour has turned into a consumerist 
culture in contemporary society. By creating and spreading the ideology of 'consumerism', the capitalist 
class dominates and rules the entire pluralistic cultural society to its own benefit. Sklair (2002) argues that 
the essence of consumerism is an ideology designed to ensure the survival of capitalism, which emphasizes 
consumption not to satisfy genuine human needs, but to satisfy artificially created desires to perpetuate 
the accumulation of capital. This concept of consumerism, which is primarily characterized by stimulating 
consumption, was developed by Debord ([1967] 2002) as 'social spectacle.' People lose their own aspirations 
and demands for their authentic lives because of their fascination with the spectacle, while capitalists rely 
on controlling the production and transformation of the spectacle to manipulate the entire social life (Yibing, 
2017).

As premier apparatuses for the affirmation of this ideology, the city's shopping centres have been described 
as cathedrals of consumption (Ritzer, 1999): places of over-consumption where, having been bewitched by 
its spectacle, people focus on what they want rather than what they need (Matusitz, 2012). Because they 
are a collection of fantasies of an ideal life, the shopping centres presents a kind of 'worlds in miniature', 

1]  A social class can dominate or rule an entire multicultural society by manipulating its culture (beliefs, interpretations, perceptions, 
values, etc.); the worldview of the ruling class will be enforced as the only social norm and will be perceived as a generally valid idea 
that benefits all of society, but in reality only the ruling class benefits.(Bullock, 1999)
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which are essentially places of hegemonic, yet hyperreal socialisation (Manfredini & Jenner, 2015). On the 
one hand, people gain the freedom to choose different goods, experiences and lifestyles, on the other hand, 
they lose the freedom and realising that ‘shopping is consuming our lives – but bringing us less satisfaction. 
More goods are for sale – but we can never find exactly what we want’ (Miles, 2013). Modern shopping 
centres have evolved over the decades to go beyond the piles of merchandise that characterized department 
stores in the last century. In addition to retail shops and restaurants, shopping mall offers a wide range 
of non-consumer spaces and activities, such as rooftop gardens, urban plazas, pedestrian underpasses, 
music festivals, art exhibitions and skating rink observation decks. These features, which are different from 
those of traditional shopping centres, mean that the hyper-modern shopping centre goes beyond stimulating 
consumer impulses and aims here to present a social spectacle that combines everyday life, needs, desires 
and fantasies.

04  SOCIAL MEDIA, DIGITAL SPECTACLE AND SOCIAL SHOPPING

With the development of digital technologies, the digital space seems to revitalise public space and its 
civicness. Public space should ensure that citizens are able to express their individuality and enhance 
communication, and in this respect, digital space does have some of the qualities of public space. The 
modern shopping malls are an 'augmented reality' space, where digital and material spaces complement 
each other, this is especially true when digital social media complement the spatialities of the shopping mall. 
For example, although the spaces within shopping malls are so complex that it is difficult to understand them 
by observation, through digital applications (e.g., indoor digital maps, location software, chat software), lost 
relationships between people and between them and space can be easily reinstituted.

However, civicness and publicness are not be fully presented on current social media. China's Internet 
companies entered a phase of rapid development more than a decade ago, and many social media such as 
Weibo, Wechat, Tiktok and Dazhong Dianping have entered into people's daily lives, which has dramatically 
changed people's work and leisure activities. People are accustomed to sharing the highlights of their daily 
lives, expressing their opinions and attitudes towards public events, and forming various online communities 
based on the differences in content. But the reality is that social media are not neutral and objective, as 
they are essentially corporate-owned, profit-driven digital products. Social media therefore not only restrict 
the equal expression of individual differences, but even controls and dominates the public will generated by 
individual communication by creating a 'digital spectacle'. So current corporate-owned social media is far 
from being an ideal public space.

Civicness and public will could be undermined by the unique 'digital spectacle' of social media. The control of 
digital social media by specific groups is also evident in two aspects. Firstly, social media is full of advertising, 
whether for direct profit or indirectly for the construction of a hegemonic culture. Fuchs (2014, p68) cites 
Habermas's criticism of the media's pursuit of profit as an act that the public sphere of the media would 
thereby have become undemocratic and a privatised realm controlled by powerful actors rather than citizens. 
For example, when people talk about and understand shopping centres in the digital space, in addition to real 
and objective information, there is also a glorified image of oneself that is promoted by the shopping centre. 
Secondly, social media accelerates the tendency to blur and liquefy the boundaries between the dualities of 
modernity (Fuchs, 2014, p75). The result of this process is that, rather than consumers using social media for 
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free and sharing their daily lives, the owners of social media appropriate the digital labour of each producer 
for free and construct this digital labour into a 'digital spectacle' that in turn dominates and controls the daily 
lives of individuals.

So when we use social media in a shopping mall, learn about the people and events in it, and share our own 
experiences, we are on the one hand shaping our own perceptions by the 'digital spectacle' constructed by 
social media and produced by other consumers, and on the other hand producing this 'digital spectacle' for 
others. The augmented reality shopping mall becomes a 'social shopping' space with socialisation as the 
means and goal.

05  PROBLEM STATEMENT

As discussed above, the role of the contemporary shopping centre has changed dramatically: the new 
shopping centre is a space of normalisation, prosumption and social shopping. The combined effect of these 
three changes presents a way to interpret the paradox of the life and death of the hyper-modern shopping 
centre: on the one hand, malls are deemed to disappear due to radical changes in the retail sector; on the 
other hand, malls of extra-large size and capital investment re-territorialise the urban space.

To explore this paradox and recognize the power of the changes that contemporary shopping centres are 
undergoing, it is important to understand the social relations between the various groups in the space. 
Lefebvre's theory of the production of space, which comes from Marx's study of the political economy of 
capitalism, provides decisive instruments for the analysis of spatialized social relations. Karl Marx's theory 
of production reveals how a particular group can control and dominate another group's labour and work time 
by depriving them of the means of production. In contemporary society, this control and domination occurs 
not only in the sites of production, but also in the sites of everyday life, i.e. the public spaces of the city. In 
essence, it is the expansion of the sphere of control of that particular dominant power group described by 
Marx, from the indoor factory to the outdoor 'square', from working hours to everyday life, from production 
to consumption. This control and appropriation of public space is in fact a transcription of a system of power 
relations into space. The architects, planners and technocrats, and the capitalist groups of power they 
represent, have an enormous capacity to control and dominate the space of reproduction. They control 
public life in cities, or at least the space of our public life, and indirectly our lives through various systems 
and mechanisms. This power is called ‘alienation’ by Marx and ‘abstraction’ by Lefebvre. Abstract space 
oppresses differentiation, diversity and individualisation through subjectification. Under this tendency, people 
are no longer whole selves, but rather a certain type, which leads to the production of specific spaces that 
cater to certain groups. As a result, social integrity is undermined, space is fragmented, and urban enclosure 
occurs frequently.

06 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Applying Lefebvre's method of spatial analysis to understand the social relations in the space of shopping 
centres, and thus to understand their changing nature in contemporary times, this study asks the following 
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questions:

1)   Is the relation between spatial abstraction and differentiation changing?

2)  Has the digitalisation contributed to the changed conception of space? Are the new malls conceived with 
prosumption as significant parameter?

3)  Has the digitalisation contributed to the changed perception of space? Are the new malls perceived as 
places of engaging prosumption?

4)  Has the digitalisation contributed to the changed lived experience of space? Are activities in the new malls 
centred around prosumption?

07  THEORETICAL FRAME

7.1  Creative destruction

Creative destruction refers to a particular process of capitalist industrial change in which new entities or 
relations are created out of the old and destroy the old because they fit better into the social structure 
of a particular period. As described by Ritzer(2020), “Creative destruction is not a change that is minor, 
quantitative, or incremental in nature, rather, it involves major, qualitative and revolutionary changes”. This 
process has been specifically studied beginning with the work of Joseph Schumpeter ([1943]2003, p81). He 
argued that creative destruction is the essence of capitalism and is caused by positive competition among 
capitalists. In the process, the new technology defeats the old and energizes the economy and society. 
Schumpeter acknowledged the Marxist influence(Ritzer & Degli Espositi, 2020, p5), but held an antagonist 
position to his critical view. Marshall Berman ([1982]2003, p127) argues that "everything in bourgeois society 
is built to be destroyed" and that creative destruction for profit will continue. David Harvey (2009, p73 p83) 
argues that creative destruction in space is the means by which capitalism addresses overaccumulation, 
and once a geographical landscape conducive to capital accumulation has been constructed in one era, it 
becomes a constraint on capital accumulation in the next, so that capital has to facilitate the destruction of 
old forms by new forms.

Recent creative destruction is considered to be widespread in the consumption field. The development of the 
Internet and the prosperity of digital commerce have severely impacted the brick-and-mortar consumption 
sector. For example, the sharing economy based on digital platforms has caused destruction of certain 
traditional businesses (in many parts of the world, Airbnb is destroying the traditional hotel industry, Uber is 
the traditional taxis (Ritzer & Degli Espositi, 2020)), and the destruction of offline stores caused by online 
shopping is also evident (For example, the famous electronics retailer Radio Shack collapsed because of the 
popularity of Amazon). However, unlike the large number of traditional stores and shopping centres that are 
dying, oversized, ultra-comprehensive hyper-modern shopping centres in cities are still thriving.

To address the question of whether these hyper-modern shopping malls are survivors of the creative 
destruction of online retail, or whether they have implemented it to supplant the previous types of malls this 
study explores how the hyper-modern shopping malls have moved from accommodating consumption to 
accommodating prosumption.
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7.2  Prosumption

Prosumption, as defined by Ritzer, is a process that interconnects production and consumption. In fact, 
Ritzer emphasizes that it refers to the "the consumption that is inherent in production and the production that 
is intertwined with consumption” (Ritzer, 2014). Ritzer also argues that it is not an novel social activity, but 
rather a return to a complete process that had previously been separated. After the Industrial Revolution, 
the concentration on production resulting from the industrialisation was the starting point of the research of 
Marx and other political economists. After the Second World War, overaccumulation and other causes shifted 
the way the economy worked and theories about it from a productionist to a consumerist dimension. The 
critiques of consumer society by scholars like Jean Baudrillard replaced production theory as the focal point 
of research. However, this split in a binary theoretical model has prevented the discovery of some activities 
that consist of production and consumption simultaneously (Ritzer, 2014). It is true that some activities (e.g., 
work on a car production factory or shopping in a luxury store) exhibit eminent production or consumption 
characteristics, but, as Ritzer argues, any activity traditionally thought of as pure production or consumption 
actually includes elements of both and is part of an uninterrupted 'prosumption continuum'[2]. This theory of 
the boundary between production and consumption being blurred has been theorized by many other scholars 
who have made similar points explicitly using the term 'prosumption'. Zygmunt Bauman (2005) identifies the 
liquefaction and blurring of boundaries as key features of modernity, such as the boundaries between play 
and labour, work and leisure, public and private, and production and consumption (Fuchs, 2014, p75).

Prosumption is particularly present in the ultra-modern shopping malls, where it feeds on its 'augmented 
reality' space. In these places, digital and material spaces complement each other enabling the continuous 
reproduction of space. This is especially true when digital social media complement the material space. 
Digital applications, for example, can institute or revive relationships between people that were separated.

Social media have led to a change in user identity. In traditional theory, people are considered pure 
consumers in a shopping mall because the function of this space is to support the activities of users who 
spend money on products. But the recent dramatic changes the consumer has become blurred. This is 

2] Prosumption continuum offers a perspective on prosumption not as a single process (or phenomenon), but rather as a wide range of processes 
existing along  a continuum. The poles of the continuum involve production redefined (a bit awkwardly, but more accurately) as ‘‘prosumption-as-
production’’ (p-a-p) and consumption as ‘‘prosumption-as-consumption’’ (p-a-c).(Ritzer, 2014)

Figure 2  In July 2020, IFS Changsha hosted a 
skateboarding competition indoors. Source: Changsha 
IFS official Weibo account. Link: https://weibo.com/6180052024/
JaAzL9Ilb

Figure1 July 2020, Changsha IFS invited world-
renowned graffiti artist Dezio to design a new 
façade for the mall. Source: Changsha IFS official Weibo 
account. Link: https://weibo.com/6180052024/JaAU4djqJ
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particularly evident considering the effects of social media. Firstly, the consumer becomes advertisers of 
the shopping malls. There is an abundance of spaces, symbols, products and festivals designed to be 
photographed in shopping centres to create beautiful image. Prosumers visualise and elaborate on these 
elements and upload them to social media, effectively promote the centre. To some extent, these 'objective' 
messages, recorded by individuals, are more attractive and persuasive than official advertisements and 
capture the attention of large number of people. Figure1, 2, 3 and 4 exemplify the representation of some of 
the events that the Changsha IFS hosts, including free art exhibitions, concerts and competitions. Secondly, 
consumers become experience guides for shopping malls. There is a huge amount of experience guidebooks 
from prosumers on social media. Some of these guides are written voluntarily by users because they want to 
increase their influence on social media. Some have even made a career out of it, such as some self-created 
media writers who make money from experiencing and reviewing various restaurants and producing content. 
Some are induced to write by apps aimed at retail stores (e.g. Dazhong Dianping). Figure 5 and 6 are 
experience guides written by users on social media. Thirdly, the consumer becomes an actor in the creation 
of the 'ideal living fantasy' of the shopping malls. Shopping centres create a 'social spectacle' by presenting 
a hyper-realistic, high-quality space, and prosumers often accompany this performance. The outside spaces 
of many shopping malls (the most famous examples are Sanlitun in Beijing and Taikoo Li in Chengdu) have 
become almost catwalks for the fashion-conscious youth. Figure7 and 8 refer to the phenomenon that many 

F igu re  4   I n  June  2020 , 
Changsha IFS hosted a mobile 
game competition indoors. 
Source: Changsha IFS official Weibo account. 
Link: https://weibo.com/6180052024/
J7Eo711xy

Figure 3  In June 2020, IFS 
Changsha held a "Rock&Roll" 
themed concert on the rooftop 
garden. Source: Changsha IFS official 
We ibo account .  L ink :  h t tps : / /we ibo.
com/6180052024/J9XLP9XJw

F igure  5   A  gu idance  o f 
Changsha IFS written by a 
Weibo user. Source: Screenshot 
f r o m  W e i b o .  L i n k :  h t t p s : / / w e i b o .
com/7401598475/JbLPXnwIf

Figure 6 
Source: Screenshot from Dazhong Dianping. 
Link: https://m.dianping.com/ugcdetail/77
5782662?sceneType=1&bizType=1&utm_
source=ugcshare
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Figure 7&8 
Many photographers l ike 
to go to shopping malls to 
photograph fashionable young 
people and then upload their 
photos to social media, which 
makes the younger generation 
feel like it's the fashion arena. 
Figure 7 Source: Screenshot 
from Weibo user’s homepage. 
Link: https://weibo.com/tajiepai 
Figure 8 Source: Sohu user’s 
blog. Link: https://www.sohu.
com/a/255106473_163029

photographers prefer to go to shopping malls to photograph fashionable young people and then upload their 
photos to social media, which makes the younger generation feel like shopping mall is the fashion arena. 
Fourthly, consumers become the content authors of social media. Social media is also one of the occupiers 
of the labour of prosumers in shopping malls. The content (e.g. Figure5&6) produced by the users of social 
media becomes almost the entire part of the content offered by social media.

The prosumption theory or similar ideas are widely accepted in the digital age because the development 
of Internet technology and Internet products has highlighted the distinction between prosumption and 
traditional production or consumption. But there are two points that need to be rethought. The first point 
is the relationship between contemporary prosumption and previous production or consumption. Ritzer 
(2014) argues that prosumption is both an evolutionary development (e.g., the view that prosumption on 
shopping websites is simply an evolution of prosumption in shopping malls) and a revolutionary development 
(because the pursuit of profit motivates capitalists to transform their industries into models that facilitate 
the occurrence of prosumption, with the help of new technologies, this transformation has brought about 
dramatic changes in the traditional patterns of production and consumption industries). However, despite 
the unprecedented stimulus of digital technology and the industry- wide shifts it has brought, Ritzer argues 
that we have historically been prosumers and, after a brief separation in recent times, we will continue to be 
prosumers in the future. The second point relates to the transformation of old theories. Marx's theories, such 
as exploitation and alienation, do not seem to be fully applicable to prosumption because these concepts 
were based on the analysis of production. It is difficult to make a young person who is obsessed with the 
experience of the shopping mall and heavily advertises his life in it on social media realise that he is being 
exploited and alienated, spontaneously generating class consciousness and struggling to reclaim the fruits of 
his labour. New theories are therefore needed to explain the social relations in the prosumption process and 
to see if the shape of the industry is changing fundamentally through the lens of social relations.

7.3  Production of space

Lefebvre's theory of spatial production is essentially a theory of the reproduction of social relations in space, 
that is, it studies spatialized social relations (Shields, 2005;�䓎�♧�Ⱕ , 2010). ‘(Social) space […] subsumes 
things produced, and encompasses their interrelationships in their coexistence and simultaneity - their 
(relative) order and/or (relative) disorder. It is the outcome of a sequence and set of operations, and thus 
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cannot be reduced to the rank of a simple object.’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p73). Space is both a tool used by social 
relations to consolidate themselves and a consequence of them. In urban public space, social relations 
are often expressed as power relations between different groups. Lefebvre defined the space produced by 
unbalanced power relations as ‘abstract space.’At the same time, however, abstract space breeds another 
space in opposition to it: ‘differential space’. Differential space arises spontaneously, producing differences 
independent from power systems and rules. Abstract space is often found as top-down transcription of power 
relations in space, while the differential space is the bottom-up resistance to its implementation. Abstract and 
differential space theory can help us understand the causes and processes of production of space in cities, 
especially the production of new forms of public space, the commercial space of the shopping mall, dubbed 
by Ritzer (1999) as ‘cathedral of consumption,’ which is central to the hegemonic culture that controls and 
dominates contemporary social relations. Differential and abstract and spaces generate respectively ‘produced 
differentiation’ and ‘induced differentiation,’ the latter being an abstractive pseudo-differentiation.

There are two reasons why Lefebvre's theoretical elaboration of Marx's work can provide instruments for 
the analysis of prosumption. First, Lefebvre's focus shifted from the analysis of production to the analysis 
of production relations (social relations). This relationship is capable of taking effect in the organization 
of space. Secondly, Lefebvre's focus shifted from the reproduction of products[3] to the reproduction of 
production relations (social relations)[4]. His object of study expands from work time to leisure time, from labor 
to daily life, and from matter to ideology, and thus encompasses both production and consumption spheres.

Thus, to capture social relations through the study of space, Lefebvre develops a spatial triadic dialectic. 
This is a creative and unusual tool for spatial analysis, which also allows for a critique of existing methods of 
spatial analysis. The following section first introduces Lefebvre's critique of the traditional approach to spatial 
analysis, and then analyses the current state of abstract space in the space of the hyper-modern shopping 
mall using Lefebvre's ternary spatial dialectic.

08 CRITIQUE OF THE TRADITIONAL “THREE-DIMENSIONAL SPACE”

      AND THE "DOUBLE ILLUSION"

Lefebvre showed how the productive capacity of space was concealed by a double illusion (Lefebvre, 1991, 
p27). Traditionally, space was conceived as composed by three independent entities, physical space, mental 
space and social space. Physical space is objective, grasped by feeling and measurement; mental space 

3] The process of continuous, recurring and renewed production. The material production of society is the basis of human survival and 
development. Just as one cannot stop consuming, one cannot stop producing. Therefore, production is always going on again and again without 
interruption. This process of production, which is repeated and constantly renewed, is reproduction. The reproduction of a society is, first and 
foremost, the reproduction of its material objects. (⽔⛓馄⚺綘 , 1993)

4] The constant renewal and development of certain social relations of production formed by people in the process of production. Reproduction 
is the constant contact and renewal of the production process, and the conditions of production are also the conditions of reproduction. The 
production of any society is carried out by people in the formation of certain relations of production, and certain relations of production are also 
the conditions of reproduction. At the end of each production process, along with the production of a certain amount of material goods, people's 
production relations are renewed and expanded, providing the necessary social conditions for the next production process. Reproduction is not 
only the reproduction of material objects, but also the reproduction of production relations��	 雽䖄䋕⚺綘 �����
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is subjective, a space for discussing people's abstract ideas and concepts; and social space is a space for 
social relations between people, between people and collectives, and between collectives and collectives.

Lefebvre described how historically the understanding of space as productive entity was hindered by a 
"double illusion" that informed a view of space as either objectively given or subjectively imagined. Firstly 
‘transparent illusions’ inherited from the Enlightenment. It was believed that concepts and knowledge 
could explain space and all phenomena. Space was thought as being an encrypted reality that required a 
decodification that illuminated its real being. Importantly, people considered space and its interpretation (i.e. 
(social) space and mental space) as quasi- coincident entities, treating this mental space as objective and 
not subject to human will. People can share this knowledge and understanding with each other, and this 
knowledge plays a decisive role in spatial practice. By treating the conceived world as if it were real, the 
productive capacity of space often ungraspable and unmeasurable remained excluded (Lefebvre, 1991, p28-
29; Soja, 1998, p63).

Secondly, ‘realistic illusions’ that overemphasize the objectivity of the world, believing that objective things 
are more real than thoughts. They present space as given and natural rather than produced by man (Lefebvre, 
1991, p29-30; Soja, 1998, p64). This leads to a refusal to discover the driving force behind spatial production, 
which include transformation of space by social activity. This illusion can leaded to believe that space in 
cities and buildings was to be taken for granted and could only be measured and felt, but not analysed and 
critiqued in its becoming. 

Although Lefebvre pointed out the ‘double illusion’, he did not mean to deny completely their sources. He 
used the double illusion to deny the traditional way of understanding space - physical space, mental space 
and social space - and to open the way to the spatial dialectic (Soja, 1998, p64). The double illusion clears 
the obstacle to understanding Lefebvre's spatial dialectic and at the same time becomes the basis of his 
ternary dialectic. This ternary dialectical combination is composed by spatial practice (perceived space), 
representations of space (conceived space) and spaces of representation (lived space). The following 
section explains these three concepts and analyses the ultra-modern shopping mall from their respective 
perspectives.

09  THE SPATIAL TERNARY DIALECTIC

The first aspect of Lefebvre's dialectic is spatial practice, or perceived space. The concept of spatial practice 
is derived from Marx's practice of material production and encompasses Lefebvre's broad definition of 
production[5]. Under capitalist society, the practice of space is a connection that manifests itself in ‘a close 
association, within perceived space, between daily reality (daily routine) and urban reality (the routes and 
networks which link up the places set aside for work, private life and leisure). (Lefebvre, 1991, p38)’ From a 
phenomenological perspective, spatial practice is expressed as perceived space in terms of self-production. 
It refers to anything perceptible in space that is perceived through the human senses. “The spatial practice of 

5]  “By the fact, first of all, that it organizes a sequence of actions with a certain 'objective' (i.e. the object to be produced) in view. 
It imposes a temporal and spatial order upon related operations whose results are coextensive. From the start of an activity so 
oriented towards an objective, spatial elements - the body, limbs, eyes - are mobilized, including both materials (stone, wood, 
bone, leather, etc.) and materiel (tools, arms, language, instructions and agendas)” (Lefebvre, 1991, p71) .
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a society is revealed through the deciphering of its space.”(Lefebvre, 1991, p38). The deciphering described 
by Lefebvre is perception, which acts as a medium. Through perception, man transforms the material world 
into human feelings, and in this process spatial practices are

manifested. The perceivable material world and human feelings do not belong to the material world and the 
mental world respectively, but to both of them.

Then, what does the perceived space look like in a contemporary shopping centre? Has the digitalisation 
contributed to the changed perception of space? Are the new malls perceived as places of engaging 
prosumption?

1)  There are these differences between the old and new shopping malls in terms of users' perception of the 
decorative strategies of the shopping malls. New shopping malls are more visually quality and have more 
events and festivals than traditional shopping malls that are stacked with merchandise. This has led to the 
image of the mall appearing regularly on social media, as users perceive it as a neutral container for city- 
specific symbols and collective memory.

2)  There are these differences between old and new shopping malls in terms of users' perception of the 
external space of the shopping mall. The ground level of the new shopping mall is more openly connected 
to the city and leaves more open space to accommodate pedestrians than the traditional shopping mall 
surrounded by parking lots, although many of the shops on the ground level are luxury stores geared toward 
a few wealthy individuals. Even if a lot of people don't go inside the mall, the open space around it is more 
vibrant than ever, as users perceive it as an urban common.

3)  There are these differences between old and new shopping malls in terms of users' perception of the 
open space of the shopping mall. Compared with traditional high-density shopping malls, new shopping 
centres focus more on creating green space, resting space, roaming space and viewing space, which eases 
the tension and excitement of continuous consumption in shopping malls and attracts more people to hang 
out, as users perceive it as an urban recreation and leisure space.

The second aspect is the representations of space, or "conceived space". It is conceptualized space, which 
is not a transparent illusion, rather a deliberate formulation of systems that enables to interpret and design 
the spatial production. It is ‘the space of scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers and social 
engineers, as of a certain type of artist with a scientific bent — all of whom identify what is lived and what 
is perceived with what is conceived’. This is the dominant space in any society (or mode of production). 
Conceptions of space tend […] towards a system of verbal (and therefore intellectually worked out) signs 
(Lefebvre, 1991, p38).

What is the conceived space like in a contemporary shopping mall? Has the digitalisation contributed to the 
changed conception of space? Are the new malls conceived with prosumption as significant parameter?

1)  In the designers' and owners' conception of the decorating strategy, a large number of exaggerated 
scenes, symbols, and festivals are designed in the new mall to stimulate prosumers' production of content 
about the mall on social media, as the mall's owners and designers conceived of the place as a source of 
digital social media content.

2)  In the designers' and owners' conception of the exterior space, the new shopping centre was designed 
with spacious and open boundary spaces. This exterior space, the symbols of the first-floor luxury shops and 
the gaze of others will together stimulate prosumers' desire to decorate and present themselves. In addition, 
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the paving and landscaping of the square, the symbols on the ground floor façade and the atmosphere of 
interior luxury revealed behind the glass contrast strongly with the other buildings in the city that surround the 
site. This contrast repeatedly reminds the prosumers in the shopping centre of their status as actors rather 
than spectators. Their performances enliven and convince the surreal space created by the shopping centre. 
The mall's owners and designers conceived of the place as a showplace to promote the public's expression 
of individuality and difference.

3)  In the designers' and owner's conception of open spaces, the new shopping malls are designed with a 
large number of green spaces, resting spaces, roaming spaces and viewing spaces to attract non-consuming 
people. These people are treated more as producers of information, performance and spectacle rather than 
prosumers or consumers. Because the owners and designers of the mall conceived the place as a 'miniature 
city' to absorb more of everyday life.

4)  The third aspect is the spaces of representation, or ‘lived space’. The spaces of representation refer to 
creative feelings and desires that go beyond words and thoughts. Lived space is linked to the first two types 
of space. Lived space is the residue that cannot be covered and abstracted. It's connected to the 'private or 
underbelly side of social life' as well as to art (Lefebvre, 1991; Soja, 1998). The space of representation or 
the lived space was a central concept in Lefebvre's trialectics, as well as in his subsequent political stance 
and revolutionary project. ‘Clearly an attempt is being made here to retain, if not emphasize, the partial 
unknowability, the mystery and secretiveness, the non-verbal subliminality, of spaces of representation; 
and to fore-ground the potential insightfulness of art versus science, a key pillar of Lefebvre's meta-
philosophy.’(Soja, 1998, p67).

What is the lived space like in a contemporary shopping centre? Has the digitalisation contributed to the 
changed lived experience of space? Are activities in the new malls centred around prosumption?

1)  The activities of users in the decorative spaces of shopping malls change. People are excited to 
encounter a hyper-realistic, symbolic and festive space in the mall, and this sentiment drives people to record 
and share it via social media. Thus, the consumer becomes the advertiser of the shopping centre.

2)  The activities of users in the exterior spaces of shopping malls change. Going to a shopping mall is like 
going to a party. Young people who are passionate about fashion are always used to dressing up carefully 
before going to the mall. Because if they don't, the extravagant surreal space and other people's dressing 
up will make them look out of place. Thus, the consumer becomes an actor in the 'induced difference' of the 
shopping mall.

3)  The activities of users in the open spaces of shopping malls change. Even if they don't spend, people are 
willing to visit shopping malls because the quality of green space, resting space, roaming space and viewing 
space there is higher than that of government-funded parks and plazas, and it doesn't exclude people who 
just go and hang out. Thus, consumers become creators of miniature cities and participants in pseudo-public 
spaces.

The above analysis revolves around three types of prosumption activities, that 1) the consumer becomes 
the advertiser of shopping malls, 2) the consumer becomes the actor of induced difference, and 3) the 
citizen becomes the participant who creates the pseudo-public space of the shopping mall. The conclusion 
of Lefebvre's spatial dialectic analysis of shopping centres is that, although the development of digital 
technology has brought about a dramatic change in the shape of prosumption space, the social relationship 
between groups in a space, i.e., the relationship between owners and prosumers, remains one of control and 
subordination.
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10  CONCLUSION

The study, focusing on the Chinese environment in the past few decades, shows that with the advancement 
of technology, shopping malls have undergone dramatic changes. In essence, it sheds light on how the 
latest form of space of consumption has progressed in the financialisation of people's differentiation, diversity 
and individuality. The Internet and digital social media have provided a strong impetus for the digitization 
of Debord's 'social spectacle'. On the one hand, people are no longer satisfied with the monotonous, 
homogenous, commodity-based shopping experience of traditional shopping malls, and more young people 
are focusing on the experience of consumption in order to pursue differentiation and individuality; on the 
other hand, the hyper-modern shopping mall survives by appropriating, dominating and controlling people's 
quest for individuality and difference.

This informs the claim that the creative destruction of the digital retail, that was identified as origin of the 
death of the great global mall, actually has developed a novel mode of spatial production that integrates 
prosumption, embracing trends such as social shopping, concealing differences, deflecting people's needs, 
and, most importantly, citizenship rights. Ultimately, shopping malls control people's daily lives through 
hyper-abstract spatialisation processes. Digital technologies such as social media may offer the possibility 
of emancipating differential space, but in the ‘augmented reality’ in which the digital and material worlds 
complement one another, people’s spatialities are de- and recolonized by the blurring of identities of 
consumer and producer.
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ABSTRACT 

The so-called strategic depth of confrontation with capitalism is the marginal 
world of capitalism which, in different contexts, can be the global south, the rural 
society, or the proletarian and democratic society. The main object of this article is the 
Chinese countryside and peasantry. 

There are two theoretical frameworks for this paper. One is David Harvey's 
geography of capitalist accumulation, based on the work of Karl Marx and Rosa 
Luxemburg, in which the dialectic of “periphery and centre” provides the basic model 
for this paper to analyse the historical evolution of Chinese rural society as a peripheral 
world to the logic of capital. The second is Chinese Marxist researcher Wen Tiejun's 
research on the ten economic crises since New China, especially his overview of the 
role of rural society in each crisis, which provides an important contribution to this 
paper in bringing Harvey's geography of capitalist accumulation into the analysis of 
Chinese rural society. 

The above two theoretical frameworks provide the basic model of history and 
political economy for this paper's analysis of contemporary rural areas, particularly 
Taobao villages, and the basis for this paper's judgement of the historical location in 
which Taobao villages are currently situated and their position in the flow of material 
and information. In addition to this, the research object of this paper comes from an 
IFoU summer school project in August 2020, in which the author was a participant in 
a research and analysis of Han Er Village in Suning County, Hebei Province, which is 
known by Alibaba as the “Taobao Village” due to its large fishing tackle manufacturing 
industry and sales on Chinese biggest e-commercial platform - Taobao, and offers a 
utopian design response. 

After examining these theories and investigations, this paper first abstracts and 
generalises Harvey's geography of capitalist accumulation, extracting three methods of 
accumulation by dispossession from the centre to the periphery and three circuits of 
capital and two transfer schemes of over-accumulation in the first of these circuits; then 
uses this framework to compare the accumulation by dispossession and over-
accumulation transfer of capital in China's ten crises, forming a highly abstract 
understanding of the dialectical relationship between the centre and the periphery in 
China. The focus is on identifying the different agents of the “central” function, i.e., the 
final destination of the dispossessed surplus of labour and means of production, at 
different times. Apart from the surplus deprived by state capital, which can be used to 
return to the people as a whole (at least in terms of Lenin's pure theory), the urban 
capitalist class, the rural capitalist class, the urban middle class and the neo-imperialist 
state have, at different times, appropriated the gains of the rural society for themselves. 
In the Internet era, most of these dispossessions have not only been retained but 
reinforced by the monopoly digital platform capital that has sunk into the countryside, 
and in addition, the monopoly platform capital itself has become the latest dispossessor 
of the rustic society. The reason why digital platforms have taken advantage of the 
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current Internet era to monopolise the flow of information and goods between 
production and the market and thereby reap excessive profits is precisely because they 
have enjoyed the historical dividend of China's nearly century-old revolution and the 
huge amount of state capital invested in infrastructure construction on behalf of the 
national labour surplus. 

The paper concludes with two existing proposals and a utopian scenario on how 
to defend the labour surplus in rural societies. The first is based on Lenin's theory of 
monopoly capitalism and state capitalism, and proposes the rationality and possibility 
of nationalizing the existing monopoly platform capital; the second is based on Wen 
Tiejun's proposal of "reconstructing a new type of collective economy", and proposes 
an institutional design for rebuilding the collective economy of rural society and 
returning the labour surplus to the village collective. The third is a utopian project which, 
in line with Gramsci's demand for the 'seizure of cultural hegemony', spatialises and 
concretises the process of dispossession of the rural area, emphasising the creative role 
of designing an utopian sphere that articulates the social ideology of the rural through 
the abstract and exaggerated presentation of the flow of elements of labour and labour 
surpluses between the rural and the central capitalist world, ultimately attempting to 
achieve the expulsion of the ideology of the exploiting class from the rural. 
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1. BACKGROUND 

There are two theoretical frameworks for this paper. One is David Harvey's 
geography of capitalist accumulation, based on the work of Karl Marx and Rosa 
Luxemburg, in which the dialectic of “periphery and centre” provides the basic model 
for this paper to analyse the historical evolution of Chinese rural society as a peripheral 
world to the logic of capital. These are introduced in the first sub-section of this chapter. 
The second is Chinese Marxist researcher Wen Tiejun's research on the ten economic 
crises since New China, especially his overview of the role of rural society in each crisis, 
which provides an important contribution to this paper in bringing Harvey's geography 
of capitalist accumulation into the analysis of Chinese rural society. These are 
introduced in the second sub-section of this chapter. 

1.1. The Geography of Capitalist Accumulation - 

Political Economy and the Production of Space 

The geography of capitalist accumulation explores the spatial dimension of Marx's 
theory of accumulation. Capital accumulation takes place in a spatial context that 
creates a specific geographical structure, so that political economy analysis can be 
linked to an understanding of the spatial structure of the entity. (Harvey, 2001, p.237) 
The first section explains the basic principles of Marx's theory of capital accumulation 
and over-accumulation, on the basis of which Harvey summarises contemporary 
capitalist developments and constructs a system of three circuits through which 
capitalism operates. The second section focuses on how the over-accumulation of 
capital causes spatial aggregation and expansion, which is the underlying political 
economy of 'urbanisation' and 'colonisation'. The third section focuses on the dialectic 
of 'centre and periphery', on the basis of which it explains the three ways in which the 
centre has historically deprived the periphery of accumulation. 

1.1.1. Over-Accumulation and Three Circuits of Capital 

The survival of the capitalist system depends on the continuous accumulation of 
capital, on the inevitable expanding reproduction, and on an acceleration of production. 
This is not motivated by the greed of the capitalist, who is only capital in personification. 
Every social agent is incorporated into the compulsory laws of the expanding market, 
and in particular the capitalists, who are compelled “to keep extending his capital, so 
as to preserve it, and he can only extend it by means of progressive accumulation” 
(Marx, 1976, p.739). (Harvey, 2001, p.238) 

This process of accumulation is a process of internal contradictions and culminates 
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in a crisis. The progress of capital accumulation and the expansion of production is 
influenced by, and presupposes the existence of, three main aspects: the supply of 
labour, the supply of the means of production and the necessary infrastructure, and the 
existence of markets (the structure of demand). However, these three aspects do not 
always exist naturally, but are produced by the capitalist system itself. But the processes 
by which capitalism produces the preconditions for its 'existence' are spontaneous, blind, 
uneven and chaotic, and 'harmonious or balanced growth under capitalism is purely 
accidental'(Marx, 1978, p.571). The historical mission of the capitalist class has always 
been to "accumulate for the sake of accumulation and produce for the sake of 
production" (Marx, 1976, p.741) regardless of the limitations of the market, in short, to 
over-accumulate and produce too much capital in relation to the opportunities to use it. 
This led to problems in any one area that could create an obstacle to the progress of 
capital accumulation, which in turn could lead to a crisis. Marx therefore concluded 
that capitalism tends to actively create some obstacles to its own development. (Harvey, 
2001, p.239) 

Such an endogenous cyclical crisis can manifest itself at any independent stage in 
the overall capitalist production process, i.e. over-accumulation can occur at every 
moment in production, distribution, consumption and reinvestment: (Harvey, 2001, 
p.239) 

1. When over-accumulation occurs in the production sector, the crisis manifests itself as a relative 

overproduction. More goods are produced than the market demands. The process of realising the value of 

commodities on the market and converting them into money capital is blocked and there is a break in reproduction. 

2. When Over-accumulation occurs in the distribution and consumption spheres, the crisis manifests itself 

in the form of a surplus of labour (which can also be expressed as a relative overpopulation), chronic 

unemployment, an increase in the rate of labour exploitation (Harvey, 2017, chapter 3), and the resulting 

underconsumption and market deficit caused by mass unemployment of labour. 

3. When Over-accumulation occurs in the area of reproduction, the crisis manifests itself as a capital surplus 

(also known as plethora of capita/ overproduction of capital), or as unemployed capital (Harvey, 2001, p.240). 

(Harvey, 2001, p. 240) The first manifestation of excess capital is a surplus of (over-invested) fixed capital, or an 

absolute lack of money capital for reproduction, i.e., fixed capital cannot find enough money capital to buy 

flowing capital, which eventually leads to a devaluation of fixed capital. The second manifestation is excess money 

capital. Social production does not receive effective reproductive investment, the idle means of production do not 

find money capital to invest in production, production stagnates and money capital flows into the realm of 

speculation. 

However, crises have an important function - they impose a certain order and 
rationality on capitalist economic development. This is not to say that crises are 
inherently orderly or logical, they simply create conditions that force a certain arbitrary 
rationalisation of the capitalist system of production. This rationalisation comes at a 
social cost and takes the form of bankruptcy, financial collapse, forced devaluation of 
capital assets and personal savings, inflation, increasing concentration of economic and 
political power in the hands of a few, falling real wages and unemployment, which in 
turn trigger possible class struggles, revolutionary movements and chaos. Therefore, if 
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the capitalist system is to be maintained, the right conditions must be created for re-
accumulation, the obstacles it produces for itself must be overcome and over-
accumulation must be overcome. While cyclical crises are the result of over-
accumulation, the crisis itself renews the conditions for the next cycle of accumulation. 
(Harvey, 2001, p.240) 

Apart from the subversive consequences of that violent crisis for itself, local crises 
of low intensity have forced capitalism and the bureaucratic political power closely 
entwined with the former to develop together a method of overcoming crises within 
capitalism, of transferring them to its peripheries and of seeking release for over-
accumulation. 

In order to identify these ways in which capitalism can save itself in crisis 
situations, Harvey begins by constructing a system of three circuits in which capitalism 
operates in contemporary times. 

The first circuit of capital, the process of production and reproduction of 
industrial capital, is the system of circulation of people, goods and capital in society, as 
constructed by Marx in the three volumes of Capital. After the primitive accumulation 
of capital, capital employs labour and other means of production, produces 
commodities, realises their exchange value in the market, obtains their surplus value, 
and continues to invest the remaining money capital, which has been squandered, in a 
new round of production and expanded production. This process inevitably leads to 
over-accumulation and the first circuit is always interrupted periodically. The crisis 
leads to excessive accumulation generating surplus labour, surplus money, surplus 
products and surplus means of production, one or more of which are irrationally 
transferred to the second and third circuits, constituting an important means by which 
contemporary capitalism emerges from its own crisis. (Harvey, 2017, chapter 3) 

The second circuit of capital is discussed in some detail in Marx’s Grundrisse 
and Volume II of Capital. Among the various types of capital, fixed capital and 
consumption fund are the ones that need to be discussed in particular. Their value is not 
realised directly as raw material into production or consumption, but slowly over a long 
period of time in the process of production or consumption. As will be detailed in 1.1.2, 
the whole process of commodity production involves the spatial movement of things 
before and after production. By extension, then, if a factory manager calculates his fixed 
capital narrowly by thinking only of all the immovable machinery, buildings, 
equipment and tools that he owns, a head of state calculates the fixed capital of his 
country's social production by having to take into account all the material elements of 
the land, whether common or private, that affect the efficiency of social production, 
such as transport and communication networks. Consumption fund, on the other hand, 
is the fund corresponding to goods used for auxiliary rather than direct consumption, a 
significant part of which is used for the creation of consumption space, which has a 
high degree of overlap with the fixed capital of material space required for production 
(for example, the renewal of road networks in cities is intended to facilitate both 
production and consumption). The spaces that encase the narrow processes of 
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production and consumption, the spaces that act as the external framework for the 
narrow, isolated processes of production and consumption, are what Harvey calls the 
“built environment for production/consumption”. The process of investing in and 
shaping these spaces to ensure the continuation of the first circuit is an important aspect 
of what Lefebvre calls the production of space. The over-accumulation of the first 
circuit of capital into the second circuit is, then, a way of alleviating the crisis.  
However, this process tends to exclude investment by individual capitalists, so it is 
often achieved by a united capitalist class or its spokesperson, the government, stepping 
in and using the monetary and credit systems to create virtual capital prior to actual 
production and consumption. By controlling the direction of these virtual capital inputs, 
the first circuit of capital can find space and areas to unleash excessive accumulation. 
(Harvey, 2017, chapter 3) 

The third circuit of capital consists of investment in science and technology (to 
increase the productive efficiency of society as a whole) and in the reproduction of 
labour (including education, health care, living environment, ideology and armed 
forces). These investments still need to be executed by the agents of the capitalist class 
as a whole, using virtual capital as described above, or by taxation. (Harvey, 2017, 
chapter 3) 

The second of these three circuits allows abstract capitalist flows to be engraved 
in material space in a historically dynamic way. This brings us to the question of spatial 
organisation and geographic expansion as an inevitable product of the process of 
accumulation. (Harvey, 2001, p.242) 

1.1.2. The “Contraction of the Centre” and the “Expansion of the 

Periphery” in the Production of Space 

“The circulation of capital realises value, while living labour creates value.”(Marx, 
1857, p.468) Circulation has two aspects, the actual physical movement of goods from 
the point of production to the point of consumption, and the actual or hidden costs 
attached to the time spent and social intermediation. Marx considered the former to be 
an integral part of the production process and therefore the production of value. (Marx, 
1857, p.458) (Harvey, 2001, p.242) 

The transport and communications industry, which “sells changes of location” 
(Marx, 1978, pp.226-227), is a direct production of value; however, the industry 
consists almost entirely of fixed capital, which is depleted in the production of “changes 
of location”, and the completion of production implies the completion of consumption. 
Although transport is a potential source of surplus value, there are good reasons for 
capital not to engage in transport production except under certain favourable 
circumstances.(Harvey, 2001, p.243) Consequently, the state tends to be very active in 
this field of production. (Marx, 1857, p.456) In particular, on the one hand, most states 
exist to varying degrees as agents of the capitalist class, and on the other hand, the 
legitimacy of any regime is shaken by the economic and thus political crisis caused by 



 

 
11 

the inevitable over-accumulation in the first major cycle of capital. 

The infrastructural investments of state capital in the transport and 
communications sector produced a large amount of fixed capital existing in physical 
space, a significant part of which was made available to all sectors of society, so that 
the costs of many intermediate links within social production, i.e., changes in the 
location of raw materials and commodities, were greatly reduced and averaged out. 
“The reduction of the real cost of circulation (in space) belongs to the development of 
capital over productivity” (Marx, 1857, p.458). Two important results of these 
developments were the increase in the exchangeability of products and the expansion 
of geographical markets. (Marx, 1857, p.459) 

The first result, the increase in the exchangeability of products, is one of the 
primary pursuits of the capitalist mode of production: “the more production depends on 
exchange value, and therefore on exchange, the more important the material conditions 
of exchange - the means of communication and transport - are for the costs of 
distribution”. (Marx, 1857, p.450) In addition to exchange costs, exchangeability is also 
related to circulation time, and any reduction in it increases surplus production and 
enhances the accumulation process (Harvey, 2001, p.244). “It is not the spatial distance 
of markets that matters, but the ...... speed with which markets can be reached” (Marx, 
1857, p.464). The drive for high spatial exchangeability transcends all spatial barriers, 
and the dual need to reduce circulation costs and circulation times arises from the 
necessity of accumulation. 

The second result, the expansion of the geographical “capitalist periphery”, opens 
up new “areas of capital-driven labour realisation”, meaning the opening up of more 
distant markets, new sources of raw materials and new employment opportunities for 
labour, a whole new area of capital accumulation, and the opportunity to overcome 
over-accumulation and expand accumulation by dispossession. (Harvey, 2001, p.244) 

 

While capital must on one side strive to tear down every spatial barrier to 
intercourse, i.e., to exchange, and conquer the whole earth for its market, it strives on 
the other side to annihilate this space with time . . . The more developed the capital . . . 
the more does it strive simultaneously for an even greater extension of the market and 
for greater annihilation of space by time. (Marx, 1857, p.464) 

It is at this point that the underlying political economy of urbanisation and 
colonisation becomes clear: the former is the requirement of exchangeability for capital, 
production and the circulation of commodities, and the modern city becomes in effect 
the workshop of capitalist production. The essence of urbanisation is that the central 
world of capitalism is constantly absorbing the elements of production and the surplus 
of labour from the periphery, whether in the form of exchange or dispossession; cities 
are becoming larger and larger at a faster and faster rate, and they are becoming more 
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and more closely interconnected1, and together they constitute the central world of 
capitalism. The latter is the demand of the “centre” to expand geographically the 
“periphery world of capitalism”, to open up a new accumulation by dispossession 
(which will be discussed in 1.1.3 below). Both geographic concentration and 
geographic expansion are to be seen as products of the same effort to create new 
opportunities for capital accumulation. (Harvey, 2001, p.246) 

1.1.3. The Dialectic of “Centre and Periphery” and the 

Accumulation by Dispossession 

In Capital, foreign trade of the central capitalist world is treated as a precondition 
for capitalist accumulation and also as a consequence of market expansion. 

Foreign trade as a precondition for capitalist accumulation, i.e., the primitive 
accumulation of capital. The primitive accumulation of European capitalism, the 
“triangular trade” on the Atlantic, began with the violent appropriation of labour in 
Africa and its transport to the Americas to appropriate the labour surplus of this labour. 
The historical tendency of capitalism has been to destroy and absorb non-capitalist 
modes of production while at the same time using them to create new spaces for capital 
accumulation. In this history, the European capitalist world destroyed the subsistence 
and primitive agricultural methods of production in the Americas and Africa, and then 
dismantled and absorbed all their elements of production into its own system of 
distribution. “Drawing new continents into the metabolism of circulation.” (Marx, 1857, 
p.154) Indeed, this accumulation is the historical precondition for the development of 
capitalist production. 

Foreign trade did not come to the end of violent and bloody primitive accumulation 
in such a way as to render the exchange between the colony and its suzerain state equal 
and rational. In the next stage of purely predatory primitive accumulation, when both 
sides reached the stage where they could begin to trade in their products, exchange 
began to take place between the colony and its sovereign, but it was still essentially a 
form of plunder in the guise of exchange. Raw materials, agricultural products and 
natural resources with a lot of living labour attached to the working people of the colony 
were traded unequally with the advanced industrial goods produced by the sovereign 
with a little living labour attached. A “centre-periphery” relationship was to be created 

 

1 Time can annihilate space, then although the spatial structure of geographical space between cities and between cities and non-
cities does not change, structural changes in transport and communication facilities can trigger changes in the relative location of absolute 
space (Marx, 1978, p.327). This is because the yardstick for calculating distance under the capitalist mode of production is transport costs 
and time rather than spatial distance. Transport and communication facilities, which are both preconditions and objects of social 
production and reproduction, are incorporated into the dynamics of capital accumulation. These dynamically changing relative spatial 
distances in social production bring about the 'deterioration of old centres of production and the emergence of new ones' (Marx, 1978, 
p.327). 

In this process, the geographical landscape constituted by fixed and immobile capital is both the crowning glory of past capital 
development and a prison that inhibits further progress in accumulation. We can expect to see a permanent struggle in which capitalism 
builds a material landscape that suits its own conditions at one particular moment, only to have to destroy it at a subsequent point in time, 
usually in the course of a crisis. (Harvey, 2001, p.247) 
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on a global scale. “A new and international division of labour springs up, one suited to 
the requirements of the main industrial countries, and it converts one part of the globe 
into a chiefly agricultural field of production for supplying the other part, which 
remains a pre-eminently industrial field.” (Marx, 1976, p.580)  The centres of priority 
development, however, produced monopolies with their leading technology and “sold 
their goods at a higher rate of profit than their value.” (Marx, 1978, p.344) Relative 
production advantages generate excess profits, and if these advantages are perpetuated 
in the form of a permanent “technology gap”, then technology-rich regions (centres) 
will always have the ability to make higher profits on a given production line than 
technology-poor regions (peripheries). (Harvey, 2001, p.250) “Here the law of value 
undergoes essential modification. The relationship between labour days of different 
countries may be similar to that existing between skilled, complex labour and unskilled, 
simple labour within a country. In this case the richer country exploits the poorer one, 
even where the latter gains by the exchange.” (Marx, 1972, p.105) 

In the 1970s, the central capitalist world began a wave of deindustrialisation, with 
industrial capital moving to its periphery and financial capital coming to the fore as a 
new means of dispossession of the periphery by the centre. The ideology of 
neoliberalism spread in the process of globalisation and the territorial sovereignty of 
the periphery became irrelevant, as financial sovereignty had already been lost and 
financial capital began to become a weapon of dispossession accumulation by the centre 
over the periphery. A whole new mechanism of dispossession accumulation has opened 
up, whereby every time a large amount of property is released at a very low (and 
sometimes free) price, the over-accumulated capital is able to quickly privatise it and 
use it for profit. This is not dissimilar to the story of the appropriation of land that Marx 
described as happening in England during primitive accumulation. Premeditated 
cyclical economic crises have led to the rapid devaluation and then dispossession of 
large quantities of factors of production by finance capital and private individuals, as 
in the case of the East Asian financial crisis and the Chinese government’s deficit crisis; 
monetisation in the non-capitalist world has also released large quantities of property 
into the flood of capital accumulation, as in the case of the collapse of the Soviet Union 
and China's market-oriented reforms. (Harvey, 2003, pp.147-152) The tried and tested 
technique of the international financial system, manipulated by the central capitalist 
world, to create periodic devaluations of some peripheries, has become the method by 
which the central capitalist world keeps creating peripheries. 

This dialectic of “centre and periphery” is the relationship between the capitalist 
mode of production and the non-capitalist (or rather, less capitalist) mode of production 
and social organisation. The interaction between them in the field of circulation creates 
a strong interdependence. The circulation of value within the capitalist system becomes 
dependent on the continuous contribution of labour surpluses from non-capitalist 
societies – “to the extent that the capitalist mode of production is conditional on a mode 
of production that is outside its own stage of development.” (Marx, 1978, p.190) This 
is a theme that Rosa Luxemburg (1968) develops at great length in her The 

Accumulation of Capital. She argued that the new space for accumulation that 



 

 
14 

capitalism must define can only exist in the form of pre-capitalist societies that provide 
untapped markets to absorb the permanent tendency to overproduce commodities under 
capitalism. She argues that once all these societies have been integrated into the 
capitalist network, then accumulation must cease. (Harvey, 2001, p.251) Conversely 
then, if the capitalist world wants to sustain the system in perpetuity, it must maintain 
(with coercive measures if necessary) the non-capitalist status of the non-capitalist 
regions. (Harvey, 2003, p.112) 

In short, capitalism has long since begun to actively use its periphery (non-
capitalist social formations and uncapitalised areas within capitalist social formations), 
which in turn can come to actively (and violently) create them. 2 (Harvey, 2003, p.115) 

This dialectic of “centre and periphery” applies not only to the relationship 
between the developed capitalist countries and their colonies as analysed by Marx, but 
also to the analysis of local spaces, most typically the relationship between the city and 
the countryside. 

1.2. Explaining the Urban-Rural Dual Structure in the 

Ten Crises of New China from a Political Economy 

Perspective 

The party that led the Chinese people out of the grip of feudalism, imperialism and 
bureaucratic capitalism was a party guided by Marxism, so for a long time the official 
level of China could not ideologically break away from the discourse given by Marxism, 
especially Leninism, and so the Chinese government still describes Chinese society as 
a form of socialism, and the term “capital” was not established in its classical theoretical 
status until 1994 in an official government document. (温铁军, 2012, p.140) However, 
at the time of the founding of New China, the Chinese Communist Party accepted the 
judgement of the Communist International on the Chinese revolution and the Chinese 
way: the Chinese revolution was essentially a peasant revolution. And for China to 
achieve socialism and communism, capitalism had to be developed first (温铁军, 2012, 
p.140). In fact, China not only began the difficult process of industrialisation using the 
logic of capitalism, but also had to enter the stage of state capitalism at the very 
beginning. It was “difficult” because the rapid development of independent 
industrialisation from a thoroughly closed agrarian society was an intense and painful 
form of self-exploitation:  

Within the Marxist and communist revolutionary traditions, it is often assumed 
that the implementation of modernisation programmes in countries that have not passed 
through the stages of capitalist development necessitates the organisation of processes 

 
2 The transformation of non-capitalist societies from relatively self-sufficient organisations producing use-value to specialised and 

dependent units producing exchange-value through the penetration of capitalism, resulting in ‘underdevelopment', is a theme explored by 
contemporary writers such as Baran (1957) and Frank (1969). (Harvey, 2001, p.252) 
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that have the same effect as primitive accumulation. This also at times implies similar 
levels of spectacular violence. (Harvey, 2003, p.165) 

Years of hunger, poverty and even famine and death were the price that had to be 
paid for the rapid primitive accumulation of capital in China in the first 30 years, with 
a level of bloodshed and violence not dissimilar to that of the Atlantic in the 17th-18th 
centuries. Nevertheless, in the red-soaked 20th century, revolution and ideals, 
resistance to exploitation and aspiration to communism sustained the Chinese people's 
self-sacrifice. But ideology is not water without a source; the Chinese people's strong 
connection to the CCP was shaped by the revolution, by the subversive changes in land3 
and property ownership across China. In other words, the legitimacy of the CCP's rule 
derives from revolution and can only be maintained by constant revolution, constant 
union with the people, constant promotion of the great development of the productive 
forces and the constant redistribution of ownership throughout society, which is the 
only source of legitimacy for the ruling party under a one-party system. 

This relationship between the people and the party, formed by the revolution, has 
resulted in China's one-party ruling government being one of limitless responsibility 
and a paternalistic system of government. (温铁军, 2020, 3.6) This is inevitably linked 
to the corporatisation of the government after the establishment of New China, where 
the government is both referee and player in its participation in the social economy, in 
other words, the government is both the rule-maker and the biggest participant in 
market activities, and the theoretical basis for this way of constructing the state is 
Lenin's state capitalism. 

This is inevitably linked to the corporatisation of the government after the 
establishment of New China, where the government is both referee and player in its 
participation in the social economy, in other words, the government is both the rule-
maker and the biggest participant in market activities, and the theoretical basis for this 
way of constructing the state is Lenin's state capitalism. State capitalism, is only one 
step away from monopoly capitalism, and as Lenin theorised, that step is ownership. 
State capital in China, as mentioned above, is the means by which the Chinese 
Communist Party develops industrialisation. The CCP cannot be separated from the 
people to constitute legitimacy, then neither can state capital in China be separated from 
the people. In other words, instead of being called state capital, it should be called 

 
3
 An important factor in China's modern history, which has been influential to this day and which continues 

to change as a result of political activity, is 'land ownership'. In fact, despite its relevance to Marxist 

and even communist ideals, the 'equalisation of land and exemption from taxation' was a programmatic slogan 

that was essentially put forward by the opposition groups challenging the ruling group in successive dynasties 

of intense power changes in order to gain legitimacy of power over the peasants, who were the majority of the 

population in China at all times. (温铁军, 2012, p.34) Conversely, throughout China's long history of small 

peasant economies, social unrest, economic crises and consequently political crises have largely stemmed from 

the unrest of the wider rural society. 

In the revolutionary history of the CCP, there have been many changes in land ownership. There have been 

both equalisation and concentration of ownership. These changes, led by political forces, were invariably not 

only aimed at 'equalising land rights' per se, but also used changes in the land system, either actively or 

passively, either to mobilise the masses and gain support, or to resolve economic crises brought about by 

primitive or excessive accumulation. 
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capital owned by the whole people, which is politically accountable to the whole people. 

The political economy analysis of China's history has to be seen in at least two 
parts. The first thirty years are a history of limited external links, of the relatively 
independent operation of state capital and of the primitive accumulation of 
industrialisation, of dispossessed accumulation from the centre to the periphery; the 
second forty years are a history of close external links, of the joint operation of state 
and private capital and of the response to the crisis of over-accumulation at the end of 
industrialisation, of the centre's reliance on the periphery to resolve the crisis. But 
regardless of that history, this article focuses on the relationship between the centre and 
the periphery, within China. 

These experiences have carried over into the present and have been the source of 
a range of Chinese government policies on the countryside since the 21st century, as 
well as the basis for understanding and exploring the future path of rural development 
today. 

1.2.1. The First Crisis from 1949 to 1950: A Continuation of the 

Republic of China’s Crisis  

The process of relying on peasant labour surpluses to sustain war expenditure 
began at the time of the armed struggle prior to the establishment of the CCP, and in 
order to maintain this source, the specific actions of the agrarian revolution tended to 
adjust between moderation 4  and radicalisation5  at different historical periods and 
regions. 

A hyper-inflationary economic crisis broke out right after the establishment of 

 
4 After the failure of the Revolution in 1927, Mao Zedong led the Communist Party to establish the revolutionary base in Jinggang 

Mountain. At this time, the radical (and, in the view of the intellectual Party Central Committee in Shanghai, excessively “left-leaning”) 
policy of "fighting the landlords and dividing up the land", which had been launched in Hunan in the previous phase, was no longer 
adopted, but the direct collection of food from the rich peasants and landlords who could collect the surplus, which was again considered 
"right-leaning" by Shanghai. From then on the Communist Party was not a regime that advocated agrarian revolution but one that reduced 
rents and interest rates, and as long as landlords and rich peasants agreed to reduce rents and interest rates, they were considered to be 
enlightened gentry. A "three-three" system of governance was formed, with one third being the Communist Party, one third being the 
enlightened gentry and one third being the peasant associations. (温铁军, 2020, 3.6) 

During the period between the defeat of the First National Revolution and the victory of the War of Resistance against Japan, the 
main sphere of activity and combat of the Chinese Communist Party under Mao Zedong was the vast rural society of China. The agrarian 
revolution during this period was relatively mild. This was because, on the one hand, the main domestic contradiction in China was 
between the Chinese people and the Japanese invaders, which required all parties and classes in the country to unite as much as possible. 
On the other hand, the Communist Party, as a non-ruling party at the time, did not have its own financial system and all the consumption 
required for a protracted war of resistance needed to come from the surplus of labour in the countryside. This required that the cost of 
surplus extraction be reduced by borrowing from the old system of surplus extraction pairs, i.e. by extracting surplus directly from the 
existing efficient trading relationship of the "decentralised peasant-landlord" pair and by using their own credit to issue debt (i.e. IOUs) to 
cover the costs of the war. (温铁军, 2020, 3.6) 

5 During the period 1946-1949, land policy changed again from mild land reform to a radical land revolution, designed to closely 
match the war of liberation. Faced with the disparity of power between the Communists and the Kuomintang of one million to three 
million in 1949, the land policy had to be radicalised again, with all localities having to distribute land to the peasants in order to mobilise 
them to embrace and support the Communist war of liberation. This agrarian revolution created a total mobilisation of the rural 
population, which made up 88% of the population. The revolution and war resulted in the establishment of a regime with unlimited 
responsibility for all the nation, especially the peasants, in the name of the revolution. It was therefore the peasants, and not the workers, 
who were the main political agents in the creation of the state, and it was from then on that the peasantry could continue to be politically 
mobilised, which was the political basis for the later transfer of the urban crisis to the countryside. (温铁军, 2020, 3.6) 
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New China in 1950, triggering mass unemployment, which was a continuation of the 
economic crisis left by the Kuomintang regime. 6 

The alleviation of this urban crisis depended to a large extent on the countryside. 
On the verge of victory in China's War of Liberation (June 1946-September 1949), Mao 
accepted the judgement given by the Soviet Communist Party on the path of China's 
development, namely that the proletarian revolution could only continue after the 
development of national capitalism, mainly private capitalism, and the formation of 
industrialised social mass production. Thus the 1950s allowed the private sale of land 
and promoted the monetisation of rural resource assets, objectively relying on the 
peasants to absorb the massive increase in currency issued by the new government, and 
also helping the government to form large physical reserves to combat speculation in 
the cities. (董筱丹 & 温铁军, 2019, p.157) 

The crisis provided the new Chinese government with two important lessons for 
dealing with the crisis: firstly, in a traditionally agrarian country with a large population, 
where land was the most important asset, the agrarian reform, which equalised the 
distribution of land to those who cultivated it, was of great political and economic 
significance for widespread national mobilisation and also had a huge effect on 
alleviating the crisis that had arisen in the cities. Secondly, the failed attempt to use the 
laws of the market to solve the crisis led the new government to adopt a “counter-
cyclical” approach to the subsequent crisis, while nationalising a large amount of 
bureaucratic and comprador capital to form state capital, and the government became 
directly involved in the market as an economic agent. After the crisis, state capitalism 
became the dominant mode of social operation in China before the reform and opening 
up, and Wen Tiejun called it government corporatism. (温铁军, 2012, p.47) 

 
6 At the end of 1948, the Kuomintang regime took most of the gold, silver and foreign currency with it before it was ordered to leave 

the mainland. In 1949 there was still a war going on, while the new government took over a large number of cities from the Kuomintang 
and had huge infrastructure expenses, both of which turned into fiscal deficits. The new government, which was in a state of ruin, had to 
issue excessive amounts of money and the structure caused inflation in the urban markets. The new government tried to use the law of 
market to increase the supply of goods to suppress prices, but this instead resulted in hoarding of goods by private capital in the cities.(董
筱丹 & 温铁军, 2019, p.21) 



 

 
18 

 

Figure 1-1 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 1st Crisis from 1949 to 1950 Source: 

Author 
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Figure 1-2 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 1st Crisis from 1949 to 1950 

 Source: Author 

 

1.2.2. The Second Crisis from 1958 to 1960: Soviet Divestment 

and the First “Educated Urban Youth Going and Working in the 

Countryside and Mountain Areas” Movement 

In the 1950s, the world entered the Cold War phase. China, as the Red Camp, 
began to accept the transfer of Soviet military and heavy industry to north-eastern China, 
mainly as a result of the outbreak of the Korean War and the underlying cause of the 
response to the US threat in East Asia.7 However, accepting the transfer of Soviet 
industries and maintaining a modern national defence industry came at a price. China's 
agrarian reform helped the new regime overcome its initial crisis, but was not conducive 
to industrialisation: firstly, the Small-scale Peasant Economy was too fragmented, 
creating huge transaction costs for the state to extract labour surpluses from the peasants; 
secondly, the Small-scale Peasant Economy, 70% of which was in the mountainous 
regions, could not consume Soviet-aided heavy industrial products (such as large 
machinery for civilian use produced by military-heavy industrial lines like tractors), 
and the capital-intensive heavy industry could not extract the primitive accumulation 
for the industrialisation of the country.  

In order to reduce the institutional costs of the original accumulation of state 
capital, a system of rural cooperatives (Elementary Cooperative, short for Elementary 

Agricultural Producer's Cooperative) was established in 1953, followed by a full-scale 
collectivisation system (Advanced Cooperative, short for Advanced Agricultural 

Producer's Cooperative, or People's Communes) in 1956, as required by the industrial 
sector, which deprived the peasants of their individual land ownership rights so that the 
government could complete industrialisation by monopolising the appropriation of 
agricultural surpluses through a long-term “scissors difference (price scissors)” 
between industrial and agricultural products. 

However, the withdrawal of Soviet investment from China in 1957 caused a 
sudden shortage of funds in the central government's finances. In order to maintain 
social production of the huge military and heavy industries, the government incurred a 
serious fiscal deficit and a crisis broke out with a large number of workers losing their 

 
7 After World War II, the two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, were both transferring industries and expanding 

their camps.  The Marshall Plan of the United States was an expansion into Western Europe, along with an expansion into Japan and 
South Korea. The Soviet Union was also expanding into Eastern Europe and North East China and North Korea. East Asia and Europe 
then became the front line for the expansion of the two superpowers, with occasional hot wars. This was the first industrial transfer in the 
post-war period. The difference between the US and Soviet industrial shifts was that the US completed its industrial transfer in line with 
its geostrategy and then took the lead in the expansion of de-industrialised finance capital, while the Soviet Union halted its industrial 
shift due to its conflict with China over sovereignty. （温铁军，2012，p.196） 
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jobs. 8 

The rural areas played an important role in the resolution of the urban crisis in two 
ways: by hosting the transfer of unemployed labour from the cities, and by supporting 
the majority of the population with subsistence through the recovery of the traditional 
Small-scale Peasant Economy in the countryside. 

First, young people who could not be employed in the cities were encouraged to 
work in the countryside by a political mobilisation called “Educated Urban Youth 

Going and Working in the Countryside and Mountain Areas” (YGWC in short), an 
extremely difficult, “counter-cyclical” regulation of the labour force and population. 
The three population mobilisations of the 1960s and 1970s were the process by which 
a total of about 20 million young urban labourers who were unemployable in the cities 
went to live and work in 4 million small production cooperatives under about 800,000 
large production cooperatives belonging to 90,000 people's communes in rural areas 
during the 20 years of the primitive accumulation of state capital. （温铁军，2012，
p.33）It was a political movement that lasted for 20 years and relied heavily on Mao's 
personal influence to launch an anti-economic law and anti-economic rationality 
political mobilization, a basic means for the government to transfer the cost of the crisis 
to the countryside in the face of an economic crisis that erupted in the cities and was 
accompanied by mass unemployment. （温铁军，2012，p.33） 

Secondly, the restoration of the rural social economy relied to some extent on the 
restoration of the traditional small peasant economy: the formerly highly centralised 
agricultural production units of the people's communes (90,000) were returned to the 
natural village-based small production cooperatives (4 million). 9  This effectively 
relaxed the total control of the government over the peasants, which had been formed 
in the 1950s by the "wholesale Sovietisation" of the state capitalist nature. （温铁军，
2012，p.33） 

The origins of this crisis were the sudden withdrawal of Soviet investment and the 
need for China to increase extractions from the countryside to maintain these non-
revenue-generating military-heavy industries, as well as the need to repay the debts 

 
8In order to maintain the investment gap created by Soviet disinvestment, the central government proposed in early 1958 to mobilize 

the two activists (trying to mobilize local governments to participate in national industrial construction, which had been monopolized by 
the central government), relying on the mobilization of domestic and especially local financial resources to barely maintain the boost to 
the national economy, which was dominated by heavy industry.（温铁军，2012，p.49）In contrast, local governments, which had first 
experienced the power of finance, planning and enterprise management autonomy, did not have time to establish the necessary 'learning 
mechanisms' for industrialisation, and generally only actively promoted local industrialisation, following the model of heavy industry 
formed by the central government's acceptance of Soviet investment, resulting in the Great Iron and Steel Refining and the Great Leap 
Forward, which are seen as almost absurd today.（温铁军，2012，p.49）The result was a massive transfer of agricultural labour to 
industrial production, a decline in agricultural output, and the failure of local backward industrial production to generate revenue, leading 
to a serious deficit from 1959 onwards, and the crisis erupted in 1960 when it became impossible to expand reproduction. In the cities, the 
years 1958-1960 were characterised by near fiscal insolvency and massive unemployment among workers. 

9 The government was pressured by the crisis to allow the traditional economy of the small rural community system in China to be 
partially “withdrawn” from the highly collectivised economy that served the state's industrial capital in 1961. Firstly, the total domination 
of the people's communes was returned to the village economy, which was dominated by the natural village production small 
cooperatives. Secondly, the peasants were allowed to engage in three self-employment and one contract within the small production 
cooperatives (natural villages), meaning that the rural household economy was allowed to partially withdraw from the collective 
economy, which was strictly controlled by the state. （温铁军，2012，p.58）In 1961, Mao Zedong presided over the formulation of the 
Regulations on the Work of Rural People's Communes (Draft), which further clarified that at this stage the people's communes were to be 
owned at three levels and that the small cooperatives (natural villages) was to be the base of the system. 
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created by the Soviet Union's investment in the central government's industrialisation, 
which led to events where excessive extraction of primitive accumulation from the 
countryside caused too much starvation. The crisis was resolved by the state 
recuperating and partially reverting to traditional small-peasant economic production 
by reducing the extraction of the surplus from “Three Rural Sphere” (agriculture, 
countryside and peasants), but this also meant that for the first 30 years China 
unconditionally largely abandoned an agricultural modernisation system. 

 

Figure 1-3 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation Before the 2nd Crisis from 1958 to 1960 

 Source: Author 
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Figure 1-4 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 2nd Crisis from 1958 to 1960 and 

the Causes of 2nd Crisis 

 Source: Author 

 



 

 
23 

 

Figure 1-5 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 2nd Crisis from 1958 to 1960 and the 

Results of 2nd Crisis 

 Source: Author 

 

1.2.3. The Third Crisis from 1968 to 1970: “Third-Front 

Construction” and the Second “YGWC” Movement   

In the 1960s the central capitalist world, once again in crisis, tried to transfer its 
contradictions to China and so intensified its military threat against it. 10 On the one 
hand, China had to maintain the unbalanced system of social production left behind by 
the withdrawal of Soviet capital in 1960, with a disproportionate share of heavy and 
military industry (which could only generate revenue unless there was a war, and which, 
if there was no war, became a drain on state capital without generating a return). On the 

 
10 In the context of the Cold War, the Western camp also entered a post-war phase of over-accumulation, which led to localised hot 

wars around China from time to time. The Kuomintang government plotted to "counter-attack the mainland", the Sino-Indian border war, 
the constant invasion of China's territorial waters by American warships and aircraft during the same period, and the repeated planning of 
"nuclear strikes" against China by the United States and the Soviet Union. 
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other hand, the need to transfer industries from the coast to the interior in preparation 
for war, and the investment of more than 200 billion dollars in “Third Front 

Construction”, greatly increased the cost of maintaining industrialisation and almost 
entirely squeezed out expenditure on expanding reproduction. 11 （温铁军，2012，
pp.60-69） 

The above-mentioned reasons inevitably led to the outbreak of the crisis in the 
cities again in 1968, with tens of millions of urban youth unemployed. In order to 
mobilise the "movement to the countryside" for the second time, Mao reintroduced the 
class struggle, overhauled the superstructure learnt from the Soviet Union, subverted 
bureaucracy and stressed that “the workers and peasants are the masters of the country”, 
using an ideological means to mobilise the unemployed urban youth to go to the 
countryside and raise the status of the workers and peasants in the countryside and their 
enthusiasm for production. Around 1968, unemployed youths took to the streets with 
revolutionary enthusiasm, kicking off the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, but 
within two years this revolutionary enthusiasm shifted to the YGWC Movement. （温
铁军，2012，pp.60-69） 

Throughout the 1960s, in the face of Soviet disinvestment, an uneven industrial 
system and unproductive industrial transfers, the main reason China was able to sustain 
industrialisation and ensure that the urban economy did not collapse despite the scarcity 
of capital was that it relied on the labour input of the masses of rural workers and 
peasants, driven by revolutionisation, regardless of the costs and benefits, to sustain 
industrialisation by replacing capital with labour. （温铁军，2012，pp.60-69） 

 
11In the 1960s, Mao Zedong's views dominated China's approach to economic construction. On the one hand, it was necessary to 

overcome difficulties and concentrate the best scientific and technological efforts on the development of nuclear weapons. On the other 
hand, the basic industries along the coast that were vulnerable to military attacks had to be transferred to the mainland regardless of the 
losses suffered, forming a war-ready economic model with a big third front for state industry and a small third front for local industry.  
（温铁军，2012，p.61） 
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Figure 1-6 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 3rd Crisis from 1968 to 1970 and the 

Causes of 3rd Crisis 

 Source: Author 
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Figure 1-7 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 3rd Crisis from 1968 to 1970 and the 

Causes of 3rd Crisis 

 Source: Author 

 

1.2.4. The Fourth Crisis from 1974 to 1976: The Institutional 

Costs of Introducing Western Capital with Debt and the Last YGWC 

Movement 

Relations between China and the Soviet Union continued to deteriorate in 1969 
with the Zhenbao Island War, and in the 1970s, when the international geopolitical 
landscape produced a major restructuring, the United States seized the opportunity to 
improve relations with China in order to contain the Soviet Union in the Cold War. 
Nixon visited China in 1972 and the entire Western world gradually lifted its embargo 
on China. What followed was the introduction and absorption of a total of over $10 
billion of foreign investment and technology from the United States, Europe and Japan, 
using the central treasury (including foreign exchange deposit payments and deferred 
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payments) on two occasions in the 1970s, as a way of transforming the economic 
structure previously left to China by the Soviet Union, which was biased towards 
military heavy industry. This coincided with the urgent need to transfer industries out 
of Western capitalist countries in the 1970s due to the over-accumulation of post-war 
social production, and the process of industrial transformation and upgrading. （温铁
军，2012，pp.70-76） 

Unlike the 1980s, when Western countries invested directly in Chinese factories 
after the "reform and opening up", the 1970s saw the introduction of Western equipment 
and technology through a strategy of "import, digest and absorb" to independently 
improve the country's industrial structure and drive economic growth, the cost of this 
direct purchase of foreign equipment from the state treasury was that the foreign 
investment translated into a subsequent fiscal deficit of over $10 billion, which led to a 
crisis. The state's ability to invest capital in reproduction declined sharply and urban 
manufacturing again generated mass unemployment. 1974 saw the third mobilisation 
of urban youth to the countryside to ease the pressure on employment.  （温铁军，
2012，pp.70-76） 

In addition to the ideological mobilisation of the unemployed urban youth to go to 
the countryside, the collectivised mode of production in the countryside also provided 
the conditions for taking on urban labour. The “rural collective economy”, which was 
made possible by the state's strong intervention in the Maoist era, was not an objective 
requirement for agricultural development under the level of productivity at the time, 
nor did it necessarily safeguard the interests of the peasants, but it objectively 
constructed a “peasant socialism with Chinese characteristics” with a “small peasant 
community tradition” during the period of primitive national industrialisation. Rural 
China during the Maoist era accepted and accommodated a surplus urban workforce of 
around 40 million people three times in 20 years, alleviating the crisis in the cities. （温
铁军，2012，p.76） 
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Figure 1-8 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 4th Crisis from 1974 to 1976 and the 

Causes of 4th Crisis 

 Source: Author 
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Figure 1-9 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 4th Crisis from 1974 to 1976 and the 

Results of 4th Crisis 

 Source: Author 
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1.2.5. The Fifth Crisis from 1979 to 1981: The Reform and 

Opening-up that had to Take Place  

The crisis of 1978-1981 was the second crisis triggered by China's continued use 
of the central government's finances to import Western technology and equipment in 
the late 1970s, the so-called “82 programme”, and was a direct result of the reform and 

opening up. On the one hand China's indebtedness and deficit continue to grow, on the 
other hand China continues to invest foreign capital in urban industries and the large 
sets of Western production equipment brought in to establish capital-intensive, labour-
excluding light industries in an attempt to transform China's previously military-heavy 
industrial structure, with a clear lack of social employment. The equipment was 
outdated production lines that had been eliminated by the West, and the products were 
not exportable for foreign exchange, adding to the central government's indebtedness. 
At the same time, after the death of Mao Zedong, the new regime needed to gain its 
own legitimacy and tried to quickly raise the living standards of the people through 
massive increases in urban and rural subsidies and welfare spending. Both of these 
aspects led to the central government's financial difficulties. （温铁军，2012，pp.84-
105） 

With the death of Mao Zedong, no one was able to mobilise the unemployed youth 
to go to the countryside again to alleviate the urban crisis, and the central government 
withdrew from the rural economy as a means of easing the financial burden, causing 
the disintegration of the people's communes, and objectively unable to carry the 
problem of the placement and use of the large number of labourers who went to the 
countryside from the cities. In addition, a large number of young intellectuals who had 
gone to the countryside in the previous period returned to the cities. The 40 million 
young people in the cities who have nowhere to go and no jobs have given rise to social 
conflicts and crime in the cities. Since there was no rural area to transfer the conflicts, 
this was the first crisis to “land hard” in the cities, i.e., it turned into a social disorder 
and even a political crisis in the cities. （温铁军，2012，pp.84-105） 

In order to absorb employment within the cities, China had to open up private 
urban businesses, which had been strictly prohibited. In addition, state-owned 
enterprises and institutions were required to “set up tertiary industries” and to absorb 
as many of their own children as possible into their employment. The latter created a 
huge social hazard, which meant that power could be given to the children in part in the 
name of the market, in what was known as the “dual-track system”. The nature of this 
policy led to the monetisation and marketisation of power, which became a source of 
early corruption. （温铁军，2012，pp.84-105） 

In the cities, state-owned enterprises were also privatised in order to reduce fiscal 
expenditure. This took the form of “from profits to taxation”, i.e., where the state was 
responsible for all the expenses and revenues of the formerly nationally owned 
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enterprises, after the reform the state only collected a certain percentage of taxes, and a 
large amount of the revenues could be appropriated by private individuals. 

The privatisation of state-owned enterprises and the “setting up tertiary industries” 
by government agencies signalled the initial opening up of the market economy, and in 
1979 two different pricing mechanisms were introduced for the same value of goods: 
planned monopoly pricing and market-based pricing, the beginning of the so-called 
“dual-track system”. 

Under the pressure of foreign debt and fiscal pressure, foreign trade policy 
underwent major changes12 in order to generate more foreign exchange earnings and 
to reduce fiscal expenditure on the industrial sector. The post-Maoist leadership had to 
abandon the “independent” principle of industrial development and the “import, digest 
and assimilate” strategy that had been followed in establishing the industrial system, 
and broke straight through the two traditional forbidden areas of using foreign capital, 
namely “external borrowing” and “wholly foreign-owned operations”. This has 
objectively accelerated the industrialisation of coastal cities, but as a result, most of the 
benefits of foreign-led industrialisation have been appropriated by foreign investors, 
including China's demographic, institutional, resource and environmental dividends, all 
of which have been transformed into costs and expenses that will be returned to China 
itself in the future. The supposedly rapid GDP growth of China's coastal cities is largely 
a matter of appropriating the rents produced locally by foreign capital. 

Against this unprecedented crisis, China, for the first time, used the expansionary 
policy of “going long”, i.e. issuing more money with one hand and more treasury bonds 
with the other, to deal with the economic crisis using macro-control techniques. (温铁
军, 2020, 7.6) 

In the countryside, the severe financial deficit led to the permission of rural 
“devolution of power and profit”, which triggered another nationwide “agrarian 
revolution” in the name of “big contracting” and in fact “the withdrawal of the 
government from uneconomic agriculture”. （温铁军，2012，p.84）The essence of 
this reform can be understood as the government making concessions to village 
collectives and peasants in terms of ownership of land and other means of agricultural 
production, and ceasing to be responsible for rural public administration and 
expenditure on peasant welfare. （温铁军，2012，p.95） This has resulted in 200 
million peasant households gaining the right to contract family ownership of land, 
production autonomy and management returns. 

At the same time, the withdrawal of central power from rural areas led to the 
disintegration of the rural collective economy13, which had previously been structured 

 
12 In September 1978, Vice-Premier Li Xiannian proposed that “in order to reduce the burden of domestic supporting investment in 

the projects concerned, as much compensatory trade as possible should be conducted.”（温铁军，2012，p.105） 

13  The disintegration of the rural collective economy also brought with it the negative aspect that, with the exception of a few rural 
collectives on the south-eastern coast that had entered industrialisation, a large amount of collective assets that had been accumulated in 
the countryside were completely distributed with the land that had been enfranchised to the households. Along with the land, the debts of 
the rural areas were distributed, including the public expenditure of the rural areas, which became a burden for the peasants. The 
contracting out of land to households meant the dismantling of the “five small industries” (The five small industries generally refer to five 
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under Soviet heavy industry. In order to obtain foreign currency to pay off foreign debts, 
the government encouraged the development of industries that could generate foreign 
currency for export, and as a result, a large number of rural enterprises sprang up in the 
rural areas of the south-eastern coast, permitted in 1979, and by 1982 more than 20 
million rural enterprises had broken ground14, solving a large number of jobs. And 
because of the need for capital for the massive development of rural township 
enterprises, the additional money issued by the central government was absorbed by 
the rural areas and did not cause further inflation. 15  (温铁军 , 2020, 7.5)  The 
industrialisation of rural areas also created a demand for equipment and consumer 
goods, thus creating a market for the recovery of urban industrial capital. The relative 
concentration of rural enterprises formed the “third element” of the urban-rural dual 
structure, which is called “urban-townisation” by the government. This boom in 
township industrialisation in the 1980s achieved an important internal circuit of gains 
and welfare: the rural collectivities, mainly village collectives, transformed themselves 
through the industrialisation of agricultural land, leaving more of the gains within the 
village collectivities, mainly for community welfare and raising villagers' cash incomes. 
(温铁军, 2020, 7.5) 

In a sense, although different from the way in which the three previous urban crises 
were transferred to the countryside, the alleviation of this crisis ultimately relied heavily 
on policy adjustments to rural areas: the devolution of rural land and the 
industrialisation of small towns. 

 

types of industrial enterprises: the small iron and steel industry, the small coal mining industry, the small machinery industry, the small 
cement industry and the small fertiliser industry, often shortened to local government-owned industries that directly served agricultural 
production. These industries support the large state-owned military-heavy industrial system), which in turn led to the collapse of the 
agricultural and mechanical industrial structure in the township areas, and the loss of revenue sources at township levels, the costs of 
which had to be transferred to the peasants' land. This led to serious social tensions in the countryside a decade later. 

14  According to the China Township Enterprise Yearbook, the total value added of China's township enterprises accounted for less 
than 2% of the country's GDP in 1978, but by 1995 this figure had climbed to 25.3%, with the value added of the township enterprises' 
industry accounting for 30.8% of the country's industrial value added. 

15 This is highly similar to the first crisis back in 1950, which relied on the devolution of land rights to invigorate economic activity 
in rural societies, thereby absorbing the massive increase in money issuance and curbing the inflation that would have occurred. 
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Figure 1-10 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 5th Crisis from 1979 to 1981 and 

the Causes of 5th Crisis 

 Source: Author 
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Figure 1-11 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 5th Crisis from 1979 to 1981 and the 

Causes of 5th Crisis 

 Source: Author 
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1.2.6. The Sixth Crisis 1989-1990: The Institutional Costs of 

“Western Foreign-Dependent Structural Adjustment” 

The series of so-called “reform and opening up” implemented in response to the 
last crisis, particularly the urban-townisation and industrialisation of rural societies, 
which were fuelled by “devolution of power and profit”, mitigated the damage of the 
crisis, but the negative costs of some of these policies have gradually emerged as the 
root cause of the sixth crisis. 

Firstly, the reform and opening up liberalised direct investment by overseas capital 
in China's coastal cities, which objectively accelerated the process of industrialisation 
in coastal cities, but in addition to the neo-colonial consequences16 of direct foreign 
investment in the invested countries and regions mentioned in the previous section, it 
also aggravated the imbalance between the development of China's coastal and inland 
regions, and the contradictions between the central and local governments. 17 

The first cause of the crisis in 1989 was the double boom in consumption and 
investment demand brought about by the industrialisation of the countryside and rapid 
economic growth, which in turn prompted excessive currency issuance and triggered 
serious inflation. The development of the manufacturing sector for the production of 
goods in general, and of rural enterprises in particular around 1980, boosted the demand 
for raw materials, while the widespread participation of the rural labour force in non-
agricultural production and the increase in income boosted the demand for social 
consumer goods. This “double demand” led to a surge in the prices of market-priced 

 
16 See 2.5.5 

The contradictions between the central government and local politics began to come to the fore, providing the conditions for the 
widening of the development gap between the coast and the interior, between the cities and the countryside. As a result of the successive 
introduction of Western foreign investment in the 1970s, a significant proportion of which was used to bring in production lines from 
Japan in the light textile, chemical and consumer goods industries; rootless investment from the Four Little Dragons of Asia poured into 
the eastern coastal provinces, with capital, equipment technology and markets all foreign. These industries were held by local 
corporatized governments, which contradicted the heavy industry held by the central government. The local industries were imported 
from the West and were unable to interface with the central government's upstream heavy industries (which had been directly linked to 
the commune's "five small industries"). It was during this period that the independent and autonomous industrial system in the interior, 
formed by the construction of the Third Front from the 1960s onwards, began to disintegrate. Eventually, this conflict between light and 
heavy industry, between the newly imported production system from the West and the production system left behind by the Soviet Union, 
evolved into a conflict between the local and central governments. (温铁军, 2020, 8.3) 

The impact of this contradiction between the central and local governments on the political stability of China was enormous. The 
source of legitimacy for the one-party rule of the CCP has always been that in the first half of the 20th century, the CCP led the Chinese 
people in a national war of independence against imperialism and feudalism, so that after the establishment of the regime the CCP 
effectively assumed unlimited responsibility for the whole nation. And the corporatised central government meant that the CCP was the 
dual subject of China's political and economic practices. This superstructure of unlimited responsibility for the whole people must have 
meant that the central government's industrial capital, i.e. the state capital, was owned by the whole people. But when the local economic 
base is transformed into non-universal ownership, the local government is also transformed into a government with limited liability, or 
even without liability. Local governments are not responsible for debts and crises, which are borne entirely by the central government. 
(温铁军, 2020, 8.3) 

The local governments received the secondary industrial transfer from the West and the Asian regions that had already been 
transferred (i.e. the Four Little Dragons of Asia), regardless of the institutional costs, which objectively resulted in the partial 
development of the eastern coastal regions. Faced with this gap, which was already a fact, the central government had to allow it, 
proposing that "the rich first should lead the rich later". But in reality, since then, the gap between urban and rural areas, and between the 
east and the west, has grown wider and wider. The class and regional conflicts between the rich and the poor caused by the disparities 
posed a direct threat to the central government's legitimacy of power. (温铁军, 2020, 8.3) 
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raw materials and consumer goods. （温铁军，2012，pp.106-118） 

The second reason was the radical reform measures that led to speculation and “official speculation” 

in the transition from state to market pricing of goods, which led to inflation and crisis. The central 

government's decision in 1984 to partially experiment with a market economy led to a “dual-track system” 

of prices for means of production and consumer goods, i.e., two prices for one material, with market 

prices higher than planned prices, stimulating speculation in the market. At this time, the right to produce 

a large number of goods was in the hands of the children and relatives of state officials, creating the so-

called “official speculated companies”, which made huge profits at every level by taking advantage of 

the huge gap between planned and market prices, and about 30% of national income was taken up by 

corruption and official speculated companies, which aroused strong public discontent. The subsequent 

series of policies18 to accelerate marketisation in order to alleviate the crisis were exacerbated by the 

inexperience of the central government, and eventually led to a production standstill. （温铁军，2012，
pp.106-118） 

A series of economic crises led to social unrest, which triggered the outbreak of 
social discontent in the cities in 1989 and a political crisis when young people took to 
the streets. The ensuing sanctions against China, led by the United States, halted all 
investment and China entered a two-year economic depression in 1990-1991. （温铁
军，2012，pp.106-118） 

This crisis, again, was mitigated at the expense of rural enterprises in rural 
societies, and in a similar way to the way in which the costs were passed on during the 
1979-1980 crisis, but this time the damage done by the cities to rural societies was more 
pronounced. On the one hand, coastal township enterprises were required to “double 
outward”, i.e. to get both their raw materials and their products from foreign countries, 
in order to give way to the supply of raw materials and capital from urban industrial 
capital; on the other hand, the central government reduced its financial investment in 
local and rural infrastructure and public services, leading local governments to reduce 
welfare spending and increase the extraction of the surplus from the rural community 
in order to maintain their own finances. Both of these have greatly increased the 
pressure on peasants to survive and have led to an upsurge in social tensions in the 
countryside. This policy adjustment in favour of urban interests artificially suppressed 
the rising momentum of the rural economy and the consumption of the peasants, who 
were the overwhelming majority of the population, resulting in a lack of domestic 
demand and objectively shifting the national economy from one driven by the domestic 
market to an externally oriented economy. （温铁军，2012，p.113）In this light, the 
contradiction between urban and rural areas during the expansion of industrial capital 

 
18   In order to solve the problems brought about by the "double-track system", the central government decided to carry out a "price 

breakthrough" in 1988, i.e. to let the market decide more of the prices that were previously determined by the plan. As soon as this policy 
was introduced, almost all the  “official speculator” began to hoard, and the prices of many daily necessities soared, adding to the chaos 
in the market. Fearing a devaluation of the currency, the people bought and hoarded daily necessities. This social rush led to people going 
to the banks to exchange cash, leading to a shortage of cash in the country. In order to curb the exchange of cash, the central government 
urgently decided to raise the interest rate on bank deposits sharply, but at the same time did not raise the interest rate on loans, resulting in 
the banks losing money that year, which, together with other deficits, translated directly into a $50 billion deficit for the central treasury. 
And the central government could only continue to issue more money to make up for this, which in turn worsened inflation. Under these 
circumstances, the interest rates on loans had to be raised, which hit business and then upstream affected industrial production. The result 
was a "stagnation of production" for society as a whole. （温铁军，2012，pp.106-118） 
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in the 1980s was still a case of the over-indebted urban enterprises, which were 
dominated by state capital, trying to avoid competing with the emerging rural 
enterprises, which had almost no social cost burden. （温铁军，2012，p.114） As 
the direct bearers of the institutional costs brought about by the economic crisis, the 
development of township enterprises was severely affected, and many went bankrupt 
as a result. （温铁军，2012，p.116） 

Another policy cost that has to be mentioned is the significant decline in the ability 
of rural enterprises to absorb labour and the surge in the number of surplus rural 
labourers in a short period of time, which has led to a decline in farmers' incomes. 
Coupled with this, the decline in government investment in rural infrastructure and 
public service spending has led to a surge in the cost of living in the countryside. This 
forced a large number of rural labourers to enter the cities in search of work, which 
eventually evolved into the “Wave of Migrant Peasant Laborers” in the early 1990s. 
（温铁军，2012，p.117）This objective demand broke through the government's 
institutional design, and in 1992, the state finally recognised and allowed for the first 
time the movement of rural labour to the cities and labour from the western interior to 
the eastern coast. 

 

Figure 1-12 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 6th Crisis from 1989 to 1990 and 

the Causes of 6th Crisis 
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 Source: Author 

 

Figure 1-13 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 6th Crisis from 1989 to 1990 and the 

Results of 6th Crisis 

 Source: Author 

1.2.7. The Seventh Crisis from 1993 to 1994: Privatization Frenzy 

with the Rural and Urban Collective Economy and the Beginning of 

Contemporary Rural Decay  

In the 1960s, the Soviet Union was in the lead in the Cold War, but as the West 
entered the post-industrial era in the 1970s, industrial capital transferred and the 
domestic industry became mainly tertiary and financial; the battlefield of the Cold War 
expanded from the military to the financial sphere, and the Soviet Union lost ground in 
this area19, indirectly leading to the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

 
19 Within the framework of financial capitalism, the United States relied on the dollar to capture the proceeds of worldwide 

transactions, which sustained the arms race with the Soviet Union. On the other hand, the Soviet Union's radical military programme, the 
Star Wars programme, largely brought down the Soviet economy. By the 1980s, the US was practising neo-imperialism around the world 
under neoliberal ideology, relying on finance capital to continue its military expansion, deploying more than 380 military nodes around 
the world, while in 1986, through financial wars such as oil price suppression and food price increases, the West managed to create a 
social crisis caused by food and necessity shortages in the Soviet Union, which was short of food and had to rely on oil and foreign 
exchange to buy food. The accumulation of these factors eventually led to the collapse of the Soviet Union. The accumulation of these 
factors culminated in the collapse of the Soviet Union, followed by the devaluation of large amounts of real assets in the Soviet Union 
and Eastern Europe, which gave access to the West's over-accumulated capital and allowed the West to enter into high growth again in 



 

 
39 

In 1991, the collapse of the Soviet Union made China's central government realise 
the huge risk of reform failure. In order to overcome the crisis of insufficient capital 
caused by the withdrawal of Western capital in 1990, it then promoted demutualisation 
and the opening of the domestic capital market to expand financing and accelerate the 
monetisation and capitalisation of the economy on its own, i.e., using the additional 
currency it issued to monetise its own assets to avoid the failure of the Soviet Union. 
These monetised assets then entered the stock market for financing, where a large 
number of transactions required a large amount of currency, which in turn led to an 
increase in monetary issuance. A number of initiatives sought to make up for the 
scarcity of capital caused by the withdrawal of Western capital. 

However, the opening up of financial, bond and real estate markets from scratch 
in order to absorb the increased currency issuance did not come without a price. Firstly, 
the simultaneous opening of the more speculative stock, futures and real estate markets 
in 1992, combined with the monetisation of the economy and the leaders' politically 
correct affirmation of economic growth, led to a rush to expand investment in the name 
of “development is the hard truth” and a massive flow of capital into the financial 
speculation market. The “real estate boom”, “development zone boom” and “project 
boom” throughout the country directly contributed to the “investment boom” and 
“capital raising boom”, and also brought about a round of “land enclosure”. Between 
1988 and 1990, the central government gradually gave legitimacy to land transactions, 
making land in cities, especially in the rural suburbs, a commodity, which also started 
the path of dependence of local governments on real estate capital to realise land to 
maintain their finances. This round of urban expansion has led to a “land enclosure” 
that has essentially proletarianised the peasants who previously owned the land. 
According to statistics, compensation to farmers after land acquisition by local 
governments only accounts for 5-10 percent of the proceeds from the current 
commercialisation of land, with 60-70 percent of the proceeds going to the government 
and various departments. （温铁军，2012，p.150） 

Secondly, in the previous period, the children of officials were dependent on the 
power of the government to set up service companies, and the “separation of 
government and enterprises” policy promulgated by the central government further set 
off a wave of government-run enterprises, with more than 200,000 companies20 set up 
in 1992. The “separation of government and enterprises” was not only applied to 
government-run companies in cities, but also to enterprises set up by villages and towns 
in the 1980s in the name of collectives. Due to the excessive debt burden of local 
governments, these enterprises underwent property rights reforms in the mid to late 
1990s on condition that the debt was transferred, and the village and township industries, 
originally built up from collective land and labour, were gradually privatised, with the 

 

the 1990s. (温铁军, 2020, 9.9.1) 

20 Once this new group of capital interests, inextricably linked to government departments, came into existence, they became 
politicised companies split from the previously corporatised government. The pernicious impact on the market of these companies, which 
survived on administrative monopolies and government policy preferences and protection, also catalyzed the 1993-1994 crisis. 
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proceeds flowing back to the cities through concentration in the hands of a few, 
“transforming rural enterprises, which carried collective welfare and maximised 
employment in rural communities, into profit-maximising industrial entities.” （温铁
军，2012，p.150） 

These financial capitals were themselves alienated from the bricks and mortar 
economy, so that despite the soaring GDP during this period, social production did not 
increase, but rather a chaotic order of markets, raw materials, competition and 
regulation brought industrialisation to a standstill, with virtual capital mutating into a 
tool for participating in the distribution of profits rather than creating them, and the 
more illiquid the economy was, lacking the conditions for speculative profit, the sooner 
financial capital stayed away ,creating de-industrialisation. 

In contrast to classical Marxism, these marketisation, financialisation and 
monetisation initiatives have not changed the fundamental ownership of Chinese state 
capital. Financial markets such as stock markets, bonds, futures and real estate, despite 
their speculative nature, have become primarily instruments of financing in situations 
of capital scarcity; and equity in state capital is neither fully freely tradable nor 
controllable through its possession. There is a difference between such a capital market, 
which is highly controlled by the first, and a free market under a government with 
limited liability in the West. Essentially, both fiscal and financial affairs are highly 
controlled by the state as an organism, and the market is merely a space in which both 
functions. So, although Western scholars have compared China's reforms of the 1980s 
to the neo-liberal privatisation reforms of the UK and the US, there is an essential 
difference, and China's economic system still exhibits a high degree of state capitalism. 

In 1994, the central government introduced several policies at the same time. The 
first major reform was the exchange rate reform, in which the nominal exchange rate 
of the RMB was actively devalued by 57% to stimulate export trade and ease the foreign 
exchange deficit. The second major reform was called the tax-sharing reform. Before 
that, the proportion of local tax revenue could reach a maximum of nearly 90%, leading 
to a reduction in the effectiveness of central macro-control. After the adjustment, the 
central and local tax revenues each accounted for 50%. However, this objectively also 
resulted in a transfer of fiscal pressure from the local level to the farmers. The 
marketisation of social services in rural areas has increased the cost of living for farmers 
and reduced their purchasing power. This led to a greater dependence on external 
markets for domestic industrial capital; more serious, however, was this transfer, 
especially the withdrawal of government public services, excessive taxation, illegal 
land appropriation and the destruction of land contracts, which induced instability in 
the rural society. The third major reform was credit expansion, with massive issuance 
of state bonds to absorb the increased currency issuance. The fourth major reform was 
the reform of state-owned enterprises (SOEs), which laid off 45 million SOE workers, 
with workers carrying the cost of the crisis. The decline in demand from peasants and 
large numbers of SOE workers led to a rapid transformation of China's economic 
structure towards manufacturing for the world market, and China's industrial structure 
joined the globalisation process in full. 
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The crisis is the starting point of the decline of the contemporary countryside 
because the countryside has suffered too many consequences of the crisis: firstly, the 
commodification of land has proletarianised the former landowning peasants in the 
suburbs (with the exception of some large cities with rapidly expanding real estate 
markets, where, for example, the local peasants of Shenzhen were compensated for 
their dispossessed land with large amounts of property, and the high income generated 
by renting out their homes to migrant populations made them a veritable “contemporary 
landlord class”). Secondly, the rural enterprises, which had enabled the village 
collectives to share in the dividends of development, were privatised in the reform trend 
of “separation of government and enterprises”, and the profits were lost from the rural 
society to the speculative market in the cities through concentration in the hands of a 
few. Thirdly, as a result of the tax reform, the local treasury withdrew from the welfare 
expenditure of the rural community and increased the extraction of its surplus, 
increasing the burden of subsistence on the peasants. Finally, under the conditions of 
an all-embracing restricted rural economy, the surplus non-farm labour force had 
nowhere to go for employment but to work in the cities. Thus, in the aftermath of the 
crisis, the city has completed its triple dispossession of the rural community in terms of 
land, labour surplus and labour force. 

 

Figure 1-14 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 7th Crisis from 1993 to 1994 and 

the Causes of 7th Crisis 



 

 
42 

 

Figure 1-15 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 7th Crisis from 1993 to 1994 and the 

Results of 7th Crisis 

 Source: Author 

1.2.8. The Eighth Crisis from 1997 to 2001: The First Imported 

Crisis, the Continuation of Rural Dispossession and the Beginning of 

the Chinese Version of Roosevelt's New Deal 

The East Asian financial turmoil in 1997 led to a steep fall in external demand in 
1998, which led to the first real overproduction crisis in China, similar to that in the 
developed West. In fact, the problem of overproduction had existed for a long time due 
to the widening regional disparities within the country and the lack of a consumer 
market, but the outward structure of the economy absorbed this overproduction. China 
learned from the history of the economic crisis caused by overproduction in the West 
between 1929 and 1933, which had successfully dealt with the political precedent of 
overproduction, and from the series of state control instruments of Roosevelt's New 
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Deal, and had to move towards a New Nationalism. It called for the suspension of the 
market economy and direct state intervention, on the one hand by issuing state bonds 
(138 billion in the first year) and on the other by using them to invest in infrastructure21, 
particularly in regional rebalancing, in western, north-eastern and central China, while 
providing a large number of jobs and stabilising the industrial system. In addition to the 
State's investment in the interior to balance the gap between east and west, investment 
in the countryside to balance the gap between urban and rural areas was also proposed 
during the crisis, and in 1999 Lin Yifu proposed to the central government that a 
national investment strategy for new rural construction must be launched in response 
to overproduction, which paved the way for the next round of central government 
investment strategy. 

The experience of using state investment to boost the economy has continued since 
1998, with the subsequent 12 years of successive issuance of additional state bonds to 
invest in infrastructure amounting to 10 trillion. （温铁军，2012，p.177）Despite the 
massive investment by the central government, the conflicts caused by the transfer of 
costs and deprivation of factors of production from local governments and their cities 
to the countryside during the previous period have been perpetuated and even tended to 
worsen. Mass protests then began to soar, increasing from over 15,000 in 1997 to over 
86,000 in 2005, of which one third were peasant protests for their rights. （温铁军，
2012，p.186） 

 

Figure 1-16 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 8th Crisis from 1997 to 2001 and 

 
21 Infrastructure investment began in 1998 with the construction of China's first motorways, and by 2003, China's total length of 

motorways was the second largest in the world. 
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the Causes of 8th Crisis 

 Source: Author 

 

Figure 1-17 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 8th Crisis from 1997 to 2001 and the 

Results of 8th Crisis 

 Source: Author 

1.2.9. The Ninth Crisis from 2008 to 2009: The Second Imported 

Crisis and the Gains from Investing in the Countryside  

After surviving the imported crisis brought to China by the Asian financial turmoil 
in 1997, China's accession to the WTO in 2001 further integrated it into the US-led 
world economic circuit and, together with the new economic crisis that broke out in the 
US in the same year, a large amount of US industrial capital flowed to China; China 
completed its financial market reforms in 2002. However, as the inflow of foreign 
capital led to the issuance of a large amount of additional currency in China (any 
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investment and foreign currency entering China would be hedged against the additional 
issuance into RMB), which did not correspond to the growth of domestic capital but 
was used to hedge against foreign exchange earnings, then this additional currency 
flowed massively into the stock market. 2007 saw the bursting of the Chinese stock 
market bubble. 

China's stock market crisis in 2007 was almost simultaneous with the US sub-
prime crisis. 22 As a result of the recession in the world economy and the fall in external 
demand in early 2009, which led to the closure of 60,000 coastal export enterprises and 
25 million unemployed, the government continued its proactive fiscal and financial 
policies to maintain national stability with the help of the “new village construction” 
which started three years in advance, the 4 trillion bailout investment boost in 2009 and 
the expansion of rural domestic demand in 2010 to resolve the over-accumulation 
caused by the crisis. 

Like the crisis management of Premier Zhu Rongji's economic team in 1998, this 
time infrastructure investment continued to flow towards rebalancing regional 
disparities, last time between the coast and the interior, this time between urban and 
rural areas. It can therefore be argued that the crisis relied on large-scale state 
investment in rural infrastructure to alleviate the over-accumulation in the cities and to 
counter-cyclically regulate the free-market economy that would inevitably have 
decayed in the agricultural sectors in the absence of external intervention (more than a 
third of the 120 billion yuan of new central funding for the 2008 crisis was invested in 
rural sphere （温铁军，2012，p.210）). The investment in rural infrastructure has both 
directly provided jobs and enhanced the efficiency of spatial connectivity between cities 
and towns and villages by implementing the so-called “five accesses” - access to roads, 
water, electricity, gas and networks - which means that China's third- and fourth-tier 
cities and thousands of towns and villages have completed the spatial infrastructure for 
industrialisation, which is equivalent to the state advancing a large amount of costs for 
the development of township enterprises, regardless of the benefits. The “five accesses” 
also created the conditions for consumer goods such as home appliances and cars to 
enter the countryside, and on this basis, due to the shrinking international market, the 
state subsidised the rural areas in 2010 with the original 13% tax rebate on foreign 
exports. These two measures have greatly stimulated the domestic market in rural areas 
and helped industries that had been relying on international markets to weather the 
storm. 

 
22 If you compare the measures taken by the US and China to resolve the 2008 crisis, you will see that the US government used 

US$4 trillion to continue to invest in the financial sector that caused the crisis, while China used RMB4 trillion to invest in infrastructure 
development in the countryside. At this time, the US was trying to get out of the crisis by issuing more money to expand capital market 
liquidity, while passing on inflation to energy and food. (温铁军, 2020, 11.2.3) 
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Figure 1-18 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 9th Crisis from 2008 to 2009 and 

the Causes of 9th Crisis 

 Source: Author 
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Figure 1-19 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 9th Crisis from 2008 to 2009 and the 

Results of 9th Crisis 

 Source: Author 

1.2.10. The Tenth Crisis from 2013 to 2018: The Second 

Overproduction and the Transformation of National Strategies 

In contemporary times, the crises facing the world are no longer the simple cyclical 
crises of Marxism, i.e., “over-accumulation - crisis - depression - recovery of 
production - over-accumulation”. Contemporary capitalism has entered a phase of 
global financial capitalism, where the dominant forces in the world and the main causes 
of crises are concentrated in financial capital, which has a certain degree of self-
independence and has its own special laws of operation separate from the real social 
production in general. Financial capital seeks high global liquidity and short-cycle 
speculative returns, and its returns are no longer necessarily correlated with those of 
real industrial capital. 
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Nevertheless, China and the US have tried to overcome the crisis by strengthening 
their real industries. Prior to the 2008 financial tsunami, the Obama administration had 
already begun plans to relocate a large amount of manufacturing that had moved 
overseas back home. In 2017, the Trump administration continued its strategy of 
moving back to the real sector. Due to the great comparative advantages of the US 
homeland for the real industry, for example, very low land costs, technology costs, tax 
rates, loan interest rates (quantitative easing in the US has resulted in financing rates of 
only around 1% in the US), and the relative success of these efforts, by the 2020 
epidemic, US industrial value added even reached over 5%, unemployment rates were 
greatly reduced and there was even a labour supply shortage in 2018 and 2019. 

From China's perspective, since its response to the 1997 Asian financial crisis, the 
Chinese government has practised the “Roosevelt New Deal”, using investment to drive 
the economy and generating high growth rates averaging 9.6% per annum. In 2013, the 
new Chinese government made a miscalculation, interpreting the decline in demand in 
the global context of the ongoing crisis as the “new normal”, adjusting the statist 
economic work strategy it had previously adhered to and embracing the ideas of the 
supply school, proposing supply-side reforms rather than continuing to expand the 
demand market and focusing on the cities rather than the countryside. As a result, since 
2013, China has undergone a round of de-industrialisation, with the actual production 
of many industrial production categories below 75% of their capacity, creating a serious 
Over-accumulation. A large amount of money was dislodged from the unprofitable real 
economy and poured into the real estate and stock markets, resulting in a major ups and 
downs in the stock and real estate markets around 2015. 

Adjustments were then made after 2016, with the deepening of ecological 
civilisation, the strengthening of investment in poverty alleviation and the Belt and 

Road 23 strategy proposed in 2015 and the revitalisation of the countryside strategy in 
2017. These policies largely reverted to the economic policies of the 2000s. 

 
23 The Belt and Road strategy, criticised by the capitalist-centric world discourse as "neo-colonialism", is, in terms of political 

economy, a strategy to alleviate over-accumulation by using the large foreign exchange reserves accumulated by China as a result of its 
trade surplus to invest directly in infrastructure development in countries around China and in Eurasia, thus creating a market for Chinese 
domestic industrial production. Yet another layer of this strategy is China's attempt to break with centuries of Eurocentric and 100 years 
of US-centric Western centrism and its colonisation strategy towards Asia, Africa and Latin America. By shifting comprehensive strategic 
investments closer to Southeast and South-Central Asia, and then to West Asia and North Africa, and by building the Great Asian-African 
Railway from Hong Kong to the port of Alexandria to form a continental bridge corridor from China's manufacturing hubs in the 
southeast to North Africa, it seeks to gradually break away from the financial hegemony of US neo-imperialism. （温铁军，2012，p. 
247） The way forward for sustainable global development lies in moving away from the traditional European and American dominated 
geostrategy of colonialism and forming a new southern autonomous supra-geostrategic pattern. This will enable developing countries to 
avoid the repeated financial capital crises that have occurred in the last two decades. （温铁军，2012，p. 249） 
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Figure 1-20 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 10th Crisis from 2013 to 2018 and 

the Causes of 10th Crisis 

 Source: Author 
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Figure 1-21 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 10th Crisis from 2013 to 2018 and 

the Results of 10th Crisis 

 Source: Author 

2. THE POLITICAL ECONOMY NATURE OF 

THE RISE OF TAOBAO VILLAGES 

Based on Harvey's geography of capitalist accumulation and Wen Tiejun's 
historical account of urban-rural relations in China, this chapter attempts to reveal the 
current position and dispossession of Taobao villages in urban-rural relations. The first 
section of the chapter illustrates the relevance of Harvey's dialectic of 'centre and 
periphery' to the internal logic of China's “urban-rural duality”. The second section 
summarises three specific ways in which the centre accumulates dispossession on the 
periphery. The third section introduces the three circuits of capital, and the two transfer 
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options in the event of over-accumulation in the first of these circuits. The fourth section 
uses the above framework to contrast the dispossession and over-accumulation transfers 
of capital in China's ten crises, forming a highly abstract grasp of the dialectical 
relationship between the centre and the periphery in China. The fifth section focuses on 
the different agents that assumed the function of the “centre” at different times, i.e., the 
final destination of the dispossessed labour surplus and elements of production. The 
sixth section focuses on the fact that in the Internet era, most of the dispossessions are 
not only retained but also reinforced by the monopoly digital platform capital that has 
sunk into the countryside, and in addition, the monopoly platform capital itself has 
become the latest dispossessor of the rural society. In conclusion, it is shown that the 
monopolisation of the flow of information and goods between production and the 
market by the platforms in the current Internet era and the excessive profits they gain 
by doing so are precisely the historical dividends of China's nearly century-long 
revolution and the huge investment of state capital in infrastructure development on 
behalf of the surplus of all the people's labour. 

2.1. The Need to Place the Contemporary Village in a 

Dialectic of “Centre and Periphery” 

Capitalism is always closely linked to its external, i.e. non-capitalist, component. 
In terms of power relations, the crises resulting from capitalism's economic rationality 
always induce irrational forces outside the “power relations determined by the relations 
of production”, such as fascism, imperialism and popular revolutions, to negate its 
economic rationality; in terms of spatial relations, capitalism's demand for constant 
accumulation leads to its expansion and exploitation of the peripheral space, while the 
economic and political crises that erupt in the event of over-accumulation require it to 
transfer the costs of over-accumulation to the peripheral space. At the spatial level, this 
peripheral part of capitalism's central world can be understood as capitalism's “strategic 

depth”. Whether in periods of primitive accumulation or of over-accumulation, 
capitalism always requires a link to its periphery, capitalism must depend on its 
periphery and must maintain its non-capitalist state. 24 

This relationship between capitalism and non-capitalism is a dialectical dualism 
that is spatially manifested at two levels: at the macro level, in the colonial and 
colonized relations between states (including the "neo-colonialism" in the name of 
"neo-liberalism" after national liberation, using finance capital and transnational 
corporations as weapons), and at the micro level, it manifests itself in the relations of 
cost-shifting and dispossession between urban and rural societies, and between the 
“centres of political and economic power” and the “mass of concrete labour”, which 

 
24 This explains, in terms of political economy, why the world is ordered in accordance with the 80/20 Rule, a distribution between 

the 20% of the capitalist world and the 80% of the non-capitalist world, a distribution that is constructed and maintained by capitalism. 
This also explains why China's development is viewed with hostility by the developed capitalist world, for the very reason that a 
developed China would undermine the 80/20 Rule.(温铁军, 2012a) 
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largely coincide with the former. 

Using Harvey's theory of accumulation by dispossession, based on Marx, 
Luxemburg and Lenin, and his theory of the “three circuits of capital”, based on Marx, 
Lefebvre (theory of spatial production) and Althusser (theory of ideology), this paper 
can construct a framework for analysing China's response to the crisis, especially as 
both theories can be linked to the dialectic of “centre and periphery”. The following 
two sections focus on this part of the discussion. 

2.2. The Dialectic of Capitalism's Centre and Periphery 

and the Three Types of Accumulation by Dispossession 

In 1.1.3 on the contextual analysis of trade between the centre and the periphery, 
this paper reviews Marx's, Luxemburg's and Harvey's discussion of the ways in which 
the central world of capitalism exploited the accumulation by dispossession of the 
periphery through various violent and non-violent means at different points in history. 
In contextual analyses and classical works, this dialectic of centre and periphery is 
generally analysed and constructed in terms of the geographical distribution of 
capitalism on a worldwide scale. This paper argues that in the period since the founding 
of New China, from the time when it gained full sovereignty and remained isolated 
from the centres of capitalism world before opening up, to the time when it is now fully 
integrated into the cycle of global capitalism, the same dialectic of centre and periphery 
has taken place within China as in the pre-history of capitalist development. In order to 
enter modernity, China's industrialisation process, in which state capital is the only 
operating agent, must shape itself into a “centre” and use the existing “periphery” in 
the country, or even create it, to complete its own primitive accumulation. 

In order to apply the experience of the history of world capitalist dispossession to 
the analysis of urban-rural relations in China, this paper classifies the ways in which 
such accumulation by dispossession takes place： 

D1: Primitive violent dispossession, through military and political power, to 
dismantle the original non-capitalist self-sufficient production circuits of the colonies 
to deprive them of their elements of production or to directly deprive them of their 
labour surplus. 

D1.1: Violent dispossession of workforce (e.g. slave captivity, proletarianisation 
of the small propertied). 

D1.2: Violent dispossession of the means of production (e.g. land and natural 
resources). 

D1.3: Violent dispossession of labour surpluses (including taxes). 

D2: Dispossession through unequal exchange, the appropriation of the labour 
surplus at the periphery through unequal exchange between the “advanced products of 
low labour time produced in the centre” and the “primary products of high labour time 
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produced in the colonies”. (often referred to as the “scissors difference” between 
industry and agriculture)) 

D2.1: Exchange of products for a living. The primary products produced at the 
periphery, which cost high labour time, were not commodities and were not intended 
for profit, but for the means of subsistence. These peripheries were made up of a large 
number of small proletarians who owned the means of production of their own labour, 
“who sold the balance of their product in excess of their own consumption in exchange 
for industrial goods brought into the colony.” (Marx, 1968, p.302) (For example, at the 
outset, in the model of the colonies in the United States25, Australia, etc., the majority 
of colonists engaged in agriculture, although they also brought in more or less capital 
from the suzerain state, were not a capitalist class, nor was their production capitalist.) 

D2.2: Exchange of commodities for profit. The primary products produced at the 
periphery, which cost high labour time, were commodities, produced for profit and for 
the market of the “centre”, but the profit is not retained in the hands of the workers at 
the periphery, but is concentrated in the hands of the capitalist class and eventually 
flows to the centre or forms new centres. (e.g. the colonial model of black slave 
agricultural production on plantations) 

D3: Dispossession by financial and monetary means, first by incorporating the 
periphery from traditional modes of production into the capitalist free market of the 
central world, by bankrupting enterprises or individuals26 through financial, credit and 
monetary means, so as to deprive the periphery of its means of production and labour 
surplus. 

D3.1: Valorisation and monetisation of non-valorised elements at the periphery, 
which are then involved in the circulation of capital. (e.g. contemporary monetisation 
of knowledge, monetisation of data) 

D3.2: Bankrupting the periphery 

D3.2.1: Bankrupting the periphery and then depriving it of workforce. 

D3.2.2: Bankrupting the periphery and then depriving it of its means of 
production (e.g. devalued factories, land) 

D3.3: Seigniorage：Issue additional currency that does not correspond to the 
increment of social production, resulting in the subjects who absorb it being deprived 
of their labour surplus. 

D3.3.1: Seigniorage for fiscal expenditures. The reason for this is that the 

 
25 But because these peripheral areas were all subject to the influence of surplus populations as well as small amounts of capital from 

the major centres of capital accumulation, and because they were often new markets under capitalist production, these colonial countries 
were eventually incorporated into a unified system of capitalist modes of production. Consequently, in the time in which Marx lived, the 
United States went from being a relatively independent non-capitalist system of production to a new centre of capital 
accumulation.(Harvey, 2017, chapter 2) 

26 This means increasing the cost of living for individuals and families so that they cannot live solely on “self-labour in combination 
with the means of production they own”. 
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government has to make fiscal expenditures, being at war, foreign debt, and various 
other reasons. 

D3.3.2: Seigniorage for self-monetisation. The reason for this is the government's 
policy of market-oriented reform, using its own currency and monetising its own assets, 
i.e. 3-1. 27 

D3.3.3: Seigniorage for hedging and keeping a low exchange rate. The reason 
for this is the currency that has to be over-issued because the government wants to keep 
the exchange rate low and stable to hedge against the over-issued dollar, the most 
typical phase being after China's accession to the WTO until now. 

D3.4: Direct investment by foreign capital (FDI), appropriation of all elements 
of production cheaply and high profits flowing back to the centre. 

Of course, there are more ways of accumulation by dispossession than these, and 
contemporary financial means of dispossession in particular are endless, but this 
framework is only used to analyse and summarise the types of accumulation by 
dispossession that have occurred in the history of rural China, and is therefore not 
comprehensive. 

当然，剥夺性积累的方式不止这些，尤其是当代金融的剥夺手段更是层出不穷，但这个

框架只是用来分析和归纳中国乡土社会历史上曾出现过的剥夺性积累的种类，因此并不全

面。 

2.3. Three Circuits of Capital and the Framework for 

Transferring the Crisis of Over-accumulation 

The reason why capitalism has not collapsed as quickly as Marx predicted relies 
heavily on the second and third circuits of capital that Harvey pointed out. It is not just 
the world capitalist system, but any local society that operates on the logic of currency 
and the market that is kept from collapsing by the transfer of excessive accumulation 
to the second and third circuits. This paper equates the second circuit of capital with 
Lefevre’s spatial production and the third circuit with the “non-spatial reproduction of 
relations of production”, including investment in science and technology, violent 
institutions, educational institutions, propaganda institutions, welfare institutions, etc., 
with the aim of maintaining the reproduction of high-quality workforce and relations of 
production. The following is a summary of the over-accumulation that has occurred in 
the history of the new China and the transfer of over-accumulation to the second and 

 
27 However, this process needs to occur in conjunction with D3.1, where the additional money needs to be matched by an increase in 

labour surplus, otherwise it will lead to a crisis. In the 1980s, for example, the economy was overheated and investment and consumption 
were so rapid that the demand for money exceeded its counterpart in assets that needed to be monetised. The “conversion of grants to 
loans” in 1986-1989 led to an overheating of investment. Between 1992, when market reforms began, and 2001, when China joined the 
WTO, investment in coastal areas was overheated. In both periods, the increase in money issued was greater than the increase in total 
social labour. The marketisation of land and property in 1992 helped greatly in resolving both crises, but also left huge social costs, 
especially those passed on to farmers. 
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third circuits. 

C1: The first circuit of capital, the process of production and reproduction of 
industrial capital, is the system of circulation of people, goods and capital in society, 
as constructed by Marx in the three volumes of Capital. As described in 1.1.1, this 
process is bound to involve over-accumulation for various reasons and in various 
manifestations, which are briefly classified as follows. 

C1.1: Over-accumulation in the field of production, which is manifested by the 
fact that the process of realising the value of the product in the market is blocked and 
therefore there is not enough money capital to invest in reproduction. 

C1.2: Over-accumulation in the field of reproduction 

C1.2.1: Over-accumulation in the field of reproduction, which is manifested by 
the fact that capital has been over-invested in the means of production and therefore 
there is not enough money capital to invest in reproduction. 

C1.2.2: Over-accumulation in the field of reproduction, manifesting itself in the 
over-accumulation of money capital. There is not enough capital to invest in 
reproduction because the standard rate of profit at prices has fallen and a particular 
place or industry is unprofitable, so money capital flows to speculative markets or to 
markets with high rates of profit. (e.g. the de-industrialisation of the post-1970s 
capitalist centres) 

C1.2.3: Over-accumulation in the field of reproduction, caused by the over-
issuance of money, manifests itself in an over-accumulation of money capital. 

C1.3: Over-accumulation in the fields of consumption and distribution, in the 
form of mass unemployment and under-consumption, as a corollary of C1.1, C1.2. 

C2: The second circuit of capital is the process of investing in and shaping the 
peripheral spaces that encase specific individual processes of production and 
consumption, spaces that serve as the external framework for narrow, isolated processes 
of production and consumption, what Harvey called the “built environment of 
production/consumption”, to ensure the continuation of the first circuit, what Lefebvre 
called the production of space. The over-accumulation of capital in the first circuit into 
the second circuit is then a way of mitigating the crisis. 

C2.1: The transfer of excess capital, in the form of “virtual capital” created by 
the state before actual production and consumption, using the monetary and credit 
systems, and invested in the second circuit. (Roosevelt's New Deal) 

C2.2: The transfer of surplus labour, which involves the use of political or 
ideological means by the state to put surplus labour into the second circuit. (“Educated 

Urban Youth Going and Working in the Countryside and Mountain Areas”) 

C3: The third circuit of capital, consisting of investment in science and 
technology (to increase the productivity of society as a whole), and investment in the 
reproduction of labour (including education, healthcare, living environment, ideology 
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and armed forces, etc.). 

2.4. Re-interpreting Urban-Rural Relations in the Ten 

Crises through the Perspective of Three Accumulations by 

Dispossession and Three Circuits of Capital 

2.4.1. Before and After the First Crisis 

The first crisis of 1949-1950. After the revolution, land was first equally divided 
among the masses of proletarian peasants and the members of rural society became 
hundreds of millions of small proprietors; then the means of production and livelihood 
in the countryside, including land, were commodified and monetised by the money 
issued by the new regime (D3.1(a)). This was a comprehensive valorisation and 
monetisation of the countryside. As a result of the dramatic expansion of the circulation 
of money, the rural society absorbed the excess of money issued by the cities28, and the 
flow of money from the centre to the rural society “which did not correspond to labour 
when it was issued” meant that the surplus of peasant labour flowed in turn to the centre 
(D3.3.1(a)). In other words, this is a mechanism of 'labour absorption of money', where 
the excess money issued is anchored in the products of labour, and thus in the labour of 
the people(董筱丹 & 温铁军, 2019, p.160). 

Moreover, the use of money by the periphery to buy industrial products in the city 
also starts an unequal exchange between 'high products with low labour time produced 
in the centre' and 'primary products with high labour time produced in the colony', so 
that the centre appropriates the labour surplus of the periphery ( D2.1(a)) .（温铁军，
2012，p.12）The crisis was caused by the inevitable inflation (C1.2.3(a)) that resulted 
from the centre having to issue additional money29 that did not correspond to the 
increase in social production. It has to be mentioned that, due to the severe lack of 
money capital in the centre, a unique way of replacing it with direct politically 
mobilised labour and investing it in infrastructure began to emerge (C2.2(a)). 30 
Furthermore, after the completion of the agrarian reform, the countryside continued to 

 
28  By the end of 1952, 40.4% of the money had been deposited in the rural community as a result of the monetisation of the 

elements of labour and the means of subsistence in the countryside, greatly absorbing the excess money issued in the cities. (董筱丹 & 

温铁军, 2019, p.158) 

29 This currency was used to pay for 1) the 6 million public employees and corporate employees left over from the old regime that 
the new regime had just taken over, 2) the war of liberation that was still ongoing, and 3) the repair of infrastructure that had been badly 
damaged by the war. Data shows that total government revenue during this period only accounted for 1/3 of total expenditure, and the 
excess expenditure was all filled with excess currency. (董筱丹 & 温铁军, 2019, pp.84-93) 

30 Between 1949 and 1952, in order to quickly restore the physical environment infrastructure necessary for productive life, a large 
number of transport and communication facilities and water conservation projects necessary for agriculture had to be built, but the central 
government, in addition to issuing additional money, directly mobilised the people for infrastructure construction, regardless of 
remuneration, in a situation where money capital was scarce. Statistics show that over the past three years, some 20 million people have 
participated directly in water construction projects, digging up as much earth as 10 Panama Canals. The important premise of these 
political mobilisations was brought about by the dividends of the national liberation revolution and the agrarian revolution.(董筱丹 & 温
铁军, 2019, pp.147-153) 
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bear a high tax burden (D1.3(a)), well above the 10 percent of the “tithe”, as data show 
that the national average agricultural tax rate was as high as 20 percent in 1949-1952, 
as the country had been in a phase of primitive accumulation for the previous 30 years. 
(董筱丹 & 温铁军, 2019, p.138) 

Around the first crisis, the centre transferred capital overaccumulation to the 
second circuit of capital at the periphery by 

C2.2 (a): mobilising labour from the centre to the periphery for direct production 
in space. 

The accumulation by dispossession from the centre to the periphery takes the form 
of 

D1.3 (a): taxes and fees, 

D2.1 (a): the difference in the value of labour deprived through an unequal 
exchange between the centre and the surplus of the small peasant economy at the 
periphery (known as the scissors difference31), 

D3.1 (a): valorising and monetising the otherwise non-monetised elements of 
labour and means of subsistence at the margins and then involving them in the 
circulation of capital (the specific deprivations are in line with D2.1 and D3.3), 

D3.3.1 (a): issuing money, and “labour absorbs money”. 

Prerequisite: the political dividend of decolonisation (the return of the means of 
production and the labour surplus of the rural society from the landowning class, the 
bureaucratic capitalist class and the foreign invaders) 

2.4.2. Before and After the Second, Third and Fourth Crises 

The second crisis of 1950-1960. Before the crisis, the city received foreign 
military-heavy industry. If there had been no war and only for the sake of national 
defence, the military-heavy industries must have caused an over-accumulation of 
products, since they did not complete the realisation of the value of their products with 
the domestic market (C1.1 (b)), thus recovering capital and expanding reproduction 
(C1.2.1 (b)). However, this over-accumulation had to be maintained in order to 
maintain the country's independence. Therefore, the state capital residing in the city 
requires an uninterrupted and intense extraction of the agricultural labour surplus of the 
rural society. In order to reduce the cost of urban exploitation of the surplus of rural 
society and to make it possible to realise a certain degree of value for the products of 
military and heavy industry, the basic units of the way rural society was organised and 
produced were scaled up, changing the subject of exchange from hundreds of millions 

 
31  According to the data, from 1952 to 1997, peasants provided 126.41 billion yuan in capital accumulation for national 

industrialization in the form of “scissors difference” between industry and agriculture, with an average of 27.48 billion yuan per year. 
（温铁军，2012，pp.11-12） 
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of small productive people to tens of thousands of agricultural production collectives. 

After the withdrawal of foreign capital, the military-heavy industry, which had 
relied on both Soviet aid and the labour surplus of the rural society to be invested in 
capital to sustain its excessive accumulation, could not continue. The cities increased 
their exploitation of the rural society to maintain industrialisation, but this still resulted 
in massive unemployment in the urban industrial sector and a food crisis due to the 
excessive input of agricultural labour into the industrialisation of the countryside. In 
order to alleviate the urban crisis, there was a massive political migration of the urban 
unemployed to the countryside to participate in collective agricultural production, 
especially in the fixed capital production of the rural society (major repairs to water 
facilities, land levelling) (C2-2(b)). In addition, farmers were partially allowed to 
withdraw from collective production, from the exchange system and to return to small 
peasant production. 

The third crisis of 1968-1970: the threat from outside the country forced the military-heavy 

industries of the cities to continue to increase their over-accumulation (this time including the 

expenditure on the relocation of industrial production lines inland) (C1.1 (c), C1.2.1 (c)), and the cities 

once again increased their exploitation of the labour surplus of the rural society. And as the 

geographically forced relocation of industrial production leads to a massive crowding out of capital 

invested in reproduction, there is again massive urban unemployment and a second massive political 

migration of the unemployed to the countryside and the production of space (C2-2(c)). 

The fourth crisis of 1974-1976: the central government again went into massive 
debt to import light industrial equipment in order to transform the industrial structure 
(C1.2.1 (d)), while the construction of the third front continued32 (C1.1 (c)), causing a 
sharp reduction in reproductive inputs in other state-owned industrial sectors in the 
cities, massive unemployment and a third large-scale political migration of the 
unemployed to the countryside and the production of space (C2.2 (d)). 

The People's Revolution recaptured all the resources and capital on Chinese 
territory back to sovereignty, but capital was extremely scarce and national 
industrialisation could only be accomplished and sustained by the massive exploitation 
of agricultural labour surpluses from rural areas. All three crises, caused by the over-
accumulation of state-capital-led industrial reproduction in the cities for reasons 
external to the state (includes the overproduction of products that do not realise value 
and the overspending on fixed capital, both of which ultimately manifest themselves in 
a shortage of reproductive inputs resulting from the capital shortage of state capital, 
triggering a surplus labour force), invariably required the political migration of surplus 
urban labour from the first circuit of capital to the second circuit of capital in rural 
societies for the production of space to be resolved. 

Around the second, third and fourth crises, the centre transferred capital 

 
32 From 1965 to 1975, the state spent half of the country's infrastructure spending on the Third Front, and from 1970 to 1972, total 

investment in China's defence industry stood at 16% of industrial construction spending at the time, making it the highest three years of 
investment in the defence infrastructure phase from 1949 to 1985. 
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overaccumulation to a second circuit of capital at the periphery by 

C2.2 (b-d): mobilising labour from the centre and the periphery for direct 
production in space. 

The accumulation by dispossession from the centre to the periphery takes the form 
of 

D1.3 (a): taxes and fees, 

D2.1 (a): scissors difference. 

2.4.3. Before and After the Fifth Crisis 

The Fifth Crisis 1979-1981: In order to maintain the legitimacy of the new 
leadership, the central government increased fiscal spending on urban and rural welfare 
and continued to go into debt to import Western equipment to transform the industrial 
structure (C1.2.1(e)). The combination of these two factors led to the central 
government becoming over-indebted and having to issue additional money to maintain 
expenditure (C1.2.3(e)). Other state-owned industrial sectors in the cities suffered a 
sharp decline in reproductive inputs and massive unemployment. 

Unable to continue to mobilise unemployed labour to the countryside, the cities 
were forced to begin opening up the market economy to private participation, allowing 
the private sector to absorb labour. At the same time, as the central government became 
over-indebted, power began to withdraw from the expenditures of the rurality, 
appropriating only the proceeds of taxes and fees, which meant that the means of 
production and labour surplus of the rurality were once again monetised after the 
demonetisation of the people's commune (D 3.1(e)). The withdrawal of political power 
was accompanied by the disintegration of collective agricultural production and the 
emergence of a non-agricultural collective economy, with the emergence of a large 
number of collectively owned township enterprises and the local participation of non-
agricultural labour in industrial production, producing a large surplus of labour attached 
to industrial products (D 3.3.1 (e)), which were not the means of consumption of the 
rural society itself, but rather were commodities destined for the centre (and later abroad) 
to generate profits and exchange for means of production (D 2.2 (e)), while agricultural 
production reverted to small peasant production on a household basis. The crisis was 
largely mitigated by the incremental labour produced by the collective industry of the 
rustic society. 

The crisis was caused by the underinvestment in reproduction resulting from the 
excessive and rapid investment of state capital in new means of production and social 
welfare in the cities, resulting in a crisis of overaccumulation expressed in labour (i.e. 
unemployment). The crisis was recovered by the primitive accumulation of capital in 
the local collective commons (labour surplus owned by the collectives, referred to in 
this paper as decolonisation), triggered by the suspension of the extraction of the labour 
surplus of the rural society by the cities and the consequent industrialisation of the 
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countryside, which in turn absorbed the urban over-accumulation and helped the cities 
to overcome the unemployment crisis. 

Around the fifth crisis, the accumulation of deprivation from the centre to the 
periphery took the form of 

D2.1 (e): the scissors difference between agriculture and industry, 

D2.2 (e): the scissors difference between the low-grade industrial goods produced 
at the periphery and the high-grade industrial goods produced at the centre. 

D3.1 (e): the monetization of the means of production and the surplus of labour in 
the rural society. 

D3.3.1 (e): issuing money, and “labour absorbs money”. 33 

2.4.4. Before and After the Sixth and Seventh Crises 

The sixth crisis, 1989-1990: the combination of incomplete and unregulated 
market reforms that created speculation and monopoly in the cities, and the rise of 
township enterprises in the countryside, which had begun 10 years earlier, led to a 
significant increase in the demand for investment and consumption in the countryside 
and contributed to the excessive issuance of money by the central government (D3.3.2 
(f)), created a classic stagflation crisis. Social production stagnated and the crisis 
erupted in the cities (C1.2.1 (f), C1.2.3 (f)). To alleviate the crisis, the extraction of 
labour surpluses was subsequently reinforced in rural societies on the one hand, and the 
newly emerged rural enterprises were excluded from the free market of the cities on the 
other. A large number of rural enterprises went bankrupt, while the non-agricultural 
labour force had to migrate to the cities to work because of the bankruptcy of rural 
enterprises and the increased cost of living, and the bankrupt rural enterprises were soon 
privatised (D3.2.1 (f), D3.2.2 (f)). 

The seventh crisis, 1993-1994: The excessively rapid market-oriented reforms of 
the central government in the cities, including the creation of financial, bond and real 
estate markets (3-1(g)), led to the explosion of three major government deficits: fiscal, 
financial and foreign exchange. And too rapid local investment in production forced the 
central government to continue to issue more money (C1.2.1 (g), C1.2.3(g)). 
Privatisation reforms aimed at easing the deficit resulted in private deprivation of the 
industrialised accumulation of the rural society, after which the surplus of indigenous 
non-agricultural labour was disembedded in the rural society and flowed to the cities 
(D2.2 (g)). The labour surplus of the countryside flowed to the city through privatised 

 
33 The additional money issued from 1979 was again absorbed by the rural community. The excess currency issued by the central 

government was absorbed by the peasants whose motivations to produce was significantly mobilised after the proceeds could be retained 
by themselves, anchored to the increased output of the township enterprises. In other words, these agricultural and non-agricultural 
production motivations mobilised as a result of the monetisation reforms and the increase in agricultural labour productivity (the 
increased efficiency of agricultural production as a result of the input of the previous 30 years into the 'spatial production' of the 
vernacular society) resulted in a significant increase in the labour surplus, which was monetised and marketed, with the periphery taking 
the money and the centre taking the monetised extra labour surplus. 
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public services. Market reforms of land and property commodified land in the suburban 
rural society (D3.1 (g)). The surplus of agricultural labour was extracted in various 
ways, with peasants, whose cost of living had increased, flowing to the cities to sell 
their labour, and the surplus of individual non-agricultural labourers employed in native 
township enterprises flowing to the cities through the township capitalist class (D3.2.1 
(g), D3.2.2 (g)). The surplus of peasant agricultural and non-agricultural labour in 
exchange for money flowed to the urban real estate market, expensive privatised public 
services and therefore indirectly back to private hands in the centres (D3.3.2 (g)). 

The sixth and seventh crises were both caused by inflation caused by the over-
issuance of money in the course of the central government's market-oriented reforms 
(but the reasons for the over-issuance were different), as well as by the fact that foreign 
debt had reached an all-time high and that state-owned enterprises had not invested 
enough in reproduction. The stagnation of production in society created a crisis of over-
accumulation expressed in the labour force (i.e. unemployment); to emerge from the 
crisis, the cities blocked the industrialisation of the rural society and the devalued means 
of production, labour surplus and labour force could only flow to the cities. After these 
two crises, the cities completed the triple dispossession of rural societies in terms of 
“land, labour surplus and labour force”. 

Around the sixth and seventh crises, accumulation by dispossession from the 
centre to the periphery took the form of 

D1.3 (f, g): taxes and fees, 

D2.1 (e): the scissors difference between agriculture and industry, 

D2.2 (e): the scissors difference between the low-grade industrial goods produced 
at the periphery and the high-grade industrial goods produced at the centre, (in contrast 
to the 1980s, the profits from these low-level products no longer flowed to the rural 
society.) 

D3.1 (g): the monetisation and marketisation of land and real estate, the opening 
of stock and bond markets, and the massive absorption of labour-anchored money by 
these speculative markets, 

D3.2.1 (f, g): The bankruptcy of marginal industrialisation, combined with the 
compulsory marketisation of rural land on the periphery of the city, led to a mass exodus 
of non-agricultural labour to the city as it could not be employed locally in industrial 
labour. 

D3.2.2 (f, g): As a result of the bankruptcy of marginal industrialisation, a large 
number of means of production were privatised, and the profits from peasant labour 
made by privatised rural enterprises were no longer returned to the rural society, but 
flowed to the centre with the rural capitalists. 
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D3.3.1 (f, g): issuing money, and “labour absorbs money”. 34 

2.4.5. Before and After the Eighth, Ninth and Tenth Crises 

The eighth crisis of 1997-2001 and the ninth crisis of 2008-2009: a crisis caused 
by the over-accumulation of products in cities, manifested by the loss of markets for 
the products of exporters and the over-production of products without realising their 
value (C1.1 (h), C1.2.2 (h), C1.2.3 (h)). The government creates virtual capital to invest 
in the rural society to drive economic growth, and basic social construction in the rural 
society creates a market for the over-accumulation in the city (C2.1(h)). 

The tenth crisis 2013-2018: the world enters a phase of alienation of financial 
capital to real industries, quantitative easing worldwide imports inflation into China, 
urban industrial production declines in profitability (a manifestation of over-
accumulation in reproduction) and production stagnates (C1.1 (j), C1.2.2 (j), C1.2.3 (j)). 
The government continues to create virtual capital to invest in the rustic society to drive 
economic growth, and the basic social construction in the rustic society creates a market 
for the real industries in the cities with declining profitability (C2.1(j)). 

The eighth and ninth crises, both caused by the transformation of Chinese 
industrial capital into one dependent on international markets, encountered 
overproduction as international markets shrank. The tenth crisis, similar to the sixth and 
seventh, was caused by inflation, but differed in that the inflation in the tenth crisis was 
externally imported. These three crises were mitigated by the state investing in 
infrastructure in the countryside to create a market for Chinese industrial capital, i.e. 
the semi-political migration of urban surplus capital from the first circuit of capital to 
the second circuit of capital in rural societies. 

Around the eighth, ninth and tenth crises, the centre transferred capital 
overaccumulation to the second circuit of capital at the margins in the following ways: 

C2-1 (h, i): the virtual capital of the state is invested in direct production of space 
at the periphery. 

Around the eighth, ninth and tenth crises, accumulation by dispossession from the 
centre to the periphery took the form of 

D2.1 (h - j): the scissors difference between agriculture and industry, 

D2.2 (h - j): the scissors difference between the low-grade industrial goods 
produced at the periphery and the high-grade industrial goods produced at the centre, 

D3.2.1 (h - j): the continued commodification of land as cities expanded, which 

 
34 The massive 10-year increase in currency issuance that began in 1992 was due to the decision of the 14th Congress of the CCP 

Central Committee to carry out market-oriented reforms, but the central government did not have enough currency to correspond to the 
real reserves. Therefore, it could only issue additional money, and at the same time opened up the land and property valorisation and 
monetisation, i.e. D3.1, and the financial markets. The additional money issued then flowed rapidly into the speculative markets of 
finance, bonds and real estate. （温铁军，2012，pp.079-80） 
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meant the continued proletarianization of rural areas on the outskirts of cities 

D3.2.2 (h - j): the continued commodification and forced trading of land as cities 
expand. 

D3.3.2 (h - j): issuing money, and “labour absorbs money”. Peasants' agricultural 
and non-farm labour surpluses anchored in excess money flow to the centre. 

D3.3.3 (h - j): issuing money, and “labour absorbs money”. The reason for this is 
the currency that had to be over-issued because the government wanted to ensure 
exchange rate stability and to hedge against the over-issued dollars entering China, the 
most typical phase being after China's accession to the WTO until now. 35 

D3.4 (h - j): external capital enters directly, takes possession of all the elements 
of production cheaply and high profits flow back to the centre. Most of the labour and 
land in this process comes from the rural society. 

 

Figure 2-1 Three Types of Accumulations by Dispossession and Three Circuits of Capital between 

Urban and Rural Areas in the Ten Crises 

 Source: Author 

 
35 As the increase in US dollar inflows into China was hedged by a massive increase in currency issuance, China's central 

government's appropriation and dependence on the proceeds of monetisation increased as this process of financialisation of the economy 
accelerated.  （温铁军，2012，p.233） 



 

 
64 

2.5. Collations of the Dispossession of Rural Societies by 

the Different Agents of Capitalist Centres 

In the dialectic of centre and periphery, the centre, i.e. the centre of aggregation of 
capital, is characterised by different roles at different times in history, and it is not 
necessarily an abstract subject such as the “city”, although the real subject is often 
located in the city. It is therefore necessary to sort out the “centre” to which the “surplus 
of labour deprived by various means at the periphery” and the “elements of production” 
flow. 

2.5.1. Centre 1: The State Capital 

As stated at the very beginning of 1.2, Chinese state capitalism, which operates in 
a way similar to monopoly capitalism (which is the focus of attacks by 
(classical/neo)liberals both inside and outside China), is essentially a means for the CCP 
to develop industrialisation. What is the source of the legitimacy of the one-party ruling 
CCP to govern, in other words, what is the source of its legitimacy to organise 
centralised industrialisation on behalf of the people? 

Firstly, the legitimacy of the CCP to rule and monopolise industrialised capital 
came from the revolution. As mentioned in 1.2.1, at the beginning of the founding of 
the state, the CCP had intended to gradually develop a national capitalist economy 
dominated by domestic capitalists. However, in the face of the heavily externally 
dependent economic structure left over from the Republican period and the deformed 
social production controlled by a small number of bureaucratic capitalists, comprador 
capitalists and imperialist capitalists, at the time of the first crisis the new government 
directly nationalised the vast majority of industrial capital in the cities, forming state 
capital, and the government began to participate directly in industrialisation as an 
economic agent. This violent appropriation was done in the name of the continuing 
revolution of the entire population, and was premised on the agrarian revolution and 
national liberation that had just been accomplished through the bloodshed of countless 
people, so that the so-called “state capital” after appropriation was naturally “universal 
capital”. 36 (董筱丹 & 温铁军, 2019, p.4) 

Secondly, in peacetime, the legitimacy of a single party in power comes from the 
constant promotion of the great development of the productive forces of society as a 
whole and the constant redistribution of ownership, and the constant revolutionary 
union with the people in order to maintain this legitimacy as a Marxist party. Finally, 

 
36 China's national liberation revolution, in which it acquired full ownership of land and capital through violent means, is the greatest 

difference between China and most developing countries that have decolonised through "peaceful" negotiations and "exchanging 
economic sovereignty for political sovereignty". This 'revolutionary dividend' is the most fundamental premise of contemporary China's 
economic development, its response to the crisis and its participation in globalisation. Jinhua Dai (2018) notes that "it is obvious that 
everything in China today is the result of the Chinese revolution, and at least we are still squandering the dividends of the Chinese 
revolution today". 
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the CCP cannot be legitimised apart from its “service to the people”, nor can it be 
legitimised apart from the constant improvement of the people's living standards and 
the rejuvenation of the nation. Then, China's “state capital” cannot be separated from 
“serving the people” either. In other words, the state capital, as the capital of the people, 
is politically responsible in peacetime for the well-being of the people, for the common 
wealth and for the rejuvenation of the nation. 

State capitalism is the result of the semi-consciousness of the practice in China of 
Marxism, and in particular of the Leninist theory of the “dictatorship of the proletariat”. 
In fact, Lenin also deduced the necessity of state capitalism for the move towards 
socialism on the basis of the theoretical analysis of imperialism, “If socialism is not yet 
economically mature, no uprising will create it; state monopoly capitalism is the most 
complete material preparation for socialism, the entrance to socialism, the step on the 
historical ladder from which there is no intermediate step to the one called socialism.”  
State capitalism and monopoly capitalism, which have at their core the same core of 
"socialised mass production", differ only by one step: whether it is private or collective 
workers who benefit from the surplus of labour in society as a whole. State capitalism 
and monopoly capitalism, whose kernel of “socialised mass production” is the same, 
differ only by one step, namely, whether it is private or collective workers who benefit 
from the surplus of labour in society as a whole. 

The above explanation is intended to clarify that, despite the current emphasis on 
the dispossession of the margins by state capital, this is only a partial part of the whole 
chain of social production, distribution and redistribution based on state capitalism, and 
that the term 'dispossession' has a different connotation when describing the capitalist 
centre of “universal ownership”. 

The history of 'dispossession' of the periphery by state capital has:  

D1: Dispossession by primitive violent: 

D1.3: Violent dispossession of labour surplus, reflected here in the taxes that have 
always been levied on agriculture. State capital extracted surplus from agriculture by 
means of taxes and fees, starting in 1949 and ceasing in 2005 with the exemption from 
agricultural taxes. During this period, a 1-3 year exemption was introduced in 1980 (see 
1.2.5). During this process, the three decades between 1950 and 1980, a period of 
primitive accumulation of state capital for industrialisation, were the first period of high 
agricultural taxes, which reached a maximum of 20% during this period. 

However, it was after the withdrawal of the central government (state capital) from 
spending on public services in rural societies in the 1980s that public services in rural 
societies were taken up by the local governments, together with the 1994 tax-sharing 
reform, in which the central government took away part of the tax revenue from local 
governments. This led to enormous pressure on local finances, and after the 1980s, 
while the central government's state capital gradually reduced its taxation of rural 
societies, local governments increasingly deprived villages through various taxes and 
fees. （温铁军，2012，pp.183-186）This direct tax dispossession, dominated by local 
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governments after the 1980s, did not end until 2005 

D2: Dispossession by Unequal exchange： 

D2.1: The products produced by subsistence agriculture and handicrafts in rural 
societies were not purely commodities and were not intended for profit, but for the 
acquisition of means of subsistence. However, state capital “deprives” the agricultural 
labour surplus (scissors difference) through an unequal exchange between the centre 
and the peripheral small peasant economy. The data show that between 1952 and 1997, 
the peasants provided the country's industrialisation with a capital accumulation of 
1,264.1 billion yuan in the form of scissor difference between industrial and 
agricultural products, or an average of 27.48 billion yuan per year. In 1997, it fell to 
2.3%, but the absolute amount was still as high as 31.1 billion yuan. （温铁军，2012，
pp.11-12） 

D2.2: The “primary products of high labour time” produced by rural societies were 
commodities, produced for profit and for the central market. At the end of the 1970s, 
the government began to allow peasants to hire or self-employ in the industries and 
businesses previously controlled by the state monopoly, and by that time the path had 
been opened to increase peasant non-farm employment and non-farm income through 
autonomous industrialisation and urbanisation of the countryside. 37  The decade 
leading up to the renewed crisis of the late 1980s was a period of great industrialisation 
of the countryside. Independently moving out of the subsistence small peasant economy, 
the villages of this period began to develop secondary and tertiary industries and led to 
a major development of the rural society as a whole, in large part because much of the 
labour surplus from primary, secondary and tertiary industries could be preserved in 
the rural society (see 1.2.5). However, despite this, there is still a scissors difference 
between the products of the rural society and the industrial goods produced by state 
capital. There is also a real estate scissors difference from the 1990s onwards, as 
discussed in the next section. 

D3: Dispossession by financial and monetary means. 

D3.1: Valorisation and monetisation of the non-valorised factors at the periphery 
and involvement of them in the circulation of capital. This process took place several 
times, the first time in the 1950s, when the means of production and subsistence of the 
rural society were monetised, and this time state capital “deprived” a large amount of 
agricultural surplus in order to suppress urban prices and promote the primitive 
accumulation of industrialisation. The second time was in the 1980s, when the means 
of production and the labour surplus of rural society were again monetised and state 
capital again “deprived” large amounts of the labour surplus of rural society. In both 
cases, the absorption of the labour of the rural society did not lead to an inflationary 
crisis in the cities. 

 
37 According to China Statistical Yearbook 2008, the number of workers in township enterprises was 30 million in 1980, 70 million 

in 1985 and 150 million in 2007. （温铁军，2012，p.97） 
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The third time was around 1990, when a comprehensive market and monetary 
reform was initiated. Land and property were monetised and marketed, stock and bond 
markets were opened, and these speculative markets absorbed large amounts of money 
anchored in labour. The marketisation of real estate reforms began in 1992 and reached 
a crescendo in 1995 with the enclosure of land in the surrounding countryside by local 
governments and real estate developers in the cities, and the vast amount of extra assets 
that were valorised out of thin air absorbed the additional money that had been issued 
from 1992. Specifically, this time the money was absorbed mainly by urban residents 
and rural farmers who bought property, and eventually flowed to developers and local 
governments. In other words, first the land on the outskirts of the city was monetised, 
then the built homes were monetised, and the surplus of excess labour paid by urban 
and rural people to buy property absorbed the additional money issued, but the most 
important means of production for the peasants - the land, and the large surplus of 
labour of urban and rural people - was taken away by local governments and developers. 
The peasants who lost their land became quasi-proletarians and sold their labour to the 
cities. In short, the additional money issued, via real estate, was once again anchored to 
the labour of the people. From 1992 onwards, local governments increasingly relied on 
the appropriation of peasant land and the construction and sale of property with 
developers to appropriate the labour surplus of urban and rural residents and sustain 
local fiscal expenditure (D3.2). Since then, the real estate market has become a kind of 
scissors difference to capture the labour surplus of the entire population, and property 
has become a product that exists as a semi-commodity and semi-speculative good. 

The first two processes of monetisation and valorisation of the means of 
production and life, in the form of the Seigniorage (3-3), gave rise to a large primitive 
accumulation of state capital for the industrialisation of the country. The process of 
monetisation and valorisation, which began in the 1980s and continued in full force 
after 1990, allowed state capital to build up a large system of financial capital, and by 
the mid-1990s the money capital of the financial system had increased significantly, 
and banks were able to control more and more resources, so that state-owned banks, as 
state capital, gradually replaced the treasury as one of the most important departments 
for allocating resources on behalf of the central government. （温铁军，2012，pp.167-
175） 

D3.2: Bankrupting the peripheries and then dispossessing them of their land. This 
process took place in the late 1980s: it manifested itself in the massive appropriation of 
land in the rural areas around cities by local governments in order to exchange valorised 
land for fiscal revenue. See D3.1 above. 

D3.3: Seigniorage, which increases the issuance of money that does not 
correspond to the increase in social production, resulting in the deprivation of the labour 
surplus of the subjects who absorb it. See D3.1 above 

2.5.2. Centre 2: The Urban Capitalist Class 

D2: Dispossession by Unequal exchange： 
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D2.2: From 1980 onwards, rural societies gradually saw the emergence of 
agricultural production purely for sale and industrial production by township 
enterprises, and at the end of the 1980s, township industrialisation, which had been 
rejected by urban interests (state and private capital) for raw materials and money 
capital, collapsed. （温铁军，2012，p.116） Around 1990, when China underwent 
market-oriented reforms, the “official speculated companies” speculated on 
profiteering through special political means, and about 30 per cent of national income 
was appropriated by corruption and “official speculated companies”, triggering a strong 
public outcry. 

In 1992, market-oriented reforms continued, and the policy set in motion a further 
wave of "privatisation and valorisation" of political rights, with over 200,000 
companies created in 1992. Market-oriented reforms were also applied to collectively 
owned enterprises in villages and towns in the 1980s. The reform of property rights in 
the mid to late 1990s led to the gradual privatisation of village industries, which had 
been built up from collective land and labour, with the proceeds flowing back to the 
cities through concentration in the hands of a few. 

D3: Dispossession by financial and monetary means. 

D3.1: Valorisation and monetisation of non-valorised factors at the periphery, 
before involving them in the circulation of capital. This process is mainly manifested 
in the collusion of real estate capital and local governments in the valorisation of land 
in the surrounding countryside. See D3.1 of 2.5.1 

D3.2: bankrupting the periphery, then depriving it of the means of production and 
finally appropriating the long-term labour surplus. This process took place in the late 
1980s: the massive bankruptcy of rural industrialisation due to its exclusion by urban 
interests led to the privatisation of a large number of means of production, and the 
privatised rural enterprises' profits from peasant labour no longer flowed back into the 
rural society (see D3.2 of 2.5.3 for this process), but flowed with the rural capitalists to 
the urban capitalists in the consumer market or capital circulation process. （温铁军，
2012，p.26） 

3-3: Seigniorage, where additional government-issued money anchored to labour, 
flows to expensive private capital groups, including companies providing social 
services and housing. See D3.1 above 

2.5.3. Centre 3: The Rural Capitalist Class 

D3.2: Bankrupting the periphery, then depriving it of the means of production, and 
finally appropriating the long-term labour surplus. From the late 1980s and throughout 
the 1990s, rural enterprises were subject to the cost-shifting of successive urban crises 
and had lost the momentum of the 1980s. The government did not have a deep 
understanding of the true use value of collectively owned township enterprises and their 
importance to the well-being of the countryside, and marketisation became the political 
correctness of the 1990s, when the sale of collective assets became the trend. For 
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example, a researcher from the government of Hai'an County, Jiangsu Province, wrote 
in 2000: “To sell a township enterprise is to change from a physical form to a value 
dynamic, a certain amount of assets in a certain form, into another form of the same 
amount of assets in an exchange of equal value for another asset, with no loss to the 
collective.” (缪爱诚, 2000) 

In fact, however, the real source of property rights for the large number of 
collectively owned township enterprises that emerged in the 1980s was that the rural 
capital element had long been highly scarce, and township enterprises were forced to 
replace capital investment with labour and land to complete their primitive 
accumulation and form enterprise assets. Therefore, especially during the period of 
devaluation of large amounts of fixed capital, the sale of collective assets of township 
enterprises objectively leads to the loss of collective assets and the loss of peasants' 
rights and interests. (温铁军 & 徐雪, 1999) In the reform of township enterprises in 
the name of "establishing a modern enterprise system", the future long-term 
beneficiaries of production changed from village collectives to the rural capitalist class.  
After the restructuring of such enterprises, they still maintain a nominal relationship 
with the village collectives, and in some cases the village collectives may still be the 
owners of the equity in the enterprises, but in reality, the so-called dividends paid to the 
collectives by the township enterprises are reduced to the payment of “land rent” to the 
landowners. (温铁军 & 徐雪, 1999) 

The process of privatisation is a process of theft and robbery. 

The “three principles of justice (openness, fairness and impartiality)” are not 
applied in the process of restructuring the enterprises. This in turn gives the 
entrepreneur an unnatural advantage in the “buyer's market”. On the pretext that there 
are no competitors in the “auction” and that the entrepreneur has to bear the business 
risks and the responsibility of repaying loans, the reserve price is lowered, or the 
operator is entitled to a large shareholding of more than 30% and is allowed to use the 
future earnings of the enterprise to offset the payment in instalments. Behind this so-
called restructuring, there is often a “black-box operation” by a few corrupt individuals. 
The so-called co-operative system of shares does not allow workers to quantify their 
shares based on the residual value provided during the accumulation of the enterprise's 
assets, nor does it implement a one-person-one-vote system for workers within the 
enterprise, nor does it reflect the constitutional principle of labour dominating capital, 
and is in fact an unfair privatisation that violates the property rights of farmers and 
workers. (温铁军 & 徐雪, 1999) 

From this point onwards, the collective political organisations such as the village 
committees of the village collectives were no longer able to achieve a revival of the 
communal collective economy in the true sense of the word. With the labour force going 
to the cities and the factors of production going to private individuals, the only people 
left for grassroots organisations to mobilise are the elderly, women and children. They 
are only engaged in simple agricultural and handicraft production and can hardly be 
organised for capital and technology intensive manufacturing production that can 
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compete with profit-oriented private enterprises in the market. 

2.5.4. Centre 4: The Urban Middle Class 

D2: Dispossession by Unequal exchange： 

In the next 20 years, with the urbanisation of second and third tier cities and the 
de-industrialisation of cities that have already completed urbanisation, the middle class 
has emerged in large numbers, with a population of around 300 million, representing 
around 23% of the total population, while in large cities such as Beijing, the middle 
class population is over 40% (2010 data). （温铁军，2012，p.265） 

Consumerism is a powerful stimulus to urban middle class demand, which 
coincides with one of the government's strategies to revive the economy: “boosting 
domestic demand”. China's 300 million urban middle class became one of the world's 
largest consumer markets in the 2010s. Such a large market has reactivated China's 
consumer goods manufacturing industry. The producers of these consumer goods are, 
of course, not the middle class in these cities, but the peasants of the rural society or 
former rural society. 

The first source of these consumer goods, as described in 2.5.3, was the privatised 
township enterprises, which absorbed the non-farm labour of the rural society locally 
and engaged in labour-intensive, low-end manufacturing production, with the final 
goods going to the urban middle class. The products of these rural enterprises cannot 
compete with those of large capital-intensive enterprises and foreign capital, so they 
have to sell at lower prices. The owners of these rural enterprises, whose profit margins 
have fallen, squeeze the wages of peasant labourers in order to extract surplus value, so 
that their labour returns in rural enterprises are lower than the social average. But 
peasant labourers also own land and are more tolerant of low wages as they are not 
starving into absolute poverty, even if they are short of cash. Although not done by the 
urban middle class itself, the middle class did work together with the capitalists in the 
township enterprises to complete the deprivation of peasant labourers of their labour 
surplus. 

On the other hand, the mass exodus of peasant labour from the countryside went 
in large numbers to the manufacturing factories in which foreign developed capitalist 
centres transferred industries to China, the most famous example being Foxconn. See 
2.2.5 

2.5.5. Centre 5: The Neo-Imperialist State 

D3.2: Bankrupting the periphery, then depriving it of the means of production and 
finally appropriating the long-term surplus of labour. The most recent example of this 
occurred in the East Asian financial crisis of 1997, when millions of people were 
plunged into unemployment and poverty, and a large number of businesses went 
bankrupt while the value of the assets of capitalists on Wall Street surged along the way. 
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(Harvey, 2003, p38.) But the role played by Chinese state capital in this crisis saved the 
Chinese interior and Hong Kong from disaster. 

D3.3.3: Seigniorage. The massive precipitation of financial capital out of the real 
economy was caused by the massive reliance of the capitalist centres on the issuance of 
excess currency to capture the world's labour and resource gains in order to sustain 
economic growth. China's foreign exchange control policy means that China has to 
issue as much RMB as foreign currency enters the country, ultimately resulting in 2/3 
of the additional RMB issued not corresponding to the country's real assets but to 
foreign currency. Thus, the currencies of both China and the US have become bubble 
currencies that do not correspond to real things like gold and products, but rely on 
hegemony. This has led to worldwide inflation, rising prices for raw materials, food 
and energy, and the flow of large amounts of additional money into a wide range of 
financial products. At the stage of financial capitalism, money has become an alienation, 
alienated from the social production of global entities, and financial capital is no longer 
a factor of production that facilitates production and reproduction in general, but a sort 
of global competition dominated by its own laws. Following the financial tsunami in 
the US in 2008, the world has largely relied on quantitative easing to passively mitigate 
the economic crisis. The policy costs of this quantitative easing have also fallen on rural 
enterprises located in the rural coastal areas of China that export manufacturing goods 
to the outside world. 

D3.4: External capital enters directly, takes possession of all elements of 
production cheaply, and high profits flow back to the centre. Most of the labour and 
land in this process came from the rural society. 

The 1970s saw a massive transfer of labour-intensive industries from the capitalist 
centres to the developing countries, while the industrialisation process of the newly 
independent post-World War II nation states faced a scarcity of capital, and the Third 
World countries in desperate need of capital absorbed the excessive accumulation of 
the developed countries in the form of debt. The 1980s saw a phase of debt repayment. 
These decades saw a steep increase in international trade and a massive increase in 
demand for the dollar, giving the already dominant dollar an excellent opportunity to 
expand. The UK and US took the lead in completing the transformation of industrial 
capital, with labour-intensive industries largely moving to labour-rich developing 
countries. From then on they were able to rely on the global mobility of capital and 
constantly find the low cost of factors of production, set up factories for production, 
and finally take away only a large amount of earnings and a constant flow of cheap 
products from all over the world to the central capitalist world. Neoliberalism is set 
against such a global economic base. If old liberalism was the ideology of the industrial 
capitalist group, which “freely appropriates your resources” and “freely appropriates 
your market”, then neo-liberalism is the ideology of the financial capitalist group, 
which “locates all the elements of production except money in the recipient country and 
ultimately only appropriates the profits.” (Harvey, 2003, pp.36-42) 
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2.6. Digital Shopping Platforms Descending into the 

Countryside - New Dispossessors of Rural Society and 

Integrators of All Previous Dispossessions 

"Taobao villages are rural villages that rely on Taobao, China's largest digital 
shopping platform, on a large scale for the realisation of their industries. At the village 
and town levels, the emergence of digital shopping platforms has absorbed a large 
amount of idle rural non-farm labour into simple processing and manufacturing. With 
the help of online sales platforms, villagers participate in e-commerce activities in 
various ways, such as self-selling and selling on behalf of their products, forming a new 
model of “farmers + online merchants” as a local part-time business. (Zhendong & 
Heming, 2017) In 2016, a total of 1,311 administrative villages across the country had 
an e-commerce cluster that reached the standard of Taobao village, an increase of 68% 
year-on-year, widely distributed in 18 provinces, showing a spurt in the number (only 
three villages when the standard of Taobao village was set in 2009). (Zhendong & 
Heming, 2017) 

Taobao villages, by mobilising non-agricultural idle labourers to work locally and 
integrating an otherwise scattered workforce with their products, raw materials, 
transport and marketing channels, have objectively triggered a boom in a part of China's 
countryside, especially in a context where rural industries are now declining year by 
year. However, digital shopping platforms, as new agents of rural society, are clearly 
playing the role of a capitalist centre. Does this centre still conform to the dialectic of 
“centre and periphery”, or does it bring de facto exploitation alongside the nominal 
affluence of rural society? This question will be discussed in this section. 

2.6.1. The Cost of the Countryside as a Elements of Production 

Valley is Not Low - The Land Revolution Dividend and State Capital 

Investment 

It is clear that the transfer of simple manufacturing to the countryside is a copy of 
the industrial transfer from the capitalist centre world to China in the 1980s and 1990s, 
and one of the common roots of both successes was China's cheap elements of 
production, especially workforce. E-commerce-driven rural urbanisation is the result of 
rural grassroots entrepreneurs taking full advantage of the low-cost entrepreneurial 
environment, the local non-agricultural industrial base or the resources of agricultural 
specialties, and is essentially a process of bringing rural industries into the central 
capitalist market through digital shopping platforms. (Zhendong & Heming, 2017) 

But what creates the valley of the elements of production in Chinese rural society? 
What are its costs and who pays for them? Do those who pay enjoy their fair share of 
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the dividends from the valley of the elements of production? This question leads to a 
series of questions, such as the fact that the costs of labour elements in China have 
started to rise since the 2010s, but that international capital has not found it easy to 
move industries out of China and back to new valleys (e.g. South East Asia and India). 
The answer to these questions begins with a fundamental analysis of the hidden costs 
of China's so-called “cheap” labour. 

Firstly, rural labourers have a largely semi-subsistence smallholder economy 
supported by land and housing, which offsets a large part of the cost of their means of 
subsistence and gives the opportunity for the price of non-agricultural labour (i.e. wages) 
in rural societies to keep bottoming out. As mentioned repeatedly in previous sections, 
the dividends of China's agrarian reform have sustained the country's development. In 
contemporary times, the equalisation of land and exemption from the burden achieved 
by the agrarian revolution has enabled the peasants, who make up the majority of the 
population, to return to a degree of self-sufficient production in times of crisis, ensuring 
the basic stability of Chinese society and, in times of development, providing a large 
surplus of labour or even a direct supply of labour for China's development. 

Secondly, the low cost of production, again, is the result of the use of virtual capital 
by state capital from around the year 2000 onwards to invest in the periphery in 
response to the crisis. The extensive transport and communication infrastructure 
allowed both rural local and urban capital to slip into the low valley of the rural society 
as a factor of production along the highly developed internet space and logistics system 
in contemporary times. The state-led production of space from the year 2000 onwards 
has led directly to a rapid reduction in the cost of operating primary manufacturing and 
processing industries in rural societies for both urban and rural capital (which may be 
money capital, or household labour capital). The huge profit opportunities between the 
cheap costs of production elements in the countryside (mainly land and labour) and the 
300 million middle class market in the cities have gradually emerged as a result of the 
lower costs of production, a society-wide reduction in production costs due to the 
investment in space by state capital. 

Investment in rural areas by state capital representing the interests of the people, 
between 2003 and 2009, involved more than 3,096.752 billion yuan38 of investment in 
agriculture, with an average of 15,000 yuan per farming household and an annual 
average of 2,500 yuan. （温铁军，2012，pp.207-208） In 2008, in the face of the 
global economic crisis, of the 120 billion yuan invested by the state in national 
infrastructure construction using virtual capital, more than one third was invested in 
rural livelihood projects and infrastructure construction. （温铁军，2012，p.210）
These investments relate to the productive aspects of space, including the 
implementation of the so-called “five accesses to villages”, i.e. access to roads, water, 
electricity, gas and networks in rural areas, which means that China's third and fourth 

 
38 These include expenditure involving comprehensive agricultural development, capital expenditure, expenditure on agricultural 

science and technology, and welfare funds. 
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tier cities and thousands of townships have completed the construction of spatial 
infrastructure for industrialisation and the construction of fixed capital in the transport 
and communication sectors between cities and villages. 

2.6.2. The Internet - an Effective Way to Extract the Surplus of 

Labour from Rural Societies Across Time and Space 

As with China in the 1950s, the cost of extracting labour surpluses from rural 
societies became a problem after the contracting out of land to households in 1978 and 
the fact that farmers were allowed to keep relatively more of their own labour surpluses. 
This was despite the fact that by this time China had already established an autonomous 
industrialisation system and the surplus extracted from industry was beginning to 
replace agriculture as the main source of state capital accumulation. 

The rise of the township enterprises in the 1980s was in fact a good opportunity 
for the state capital to extract surplus from the rural society, which was equivalent to 
the organisation of a relatively concentrated secondary production entity in the 
countryside from the bottom up, with more than 20 million rural enterprises as the basic 
unit, then the cost of surplus extraction from them was much lower than the cost of 
trading agricultural products with hundreds of millions of peasant households. However, 
with the crowding out of rural enterprises by urban interests, they withered or were 
privatised in the late 1980s, and a large amount of indigenous non-agricultural labour 
precipitated out of them and into the cities. It is well known that labour is the only 
source of value, and a rural society deprived of labour is no longer likely to be able to 
extract surplus value, for any kind of capital. 

This decline continued until around the year 2000. In the case of the countryside, 
within the framework of the official discourse of “market economy” as absolute 
political correctness, it was not possible to replicate the collectivisation of production 
of the 1950s through renewed political mobilisation by the state, nor was it possible to 
develop an autonomous industrialisation with capital and technology concentrated in 
the cities. 

Today, the ongoing investment of state capital in the production of space in rural 
societies, especially digital space, has brought about a turnaround in these processes. 
The production of road and transport space has significantly reduced the circulation 
costs of production in rural societies, and the production of virtual space has 
significantly reduced the transaction costs of urban extraction of labour surpluses from 
dispersed small peasants. 

The question, however, is who should own the two types of rural social industrial 
profits that have surfaced above as a result of lower social costs of production. As stated 
in 2.6.1, the historical costs of lowering the prices of elements of production on top of 
the already low ones are high, including the dividends of the agrarian revolution, the 
intense labour and hunger behind the primitive accumulation of state capital over the 
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decades, etc. 

According to the Marxist political economy, this surplus of labour should have 
been appropriated by the workers. Even according to the logic of the market economy, 
according to the logic of who invests and who gains, it is the agents who invest in fixed 
capital in space should have the majority of the gains. It is the decolonised 
revolutionaries who have invested their lives in the rural society who should receive 
the majority of the returns, it is the state capital that has invested in the production of 
the rural social space that should receive the majority of the returns, and it is the workers 
who have contributed the labour surplus to the primitive accumulation of state capital 
that should receive the majority of the returns. With such a huge investment in costs as 
the denominator, what should be the return on the technical and managerial inputs 
(which also derive from extracting the surplus of transactions on the platforms) made 
by the e-commerce platforms in the virtual space? 

Alibaba is a company that relies on the surplus of transactions from its e-commerce 
platform to make a profit, with e-commerce profits accounting for up to 85% in 2019, 
compared to 91% in 2015. China's small product logistics industry, which is currently 
growing rapidly due to the rise of e-commerce, has also seen Alibaba de facto complete 
its monopoly over much of China's logistics industry through equity acquisitions and 
other means. It can therefore be said that Alibaba's business encompasses a platform 
that provides information exchange between buyers and sellers to a platform that 
provides currency and product exchange between buyers and sellers, completing a full 
monopoly on the exchange of information and currency to goods in the retail industry. 

The legitimacy of an e-commerce platform, which extracts the surplus of 
transactions between parties on the platform, derives from the fact that it provides 
efficient channels and opportunities for buyers and sellers to communicate information 
and products; in other words, e-commerce platforms sell 'location changes' in products 
and information between parties to a transaction. As mentioned in 1.1.2, the transport 
and communications industry, which 'sells changes of location', does indeed engage in 
direct value production, but immediately afterwards Marx argues that the industry 
consists almost entirely of fixed capital, i.e. fixed capital formed in the production 
process of physical space. 

Has this situation changed in today's Internet era? This goes back to what we 
discussed in the previous section and earlier in this one, the rural infrastructure in which 
the state's virtual capital is invested, much of which is dominated by transport and 
communications infrastructure. In addition, other fixed capital involved in the transport 
and communications sector, infrastructure for means of transport (such as docks, 
airports and railway stations) and infrastructure for the internet (especially hardware 
infrastructure for network communications), are largely equally dependent in China on 
investment and technological accumulation by state capital. The production of these 
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nationwide, physical to digital spaces has seen little private capital in China. 39 

This means that a country's communications and transport industry is essentially 
an industry with huge infrastructural investments but with benefits highly dispersed at 
the beginning and end of each of the production of the whole society. As China has 
directly or indirectly, politicised or economised, at different times in its history, 
concentrated the surplus of the nation's labour in the spatial production of Chinese land, 
ultimately shaping the current geography of a highly developed transport and 
communications infrastructure, it is only right that the benefits of these fixed capital 
investments should be shared by the entire people of the present. 

The real story, however, is that the benefits are being shared unequally in the rise 
of Taobao villages. 

State capital, needless to say, shares in the benefits of society-wide production 
following market-oriented reforms, and so the rise of e-commerce and Taobao villages 
has in any case benefited from state capital. 

Monopolising digital platform capital. As stated in the previous part of this 
section, on the one hand, digital platform capital is appropriating, at very low cost, the 
gains from the progress of infrastructure owned by the entire population, which 
originate in the highly decentralised transportation and communication links of society-
wide production. On the other hand, the real sources of the excess profits arising from 
the cheapness of the factors of production in the rural society, which are appropriated 
at very low cost, are the decolonisation revolutionary dividend, the agrarian reform 
dividend, the national capital primitive accumulation dividend and the national 
independent industrial system dividend. 

The internet, an effective way of extracting the labour surplus of rural societies 
across time and space, has integrated the otherwise fragmented small peasants society 
in a way that is no less efficient than the shift from individualised to co-operative 
agricultural production in the 1950s. The reality, however, is that the integrated labour 
surplus flows not to state capital, not to national industrialisation, which is owned by 
and benefits all, but to private capital, to monopoly digital platform capital. 

互联网，一种跨越时空的提取乡土社会劳动剩余的有效方式，它将原本分散的小农社会

整合起来，效率不亚于 1950 年代农业生产从个体化向合作化的转变；然而现实是，整合起

来后的劳动剩余却不是流向国有资本，不是流向全民所有、全民收益的国家工业化，而是流

向私人资本，流向垄断数字平台资本。 

Small rural capitalists. The non-agricultural employment opportunities have 
widened the income channels of rural residents and created a group of rural 

 
39 It is not uncommon for US internet companies to invest in space production, such as Google's massive investment in submarine 

network cables and Tesla's "Starlink" initiative. The ownership of the physical internet infrastructure by these internet monopolies ensures 
that they have an absolute monopoly over the digital space and a high level of extraction of surplus. This also means that only huge 
monopolies of the Internet can afford to invest in the production of space, precisely because the digital monopoly allows them to leapfrog 
the entire social production process enough to justify their investments and continue to profit from them, which is what Lenin called the " 
socialised mass production " of monopoly capitalism. 
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entrepreneurs and wealthy groups. (Zhendong & Heming, 2017) In the era of capital 
enveloped by monopolistic internet platforms, and in the era of collective economic 
bankruptcy of rural societies, countryside societies, faced with a vast market of 
consumer demand on the internet and under conditions without the constraints of a 
collectivised political framework, began a stage of diffuse capitalist development. The 
smallest subjects involved in simple manufacturing within Taobao villages are farming 
households, the larger ones are family cooperatives, and there are also a large number 
of standard Taylor system private manufacturing factories. Conditions here are 
developing dramatically according to the laws of the market, just as the central world 
of capitalism did after the industrial and computer revolutions. 

China's e-commerce turnover in 2017 was RMB 28.66 trillion, up 24.77% year-
on-year, directly employing over 3.3 million people and indirectly driving employment 
to over 25 million(Yi et al., 2019). In 2017, the country's rural areas achieved RMB 
1,244.88 billion in online retail sales, up 39.1% over the same period in 2016, 4.9% 
higher than urban areas, and accounting for 17.3% of the country's total online retail 
sales. By the end of 2017, the total number of rural online shops reached 9.856 million, 
an increase of 1.693 million compared to the end of 2016 (8.163 million), an increase 
of 20.7% year-on-year, driving employment of more than 28 million people. (Yi et al., 
2019) 

The next stage of intense and rough development is fierce and brutal competition 
and mergers, where family workshops and family production co-operatives are bound 
to be gradually replaced by large-scale capital-rich private factories due to the lack of 
capital-intensive elements such as technology and services, and then labour is absorbed 
into them. This law of the jungle-like history of the growth of capitalist youth is being 
repeated in rural China. These mergers and competitions have created a group of rural 
capitalists and a larger proletariat. While overall incomes are rising, the infiltration of 
the internet into rural society is rapidly raising the Gini coefficient in the countryside, 
and the rural capitalists and the wealthy are taking the surplus of rural labour with them 
to the cities, without returning either to the workers or to the basic social and social 
welfare of the countryside. 

3. TWO EXISTING OPTIONS AND A 

UTOPIAN SCENARIO DESIGN ON HOW TO 

DEFEND THE LABOUR SURPLUS IN RURAL 

SOCIETIES 

Drawing on the theories of Lenin, Gramsci and Wen Tiejun, this paper gives two 
options and a utopian plan on how to defend the labour surplus in rural societies. The 
first is based on Lenin's theory of monopoly capitalism and state capitalism, and 
proposes the rationality and possibility of nationalizing the existing monopoly platform 
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capital; the second is based on Wen Tiejun's proposal of "reconstructing a new type of 
collective economy", and proposes an institutional design for rebuilding the collective 
economy of rural society and returning the labour surplus to the village collective. The 
third is a utopian project which, in line with Gramsci's demand for the 'seizure of 
cultural hegemony', spatialises and concretises the process of dispossession of the rural 
area, emphasising the creative role of designing an utopian sphere that articulates the 
social ideology of the rural through the abstract and exaggerated presentation of the 
flow of elements of labour and labour surpluses between the rural and the central 
capitalist world, ultimately attempting to achieve the expulsion of the ideology of the 
exploiting class from the rural. 

3.1. Nationalisation of the Capital of Monopolistic 

Digital Platforms 

So, what strategy should be implemented in the face of the exploitation of 
monopolistic digital platform capital? 

According to Lenin (1916), monopoly is an inevitable stage in the development of 
capitalist society, which implies not only the absolute hegemonic position of one or a 
few enterprises in a given industry, but also the total control of one or a few enterprises 
upstream and downstream of the industry, thus achieving a state of socialised 
production, but with the appropriation of the benefits remaining private. Further, “in 
defiance of the wishes and consciousness of the capitalist”, the monopoly began an 
irrational stranglehold on its weaker competitors and potential threats, including the 
deprivation of raw materials, the bribing of unions to combat labour resistance, the 
deprivation of means of transport, the deprivation of marketing, alliances with buyers, 
the deliberate suppression of prices, the deprivation of credit and the declaration of 
boycotts. (Lenin, 1916) This irrational and crushing nature displayed by monopolies 
was the basis of Lenin's theory of imperialism. 

It is worth noting that one of the judgements of monopoly capitalism, whether by 
Lenin, John Atkinson Hobson or Rudolf Hilferding, was that finance capital was 
separate from industrial capital and dominated and controlled the production of society 
as a whole. Hilferding (1994, p.429) wrote that “more and more industrial capital no 
longer belonged to the industrialists who used it. It is only through the banks that the 
industrialists can gain access to capital, and for them the banks represent the owners of 
this capital. On the other hand, the banks must also fix more and more of their capital 
on industry. Therefore, the bank becomes more and more an industrial capitalist. In this 
way the bank capital which actually becomes industrial capital, i.e. capital in the form 
of money, I call financial capital.” “Financial capital is capital which is at the disposal 
of the banks and employed by the industrialists.” (Lenin, 1916) 

So why is monopolistic digital platform capital, a type of monopoly capital that is 
not financial capital but still highly similar to the role and status of financial capital 
(and yet, as it stands, Chinese internet companies are already excited about the financial 
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sector)? 

Financial capital has mastered industrial production because they have mastered 
the money capital of industrial production. And digital platform capital has mastered 
industrial production because they have mastered the entire relationship between 
production and the market, i.e. the flow of information and commodities between 
production and the market, which directly controls determines the beginning and end 
links between production and consumption, and thus determines and controls 
production and consumption. In this simple way, platform capital possesses the ability 
to blind and deafen the subjects of production and consumption, and then lose the ability 
to move, without having to participate in production at all. Thus, just as financial capital 
is separated from production, platform capital is also separated from production, but it 
extracts the benefits of production by controlling the information and material flows of 
production and consumption, by monopolising the “change of location” of information 
and things, which is an intrinsic part of production. 

But the objection to the privatised digital platform monopoly is not an objection 
to the important role of the digital platform as a resource allocator; the monopoly 
reflects an efficient and advanced way of allocating resources within it, as opposed to 
a disorderly, freely competitive market. The digital platform demonstrates its powerful 
capacity in this regard, as the rise of Taobao villages, as described in 2.6.2, means that, 
by virtue of the power of a private capitalist monopoly, rural societies have reached a 
result comparable to the politically organised collectivisation of production in China in 
1950. The digital platform thus represents a technological and productive development, 
but the benefits of the socialisation of production already achieved by the monopoly 
should also be shared by the subjects of socialised production, i.e. owned by all. The 
Leninist approach is to transform and transition the capital of the Internet platform into 
state capital; after all, monopoly is only one step away from state capitalism, and state 
capitalism is only one step away from socialism:  

If a capitalist enterprise becomes a monopoly, it means that it is supplying the 
needs of the whole people. If it becomes a state monopoly, it means that the whole 
enterprise is directed by the state (which, in the conditions of revolutionary democracy, 
is the armed organisation of the people, above all the workers and peasants). But in 
whose interests is it to serve? ...... serves the interests of the revolutionary democrats, 
and that is the step towards socialism. For socialism is nothing but a first step forward 
from the state capitalist monopoly, socialism is nothing but a state capitalist monopoly 
that becomes beneficial to the whole people, and therefore ceases to be a capitalist 
monopoly. (Lenin, 1916) 

The monopolies have reached a state of deep socialised mass production, which 
has completed its internal state of rationality within its industry, upstream and 
downstream of its production, and has developed a sector of technological renewal. It 
is possible to redirect the labour surplus back into the well-being of the people and into 
the development process by transforming the monopolies into state capital and without 
any loss of production processes. 
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Once this step has been completed, the platform will still operate according to the 
logic of the market economy, but transaction costs will fall again as a result of the 
massive return of surplus value to both buyers and sellers. 

3.2. Revival of the Collective Economy based on the 

Distribution of Non-monetary Elements of Production 

Today rural collectives are the owners of land, of resources, and no matter which 
sector of the primary, secondary or tertiary industries treats land as a element of 
production, the peasants and the village collectives they form are the owners of this 
important means of production. As China has experienced in ten crises, the large 
number of small propertied peasants in Chinese rural society is the ballast for China's 
response to crises from the cities and from the international arena, and is an important 
foundation for Chinese society to maintain a steady state. 

Not changing this foundation, i.e. not changing the peasants' ownership of land, is 
an important precondition for rural reform. On this premise, a structural transformation 
of the way in which this important means of production is utilised in the hands of the 
peasants is required, that is to say, first of all, to go beyond the small-peasant way of 
production, i.e. the direct combination of land and the labour of the landowner for 
primary production. While this small peasant economy can maintain a degree of self-
sufficiency, it has limited returns from agricultural products and is unable to further 
monetise peasant labour to consume the vast array of consumer goods and public 
services brought about by modernisation and industrialisation, resulting in chronic 
relative poverty. 

In 2019, China's central government proposed a “three-change reform” of rural 
society, aiming to reconstruct a new collective economy. 

3.2.1. Turning Rural Spatial Ecological Resources into Collective 

Farmers' Assets 

The solution to this problem begins with a deeper understanding of “land”. The 
land collectively owned by peasants should not be understood as a mere “field”, but as 
a “spatial system” carrying a wide range of natural resources. The collective ownership 
of this spatial system means that the peasant community owns the value of its 
inseparable means of production, the value of its means of livelihood, the value of its 
ecological resources, the value of its human aesthetics, etc. The peasant collectives of 
each village become the main body of the development of the integrated planning 
system of landscape, water, forest, lake and grass according to the layout of the local 
ecological environment. In terms of political economy, this asset is a fixed capital that 
will not wear out or depreciate in its natural state and under the premise of scientific 
development, and is therefore of unlimited value. (温铁军, 2020a) 
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3.2.2. Turning State Funds into Equity and Available Fixed 

Capital for Peasant Collectives 

With spatial and ecological resources as fixed capital for production, flowing 
capital such as money is also needed to put the collective economy into production. As 
previously described, in 2005 the central government proposed a strategy for building 
a new socialist countryside, a strategy for poverty alleviation in 2015, a strategy for 
revitalising the countryside in 2017, and a strategy for accelerating the modernisation 
of agriculture and rural areas in 2021. Since 1998 China has been investing in the three 
rural areas by creating virtual capital, engaging in the basic construction of farmland 
water conservancy, and bringing water, electricity, roads, gas and broadband into 
villages. This means that the circulation costs of social production in the countryside, 
which used to be extremely high, have been significantly reduced following state 
investment in infrastructure in the transport and communications sectors for the 
circulation of goods, people and information for social production in rural and township 
areas.(温铁军, 2020a) 

However, state investment in these transport and communication infrastructures 
also becomes part of the fixed capital anchored in the land. For this fixed capital to 
become an effective asset, it must be used by the village collectives, and the income 
generated in the process of using it must be shared by the village collectives to activate 
this sunken fixed capital. These original spatial and ecological resources plus the large 
amount of fixed capital formed by the state's initial investment need to be valued into 
equity, and the village collectives then form a management company for the resource 
assets, which can then negotiate with urban capital, absorb urban investment and even 
issue bonds. In this way, the infinitely valuable natural resources in the villages are not 
simply privatised in a one-off manner by urban capital, and the large amount of fixed 
capital valued by the rural society can then correspond to the large amount of additional 
currency issued by the central government, thus decoupling the RMB from the US 
dollar and anchoring the RMB in the country's ever-valued ecological resources, thus 
alleviating the imported crisis caused by the hegemony of the US dollar. The large 
amount of real assets and shared collective production that corresponds to the currency 
also naturally points the way for the country's central financial capital, local debt capital 
and private real estate capital, which have nowhere else to go and are speculating, thus 
alleviating the endogenous inflationary crisis. (温铁军, 2020a) 

Secondly, some of the money invested by the government in rural areas should be 
set aside to be turned directly into collective flowing capital, which can be used to bring 
in advanced technology, equipment, management and talents from the cities and 
combine them with the existing fixed capital. (温铁军, 2020a) 

3.2.3. Turning Villagers into Shareholders 

With all the elements of a functioning collective economy in place, the issue of 
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distribution also needs to be addressed. The equity arrangement can be such that the 
basic shares are counted according to the household, the labour shares are counted 
according to the facility-based assets formed by the labour force, and then the foreign 
investment shares can also have a certain amount of equity. Design a variety of different 
shareholdings. For example, if the fixed assets of the government department in the 
village are counted as equity, the government department will have the equity of the 
village, the water bureau and the highway bureau can have the equity and enjoy the 
right of supervision, but the equity cannot have income in the village and cannot be 
transferred. Other investors' investments can be made into optimisation shares; if there 
are poor households in the village, poverty alleviation funds can be used as special 
shares with a multiplied amount of income; if the village chief can keep the value of 
the assets within his term of office, he can set up incentive shares and give equity 
according to the value added; there are also management shares, contribution shares 
and other kinds of equity. (温铁军, 2020a) 

Different shareholdings then determine the rights and interests of different 
shareholders, a structure that later spawned governance, implying the democratic 
participation of a plurality of agents. It means that the collective economy is 
corporatised and operated, with villagers as beneficiaries, but also as participants and 
decision-makers. (温铁军, 2020a) 

3.3. An Utopian Scenario Design for Reclaiming 

Cultural Hegemony 

In addition to the set of institutional designs given by Wen Tiejun for the 
countryside to seize its own labour surplus, the ideology of the rural society also 
requires the production of knowledge from left-wing intellectuals that is compatible 
with a certain economic base. As mentioned in 2.5.3, the ideologies based on the "free 
market" economy have dominated the rural society since the 1980s, leading to a 
massive loss of monetised fixed capital, the disintegration of the collective economy 
and the semi-proletarianisation of the peasants. In this process, the peasants did not 
understand the true value of the fixed capital they had previously owned and were 
unaware of the loss of their labour surplus. 

Marx (1843) said, “The weapon of criticism is certainly no substitute for the 
criticism of weapons, and material force can only be destroyed by material force; but 
theory, once it has mastered the masses, also becomes material force. A theory can 
master the masses as soon as it convinces; and a theory can convince as soon as it is 
thorough.”  

The process of dispossession of the rural society is clearly visible in the framework 
of political economy. And after 2006, state capital no longer needs the labour surplus 
from the rural society for the primitive accumulation of industrialisation, and 
furthermore "compensates the peasants with industry", paying back the excesses 
extracted from the countryside for decades. The main targets of the struggle of the rural 
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society to defend its labour surplus were then only the urban and native capitalist classes 
and the monopoly platform capital. The first step in acquiring a theory of struggle is to 
break away from the ideological hegemony of the capitalist class and to articulate the 
proletarian democratic ideology of revolution. 

Hegemony, or egemonia as Gramsci called it, describes a form of control in which 
a social group seeks the active approval of other groups, their conscious obedience and 
their automatic integration into the power structure of the social group. (Fan, 2010, 
p,122) Compared to Lenin, Gramsci's concept of hegemony has a number of new 
features. Firstly, hegemony is no longer anchored in the proletariat. Secondly, 
hegemony adds a new dimension, namely an intellectual, moral one. Thirdly, 
hegemony is mediated by ideology, and there can be no real hegemony without a 
transition from the base to the superstructure. Finally, the 'universality' of hegemony is 
not an inflation of a particular associationism, but a product of the articulation. (Fan, 
2010, p,137) Thus, Mouffe argues that, according to the above description, the so-called 
hegemonic class is the fundamental social group that is able to articulate the interests 
of other social groups to its own through ideological struggle; in order to implement 
hegemony, the hegemonic class must abandon narrow associational interests and take 
the interests of other groups into account to a certain extent. Through intellectual and 
moral reform, a 'collective will' is created, the hegemonic class merges with the will of 
its allies to form a 'collective man', the historical act can only be done collectively, with 
a heterogeneous, diverse and dispersed will, welded together with a single purpose, on 
the basis of an equal and common world view. (Fan, 2010, p,146) 

As mentioned earlier, after China's market-oriented reforms in the 1980s, a large 
number of ideologies were created in China, with the 'free market' as the fundamental 
logic of social operation and 'exchange value' as the criterion for everything, and the 
capitalist intellectuals who produced these ideologies. The loss of fixed capital in rural 
society in the late 1980s had much to do with the interface between this ideology and 
the ideology of the small peasant in rural society.  The peasants who had access to 
land, as smallholders, were bound to think of agricultural production in an economically 
rational way in the context of the market economy, and their class consciousness was 
then more likely to express active approval of the ideology of the capitalist class, to 
submit itself consciously and to integrate itself automatically into the power structures 
of that social group. 

Faced with this state of affairs, in particular the fact that not only the 300 million 
middle class in China, but also the labour groups in developed capitalist societies all 
over the world are no longer in the state of "nothing but the free sale of their labour" of 
Marxist theory, the capitalist class divides the working people by creating 
contradictions and middle-classisation, and by cutting off the possibility of class 
consciousness by means of ideologies, especially in the fields of consumption and 
culture. The possibility of a breakthrough in left-wing political practice instead reverted 
to the peasantry, echoing the revolutionary practices of Russia and China in the first 
half of the 20th century. Lenin, Mao and Gramsci all expressed, to varying degrees, that 
the peasantry was the most faithful friend of the proletarian revolution, and in China 



 

 
84 

the peasantry was fundamentally the mainstay of the revolution. 

The cultural hegemony over the peasantry must be reclaimed from the capitalist 
class, and the struggle of the peasantry to reclaim the surplus of labour must be 
articulated to the struggle of the proletariat to reclaim the surplus of labour. 

To accomplish this, this paper engages in a virtual utopian design practice that 
helps to spatialise and concretize the processes of dispossession in rural society, 
emphasising the creative role of design to articulate the ideology of rural society by 
reproducing in an abstract and exaggerated way the utopian realm of the flow of labour 
elements and labour surpluses between Taobao villages and the central capitalist world. 
In these narratives, allegory, parody and the appropriation of the commonplace enable 
us to design possible trans-local, trans-domain and trans-cultural spaces for the 
expulsion of the exploitative class ideology in the rural society. 

 

Figure 3-1 Utopian Scenario on the Flow of Labour Surplus in Taobao Villages  

Source: Painted by the Author at 2020 IFoU Summer School 

This utopian scenario design seeks to express the current state of the Taobao 



 

 
85 

village. As we discussed at the beginning, the Taobao village faces dispossession from 
several central worlds. In this diagram, we can see that Taobao Village, although it 
looks rural in texture, is essentially a large manufacturing factory. Every family and 
their house are engaged in simple manufacturing work. Above the village there are 
clouds, and above the clouds there is the city, which is particularly lively, like a paradise. 
The middle class from the city are fishing. But interestingly, they didn't catch fish, they 
caught business owners who had made money in Taobao villages. These entrepreneurs, 
with their families and profits, want to crawl to the cities through the fishing line, 
leaving their employees in the countryside. Such a narrative is intended to express the 
loss of the rural labour surplus. 

Finally, if you look closely, you will find that we are actually looking down on the 
window of the airplane. There is a face on the reflection of the window glass of the 
airplane. This person is Jack Ma, the president of Taobao. Here we actually want to 
express that everything that was just launched is ultimately under the control and 
surveillance of the digital platform. The monopoly platform capital eventually became 
the integrator and the biggest gainer of all this deprivation. The model of the machine-
996 Max is also written on the glass. This is an ironic figure. It comes from an online 
resistance campaign initiated by Taobao staff against overloading - 996.ICU. 

4. Conclusion 

David Harvey's geography of capitalist accumulation and the dialectic of “centre 
and periphery” and Wen Tiejun's research on the ten economic crises since New China 
provide the basis for this paper's analysis of Taobao Village's current historical location 
and the material and information flows. 

After examining these theories and investigations, this paper first abstracts and 
generalises Harvey's geography of capitalist accumulation, extracting three methods of 
accumulation by dispossession from the centre to the periphery and three circuits of 
capital and two transfer schemes of over-accumulation in the first of these circuits; then 
uses this framework to compare the accumulation by dispossession and over-
accumulation transfer of capital in China's ten crises, forming a highly abstract 
understanding of the dialectical relationship between the centre and the periphery in 
China. The focus is on identifying the different agents of the 'central' function, i.e., the 
final destination of the dispossessed surplus of labour and means of production, at 
different times. Apart from the surplus deprived by state capital, which can be used to 
return to the people as a whole (at least in terms of Lenin's pure theory), the urban 
capitalist class, the rural capitalist class, the urban middle class and the neo-imperialist 
state have, at different times, appropriated the gains of the rural society for themselves. 
In the Internet era, most of these dispossessions have not only been retained but 
reinforced by the monopoly digital platform capital that has sunk into the countryside, 
and in addition, the monopoly platform capital itself has become the latest dispossessor 
of the rustic society. The reason why digital platforms have taken advantage of the 
current Internet era to monopolise the flow of information and goods between 



 

 
86 

production and the market and thereby reap excessive profits is precisely because they 
have enjoyed the historical dividend of China's nearly century-old revolution and the 
huge amount of state capital invested in infrastructure construction on behalf of the 
national labour surplus. 

The paper concludes by giving two existing proposals and a utopian plan on how 
to defend the labour surplus of the rural society. The first one is based on Lenin's theory 
of monopoly capitalism and state capitalism and proposes the rationality and possibility 
of nationalising the existing monopoly platform capital. The transformation and 
transition of Internet platform capital into state capital is not only possible, but also a 
necessary path to socialism. 

The second one is based on Wen Tiejun's proposal of "reconstructing a new 
collective economy", which offers an institutional design for rebuilding the collective 
economy of rural society and returning the labour surplus to the village collective. It is 
necessary to adhere to the results of agrarian reform, to expand the peasants' ownership 
of land into ownership of the entire spatial and ecological resources, to continuously 
develop the new use value of space and nature as fixed capital of infinite value, and to 
develop a mixed economy of primary, secondary and tertiary production based on the 
income from land rent. 

The third is a utopian project that spatialises and concretises the process of 
dispossession of rural society in line with Gramsci's demand for the 'seizure of cultural 
hegemony'. Emphasis is placed on the creative role of designing a utopian sphere that 
articulates the ideology of the rural societies through the abstract and exaggerated 
reproduction of the flow of labour factors and labour surpluses between the Taobao 
villages and the central capitalist world, ultimately attempting to achieve the expulsion 
of the ideology of the exploiting class from the rural societies. 

The three options borrowed from this paper are neither original nor have they taken 
shape in their respective spatial and historical contexts. These historical and 
contemporary proposals have faced a variety of controversies and criticisms in 
subsequent and current discourses, such as the danger of Leninism slipping into 
centralism in Soviet practice, which has not disappeared in contemporary Chinese 
Leninist practice, and the more fragmented and microscopic revolutionary strategies 
proposed by Western Marxism and post-Marxism to explore new possibilities. Wen 
Tiejun's proposal to 'reconstruct a new collective economy' is more of a deviation from 
Marx on the basis of Marx. On the one hand, it stresses that the human being under the 
collective is the fundamental purpose of economic development, while on the other 
hand it seems to reject the path of socialism or even communism through the continuous 
development of the productive forces, and is essentially an attempt to find a middle way 
by blending the Asian and capitalist modes of production to achieve a new type of 
socialism, which directly leads to the programme being tested by Marxism itself in the 
first place. As for Gramsci, his emphasis on the independence of the ideological 
superstructure made him the founder of the post-Marxist dismantling of the decisive 
role of the base on the superstructure, but the model of the dialectical relationship 
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between the economic base and the superstructure still has strong explanatory power in 
the light of the practical experience of the new China. 

However, the purpose of this article, which still uses these either 'outdated' or 
'idealised' theories to try to provide answers, is to attempt to contribute small possible 
solutions and reflections to the troubled liberation and democracy movements in China 
and the world. Searching for "modernity" in "obsolescence", "practicality" in 
"idealisation". Leftist intellectuals need to use their imagination to break the 
stigmatisation of liberation movements in today's mainstream discourse, as Dai Jinhua 
(2018) puts it： 

The dominant culture in China today is one of trial revolution, and we stand very 
enthusiastically to place ourselves in the position of the losers of the Cold War. We all 
extrapolate from the inevitability of failure to the whole course of the 20th century 
revolution. And in this logic, we have a clear rejection and judgement of the whole 
utopian imaginary. And in popular culture, utopia and anti-utopia have become a 
completely indistinguishable expression. In contemporary China there seems to be a 
strong consensus within Chinese culture that we believe that social change is impossible. 
Under the premise that change is impossible, it seems that it is more convenient for us 
to actively choose to accept a slave's fate. ...... Here I would like to quote Zizek, that is, 
it is as if it is easier for us to imagine the end of humanity than the end of capitalism, or 
even as if we would rather believe that the end of capitalism is the end of humanity, so 
that we dare not even think about ending capitalism. ...... There is a very clear thread in 
this, and a very great fear, about the history of the 20th century and the violence in the 
history of the 20th century. Because in this logic revolution equals violence. And it is 
even revolution that is the only form of violence. Our fear of violence is our fear of 
revolution, and our rejection of revolution is seemingly also a rejection of violence. Of 
course one of the more popular ways of saying this is to equate the international 
communist movement and the proletarian revolution with 20th century fascism. 

5. References 

Baran, P. (1957). The Political Economy of Growth. 

Fan, Z. (2010). A Guide to Post-Marxism / 后马克思主义导论. 中央编译出版社. 

Frank, A. (1969). Capitalism and Underdevelopment in Latin America. 

Harvey, D. (2001). Spaces of capital: towards a critical geography. Edinburgh University Press. 

Harvey, D. (2003). The New Imperialism. Oxford University Press. 

Harvey, D. (2017). 世界的逻辑/The Ways of the World. 中信出版社. 

Hilferding, R. (1994). 金融资本——资本主义最新发展的研究. 商务印书馆. 

Jinhua, D. (2018). Globalization, Post-revolution, Nation-state, and New Technology. 

https://commons.ln.edu.hk/southsouthforum/2018/day5/2/ 



 

 
88 

Lenin, V. I. U. (1916). Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism. 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1916/imp-hsc/index.htm 

Luxemburg, R. (1968). The Accumulation of Capital. 

Marx, K. (1843). Hegel’s Philosophy Comment Preamble. 

Marx, K. (1857). Grundrisse (Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy (Rough Draft)). 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1857/grundrisse/ 

Marx, K. (1968). Theories of SurplusValue, Part 2. Progress Publishers. 

Marx, K. (1972). Theories of SurplusValue, Part 3. Progress Publishers. 

Marx, K. (1976). Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume One. Penguin Books. 

Marx, K. (1978). Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume Two. Penguin Books. 

Yi, C., Zhendong, L., & Yibo, Q. (2019). Agglomeration on the Edge: Spatial Characteristics, Trends and Planning 

Response of Taobao Village in the Yangtze River Delta. 上海城市规划. https://doi.org/DOI 10.11982/j.supr.20190504 

Zhendong, L., & Heming, H. (2017). NEW URBANIZATION FROM BELOW IN CHINA: RURAL URBANIZATION 

DRIVEN BY E-COMMERCE. CITY PLANNING REVIEW. https://doi.org/10.11819/cpr20170307a 

温铁军. (2012a). 全球资本化与制度性致贫. 中国农业大学学报( 社会科学版). 

https://doi.org/10.13240/j.cnki.caujsse.2012.01.012 

温铁军. (2012b). 八次危机：中国的真实经验 1949-2009. 东方出版社. 

温铁军. (2020a). 生态文明转型和乡村振兴战略 ——两山理论与三变改革. 

http://www.aisixiang.com/data/123374.html 

温铁军. (2020b). 经济危机及其应对的中国经验. 福建农林大学经济学院. https://mooc1-

2.chaoxing.com/course/206199750.html#courseDes 

温铁军, & 徐雪. (1999). 乡镇企业运行情况与问题分析. 中国农村信用合作. 

缪爱诚. (2000). 浅谈乡镇企业制度创新的误区. 中国农学通报. 

董筱丹, & 温铁军. (2019). 去依附：中国化解第一次经济危机的真实经验. 东方出版社. 

6. Index 

List of Figures 

Figure 1-1 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 1st Crisis from 1949 to 1950 
Source: Author ................................................................................................................. 18 

Figure 1-2 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 1st Crisis from 1949 to 1950 
Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 19 

Figure 1-3 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation Before the 2nd Crisis from 1958 to 1960 



 

 
89 

Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 21 

Figure 1-4 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 2nd Crisis from 1958 to 1960 
and the Causes of 2nd Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 22 

Figure 1-5 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 2nd Crisis from 1958 to 1960 and 
the Results of 2nd Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 23 

Figure 1-6 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 3rd Crisis from 1968 to 1970 
and the Causes of 3rd Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 25 

Figure 1-7 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 3rd Crisis from 1968 to 1970 and 
the Causes of 3rd Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 26 

Figure 1-8 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 4th Crisis from 1974 to 1976 
and the Causes of 4th Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 28 

Figure 1-9 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 4th Crisis from 1974 to 1976 and 
the Results of 4th Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 29 

Figure 1-10 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 5th Crisis from 1979 to 1981 
and the Causes of 5th Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 33 

Figure 1-11 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 5th Crisis from 1979 to 1981 
and the Causes of 5th Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 34 

Figure 1-12 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 6th Crisis from 1989 to 1990 
and the Causes of 6th Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 37 

Figure 1-13 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 6th Crisis from 1989 to 1990 
and the Results of 6th Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 38 

Figure 1-14 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 7th Crisis from 1993 to 1994 
and the Causes of 7th Crisis ............................................................................................. 41 

Figure 1-15 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 7th Crisis from 1993 to 1994 
and the Results of 7th Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 42 

Figure 1-16 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 8th Crisis from 1997 to 2001 



 

 
90 

and the Causes of 8th Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 43 

Figure 1-17 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 8th Crisis from 1997 to 2001 
and the Results of 8th Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 44 

Figure 1-18 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 9th Crisis from 2008 to 2009 
and the Causes of 9th Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 46 

Figure 1-19 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 9th Crisis from 2008 to 2009 
and the Results of 9th Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 47 

Figure 1-20 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation before the 10th Crisis from 2013 to 2018 
and the Causes of 10th Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 49 

Figure 1-21 China’s Urban and Rural Areas Situation after the 10th Crisis from 2013 to 2018 
and the Results of 10th Crisis Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 50 

Figure 2-1 Three Types of Accumulations by Dispossession and Three Circuits of Capital 
between Urban and Rural Areas in the Ten Crises Source: Author
 ......................................................................................................................................... 63 

Figure 3-1 Utopian Scenario on the Flow of Labour Surplus in Taobao Villages  Source: 
Painted by the Author at 2020 IFoU Summer School ..................................................... 84 

 


