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Abstract
This study extends the notion of invisible displacement from migration studies to gentrification in
order to reveal the hidden forms of dispossession in authoritarian contexts. It conceptualises invi-
sible displacement as operating across three interrelated dimensions: the ambiguity between vol-
untary and involuntary relocation, the stigmatisation and marginalisation of socially invisible
groups, and the contested politics of compensation. This framework is applied to the case of
heritage-led urban regeneration in Beijing. The analysis draws on empirical data from semi-
structured interviews with 36 residents, supplemented by open discussions in community-based
social media groups. Findings show that displacement is rendered invisible through policy design,
discursive framing and spatial control. First, policy-embedded constraints, particularly those
related to housing ownership regimes and consent procedures, limit residents’ agency, making
them experience forced immobility or involuntary relocation. Second, public housing tenants who
resist relocation are excluded from official displacement narratives, stigmatised in discourse, and
further marginalised through the institutionalised loss of spatial control. Third, a significant reduc-
tion in compensation is legitimised by framing regeneration as heritage preservation and public
welfare. By uncovering these hidden mechanisms and social consequences, this study advances a
more nuanced understanding of displacement under heritage-led urban regeneration in non-
Western contexts.
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Introduction

Heritage-oriented urban regeneration has
become a significant strand within global gen-
trification studies. In many cities of the Global
North, the preservation of historic districts
was initially championed by pioneering gentri-
fiers (Lees et al., 2016). Over time, however,
this narrative shifted towards state-led renewal
and preservation initiatives, especially across
the Global South. Under neoliberal policies,
heritage-driven regeneration strategies have
been increasingly adopted to revitalise ageing
urban cores, often by leveraging heritage tour-
ism and cultural industries as key tools
(Gransow, 2014; Lak et al., 2020; Miles and
Paddison, 2005). This approach has triggered
gentrification processes in historic districts, for
instance in Barcelona (Cocola-Gant, 2023),
Istanbul (Gunay and Dokmeci, 2012), and
Rome (De Cesari and Dimova, 2019).

In China, under the expansion of entre-
preneurial urbanism, the historical centres of
major cities such as Beijing, Shanghai and
Nanjing initially underwent extensive demo-
lition and reconstruction driven by real estate

development from the 1990s onwards (He
and Wu, 2009; Shin, 2009a). However, this
growth-oriented model of urban transforma-
tion provoked grassroots resistance against
both the destruction of historic environments
and forced evictions (Chen and Zhang, 2021;
He, 2019; Liu et al., 2018). In response to
increasing contestation, heritage-led regen-
eration emerged as a strategy to reconcile the
‘dual goals of social stability and economic
growth’ (He, 2019: 31; Zhu et al., 2022). The
integration of heritage conservation and
urban redevelopment has increasingly func-
tioned as a tool of territorial governance.
Within state–developer growth coalitions,
heritage is often instrumentalised as a perfor-
mative facxade that legitimises the spatial
restructuring of inner-city areas (Zhu and
González Martı́nez, 2022). Historic buildings
are frequently reconstructed as pseudo-
traditional architecture, while residential uses
are replaced by commercial and touristic
functions (Wang and Aoki, 2019). A growing
body of scholarship reveals that residents in
these historic neighbourhoods endure sub-
stantial social, emotional, and symbolic

Liu et al. 987



costs, reflecting processes of displacement
and exclusion that are masked by the rheto-
ric of heritage preservation (Wang, 2011;
Zhu and González Martı́nez, 2022).

In Beijing’s historical neighbourhoods,
regeneration policies have increasingly adopted
the language of ‘voluntary relocation’ to
deflect criticism related to forced evictions and
to maintain political legitimacy (Tynen, 2019).
This shift is exemplified by the Application for
Termination of Tenancy (ATT)1 scheme,
which officially claims to oppose forced reloca-
tion by respecting the individuals’ decisions to
stay or leave (Li et al., 2024; Liu et al., 2025).
According to the government narrative, the
emphasis on voluntariness repositions resi-
dents as autonomous actors rather than vul-
nerable groups subject to forced relocation,
thereby ostensibly avoiding the problem of dis-
placement. Nevertheless, a closer examination
is required to assess whether such policies truly
eliminate the detrimental social impacts – as
they claim – or rather merely obscure them
through a rhetoric of ‘voluntary choice’.

Displacement remains a central concept in
critical discussions of the negative conse-
quences of gentrification and urban regenera-
tion (Lees et al., 2016; Wyly et al., 2010). Yet,
proponents of re-urbanisation and urban
renaissance often downplay gentrification by
highlighting the absence of displacement.
Policymakers frequently promote so-called
‘positive gentrification’ as an ideal tool for
urban revitalisation, claiming that it effectively
fosters social mixing while concealing the
underlying social cleansing agenda and the
displacement of the urban poor (Cameron,
2003; Uitermark et al., 2007). This logic rests
on flawed methods (Wyly et al., 2010), focus-
ing selectively on resident groups (Davidson
and Lees, 2010) and adopting overly narrow
definitions that are limited to forced reloca-
tion or measurable out-migration (Brickell
et al., 2017; Marcuse, 2013).

To challenge these limitations, scholars
have proposed broader understandings of

displacement, including non-physical, in-situ
displacement, the violence of un-homing or
everyday displacement, where residents
remain in place but experience forms of loss,
insecurity and exclusion (Chum, 2015; Elliott-
Cooper et al., 2020; Sims and Iverson, 2021;
Stabrowski, 2014; Sullivan, 2017). However,
such conceptual innovations have largely
emerged from Western contexts, leaving a gap
in our understanding of how displacement
operates in authoritarian settings where state-
led urban transformation, entrenched power
asymmetries, and compensation-based logics
shape dispossession in nuanced ways (Chen
and Zhang, 2021; Shin, 2016; Zhang, 2018;
Zhu et al., 2022). There is an urgent need to
produce situated knowledge that reflects local
urban governance, power dynamics, and lived
experiences (Lees et al., 2016).

This article responds to that gap by explor-
ing how displacement is rendered invisible in
Beijing’s historic districts through policy design,
spatial control and discursive framing.
Specifically, we examine the ATT policy as a
case of governance through ‘voluntariness’,
where the absence of physical coercion masks
deeper forms of structural compulsion. Our
contributions are twofold. First, we transfer the
notion of invisible displacement from migration
studies to gentrification research and expand it
as a conceptual lens for understanding situated
gentrification, showing how political and discur-
sive mechanisms in authoritarian contexts
obscure forms of dispossession. Second, we con-
tribute empirically to the global gentrification
literature by analysing China’s evolving urban
regeneration strategies and their uneven social
consequences. In doing so, the paper broadens
the theoretical and geographical scope of displa-
cement research within critical urban studies.

Displacement in gentrifying
contexts

The concept of displacement has long been a
central focus of critical gentrification studies,
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prompting extensive scholarly inquiry. This
body of research has contributed to the con-
ceptual evolution of displacement, fostering a
more nuanced understanding of its manifesta-
tions within the context of urban transforma-
tion (Lees et al., 2016). As a result, the notion
of displacement has expanded beyond its tradi-
tional definitions to encompass temporal,
affective, abstract and multidimensional
aspects, reflecting the complex and varied
experiences of those impacted by urban change
(Davidson, 2009; Pull and Richard, 2021;
Wynne and Rogers, 2021; Zhang, 2018). This
expanded definition positions displacement as
a powerful analytical tool for exposing the
social inequalities embedded in the myths of
urban renaissance (Elliott-Cooper et al., 2020).

Beyond physical relocation, displacement
scholarship has highlighted a wide range of in-
situ, economic, social, cultural, and political
processes. The narrow focus on physical relo-
cation has been widely criticised (Atkinson,
2015; Davidson, 2009; Pull and Richard,
2021). Residents who remain in place often
experience in-situ displacement, in which
urban regeneration reshapes their daily lives
by increasing displacement pressures, such as
feelings of un-homing, and the ‘ongoing loss
of security, agency and freedom to make place’
(see Stabrowski, 2014: 787; Chum, 2015; Pull
and Richard, 2021; Sims and Iverson, 2021;
Sullivan, 2017). Economic pressures are partic-
ularly common, as rising costs reduce access to
affordable accommodation (Marcuse, 2013),
while neoliberal policies of city beautification
and zero-tolerance approach further under-
mine livelihoods by displacing informal busi-
nesses and replacing traditional shops with
international capital (Gotham, 2005; Pinkster
and Boterman, 2017). Social dimensions of
displacement include the disruption of support
networks and the loss of the ‘right to (re)pro-
duce place’ (Parekh, 2015), alongside the stig-
matisation of low-income residents which
serves to devalue neighbourhoods and legiti-
mise regeneration (Kirk, 2024; Wynne and

Rogers, 2021). Cultural displacement encom-
passes not only the transformation of local cul-
tural landscapes and everyday practices to suit
newcomers’ tastes, but also the erosion of cul-
tural identity, particularly in historical neigh-
bourhoods (Gransow, 2014; Hyra, 2015; Shaw
and Hagemans, 2015). Political displacement
refers to the marginalisation or exclusion of
residents’ political power in shaping their com-
munities (Gransow, 2014), resulting in the ero-
sion or deprivation of their right to participate
in decision-making and resource allocation
(Hyra, 2015).

Expanding on this basis, critical gentrifi-
cation scholarship has advanced the concep-
tualisation of displacement by foregrounding
the psychological and affective experiences
of the displaced. Davidson and Lees (2010:
403) introduced ‘phenomenological displace-
ment’ to focus on the ‘structures of feeling’
and ‘loss of sense of place’. Atkinson (2015)
proposed ‘symbolic displacement’ to capture
deeper affective transformations that occur
when the cultural meanings, social atmo-
sphere or identity of neighbourhoods
change, even when residents are not physi-
cally forced to move. Zhang (2018) also
argued that the existence of subtle symbolic
violence in property-led development can
result in domicide, which goes beyond
material loss, encompassing emotional grief,
identity rupture and the dismantling of sup-
portive social networks (Pull and Richard,
2021). Moreover, Elliott-Cooper et al. (2020:
498) reviewed these conceptual innovations
and recognised displacement as ‘an intensely
felt and experiential process of un-homing’.
It is an inclusive concept that helps to docu-
ment the negative emotional, psychosocial
and material implications of gentrification.
Emphasising individuals’ subjective emo-
tions and lived experiences provides a more
effective counter to the denial of displace-
ment often advanced by proponents of
urban revitalisation, thus shedding a more
critical light on the social inequalities
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embedded in urban change (Elliott-Cooper
et al., 2020; Zhang, 2018).

However, existing conceptualisations have
largely been shaped by Western contexts,
emphasising outcomes rather than the
mechanisms through which displacement
unfolds. These limitations become especially
apparent in non-Western settings, where
authoritarian governance often renders displa-
cement difficult to detect (Zhang, 2018).
Urban transformation in such contexts is more
explicitly state-led (Chen and Zhang, 2021;
Zhu et al., 2022), with residents excluded from
decision-making (Wei, 2022) and regeneration
framed as heritage preservation, environmen-
tal improvement, or urban revitalisation (He,
2019; Tan and Altrock, 2016). These framings
obscure, or even deny, the existence of gentrifi-
cation and displacement (Ley and Teo, 2014).
A further feature is the reliance on compensa-
tion, presented as evidence of ‘voluntary relo-
cation’ and deployed to negate claims of
displacement, thereby making its effects even
less visible (Levine and Aharon-Gutman,
2023). Moreover, groups commonly recog-
nised as displaced in Western settings, such as
tenants and migrant workers, are excluded
from compensation schemes in China (Liu
et al., 2018; Shin, 2013). These dynamics
expose a significant research gap: the need for
concepts grounded in non-Western experiences
to reveal how displacement is obscured by
power under authoritarian governance.

Invisible displacement in
gentrification

In response, this study suggests exploring the
concept of invisible displacement as a crucial
tool for deepening our understanding of the
multifaceted and nuanced forms of displace-
ment in authoritarian settings. In refugee and
forced migration studies, invisibility has played
a significant role in criticising displacement. The
merits of focusing on invisibility lie in its ability
to unpack hidden inequalities politically and to

empower the displaced in developing strategies
for staying put and resisting (Lees et al., 2018;
Polzer and Hammond, 2008; Zhang, 2018).

Building upon Polzer and Hammond
(2008), we extend the concept of invisible dis-
placement from migration studies to gentrifi-
cation, where it denotes the hidden and
unacknowledged forms of dispossession gen-
erated through urban regeneration. These
forms are silenced in policy narratives yet
profoundly experienced by affected residents.
Unlike earlier concepts that emphasise the
outcomes of displacement, invisible displace-
ment draws attention to how political author-
ity and policy design obscure processes of
dispossession, allowing displacement to
remain operative yet unseen. It thus provides
a critical lens through which to interrogate
the social inequalities embedded in policy
interventions and to make visible the strug-
gles of groups rendered invisible in official
narratives. Building on this definition, this
study identifies and examines three addi-
tional, nuanced forms of invisible displace-
ment. While developed from the case of
Beijing, the notion of invisible displacement
may also be relevant to other power-driven
urban transformation processes, offering ana-
lytical potential beyond this specific context.

Firstly, the official narrative’s dichotomy
of voluntary versus involuntary choice subtly
shifts the consequences of relocation onto
residents themselves (Wilmsen and Wang,
2015). ‘Voluntary choice’ functions as a dis-
cursive shield, allowing state-led regeneration
projects to evade accountability for forced
displacement. The concept of invisible displa-
cement helps uncover the concealed mechan-
isms embedded within these seemingly
voluntary resettlement narratives constructed
by policymakers. Established studies and
government documents often cite whether a
relocation project offers residents the option
of staying put as a criterion for classifying
voluntary and involuntary relocations
(Wilmsen and Wang, 2015). Proponents of
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this voluntary–involuntary dichotomy argue
that voluntary relocations result in more pos-
itive outcomes (Li et al., 2011). Notably, pol-
icymakers tend to use ‘voluntary relocation’
to justify the success of regeneration policies,
to negate their socially inequitable conse-
quences, such as displacement, and to con-
ceal underlying objectives such as land
acquisition and investment attraction
(Wilmsen and Wang, 2015; Zhang, 2018).
However, empirical studies have shown that
it is almost impossible to achieve complete
voluntary choice in the implementation of
renewal projects, and in projects labelled as
voluntary relocation, some residents still
made their choices under conditions of depri-
vation, coercion and manipulation (Wilmsen
and Wang, 2015). In the case of the Expo-
induced relocation in Shanghai, residents
who were categorised as ‘happy’ or ‘willing’
displacees still suffered domicide and sym-
bolic violence (Zhang, 2018).

Secondly, invisible displacement draws
attention to groups that are not the most vul-
nerable but may, in fact, experience stigmati-
sation and marginalisation by both the state
and the wider public. They are often excluded
from dominant definitions of the displaced.
Polzer and Hammond (2008) asserted that the
concept of invisibility is inherently relational,
defined by the condition in which one entity
remains unseen or unrecognised by another.
This dynamic is not merely a matter of per-
ception but reflects underlying asymmetries of
power, wherein visibility–or the lack thereof–
is shaped by structural inequalities and differ-
ential access to recognition, resources, and
agency. Consequently, when analysing the vis-
ibility of a specific group, it is imperative to
first consider ‘invisible to whom?’, as the same
group may be perceived differently by aca-
demics and governments. The displacement
of vulnerable groups, such as refugees
(Tsavdaroglou and Kaika, 2024), low-income
renters (Shaw and Hagemans, 2015), non-
White households, and rural–urban migrant

workers (Liu et al., 2018), is a critical focus in
development studies. However, it is evident
that a considerable number of these groups
are not included in official statistics and are
thus not recognised as displaced persons
(Lees et al., 2016). In China, for instance,
most renters, especially migrant workers liv-
ing in urban villages, are rendered ‘invisible’
and excluded from decision-making processes
by local governments and developers (Liu
et al., 2018). Recent research also considers
traditionally advantaged groups, such as
homeowners and long-term tenants, as poten-
tial displacement targets who fall outside offi-
cial discourses (Pull and Richard, 2021). The
incorporation of potential groups who are
susceptible to displacement but not officially
recognised as such constitutes a pivotal ele-
ment in enhancing their visibility.

Thirdly, invisible displacement also aims to
reveal the dispossession and injustice that are
obscured by the politics of compensation.
Regeneration programmes centred on mone-
tary, or housing-based compensation consti-
tute the most effective means of making
certain groups invisible within processes of dis-
placement. In many cities in the non-Western
contexts, governments and developers often
passively include residents in urban renewal
programmes through ‘affordable’ payment
schemes and promises of increased property
values (Karaman, 2014). Proponents of urban
renaissance deny the existence of displacement
by arguing that compensation is effective in
upgrading the living conditions of residents
and can even enhance their economic and
political security (Geva and Rosen, 2018;
Levine and Aharon-Gutman, 2023). As pol-
icymakers advocate and lobby for the poten-
tial benefits of compensation, some residents
perceive displacement as a survival strategy
that benefits themselves and their families.
However, they may ultimately find themselves
further marginalised by their invisible identi-
ties and even at greater risk of survival due to
policy discrimination (Polzer and Hammond,
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2008). Moreover, compensation is often deter-
mined through informal negotiation processes,
which can result in unequal distribution of
benefits among different groups of residents
(Gransow, 2014; Yuan et al., 2020).

Geographical context and
methodology

Beijing’s historic neighbourhoods, primarily
located within the 2nd Ring Road (Figure
1), are defined by traditional siheyuan-hutong
structures. The modern city has expanded
outward from this old city. By the 1990s, the
old city had significantly deteriorated due to
decades of underinvestment, resulting in
overcrowded housing and outdated infra-
structure (Junhua, 1997). Between 1990 and
2000, the Beijing government implemented a
large-scale demolition and reconstruction
campaign, replacing many traditional build-
ings with high-rise towers. However, this
approach sparked widespread criticism from
the media, scholars and heritage specialists.

In response, the Beijing Municipal
Government introduced a stringent conserva-
tion policy in 2015, shifting the emphasis from
demolition to restoration and adaptive reuse.
In 2019, the ATT policy was launched aiming
to preserve both the spatial and social fabric of
historic districts. This policy rejects forced relo-
cation, allowing residents to move out

‘voluntarily’. Those who agree to leave receive
financial compensation based on the size of
their home and become eligible to purchase
shared ownership housing (gongyou chanquan
fang) in the suburbs. Those who choose to stay
may either remain in or return to their original
homes after improvements (shenqingshi gaishan)
or be relocated to renovated courtyards within
the same or another neighbourhood (pingyi).
Despite the extensive demolitions of previous
decades, approximately 27.8 km2 of historic
urban fabric2 still survives in the old city, repre-
senting nearly 30% of the combined area of
Beijing’s central districts, Dongcheng and
Xicheng (Figure 1). Regeneration efforts have
therefore proceeded selectively on a block-by-
block basis rather than through wholesale,
simultaneous redevelopment (Zhu et al., 2022).
Between 2019 and the end of 2024, ATT proj-
ects were implemented in around 203 neigh-
bourhoods, although many communities
remain beyond the reach of this policy.

It is essential to understand how different
forms of homeownership in historic districts
shape residents’ positions within regeneration
policies. Property rights reflect underlying
power relations between residents and the
state, influencing their capacity to navigate
renewal processes. The siheyuan ownership
structure is a legacy of China’s planned econ-
omy, encompassing state, state work unit
(SWU), private, military, temple and infor-
mal ownership (Junhua, 1997). For analytical
clarity, this study classifies these into two
types: public housing (gongfang), including
state- and SWU-owned units, and private
housing (sifang), owned by individuals. While
the ATT policy primarily targets public hous-
ing, private homeowners can also apply. It is
estimated that private housing currently
accounts for only 15–25%4 of the siheyuan
housing stock in Beijing’s core districts.

Property rights strongly shape relocation
pathways (Figure 2). Private homeowners
may sell or rent their properties, while public
housing residents must rely on the ATT

Figure 1. Locations of the nine sampled communities.
Source: The first author.
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scheme. Socio-economic capital further
affects these choices. Higher-income house-
holds (Q1 and Q2) often own additional
properties and thus enjoy greater flexibility.
Group Q1 residents, typically occupying small
and deteriorating public units, were more
open to relocation. However, some older resi-
dents expressed emotional attachment to
long-standing neighbourhoods. Group Q2
households, often owning full courtyards, pre-
ferred to renovate and remain rather than
move. Lower-income residents focussed more
on whether relocation could materially
improve their conditions. Group Q3 house-
holds tended to rely on market sales to relo-
cate, while Group Q4, living in overcrowded
public units without housing alternatives,
showed the strongest interest in participating
in the ATT scheme to improve either their liv-
ing standards or financial situation.

This study employs mixed qualitative meth-
ods, combining semi-structured interviews and
digital ethnography. The primary data source
consists of 36 semi-structured interviews with
residents, business owners, and local officials
from nine siheyuan communities (Figure 1). To
ensure spatial diversity, nine communities were
selected from different geographical sectors of
Beijing’s historic districts. Complementing the
interview data, digital ethnography was con-
ducted through observations and recordings of
residents’ group chat interactions on WeChat,
a social media platform widely used in China.

Fieldwork was conducted in Beijing between
November 2022 and March 2023.

Participants were recruited using a combi-
nation of purposive and snowball sampling
strategies, aiming to capture residents directly
affected by heritage-led regeneration policies
and other relevant stakeholders involved in
this process. Initially, the first author con-
ducted random sampling by walking through
the neighbourhoods and interviewing resi-
dents who still lived in the area. Secondly,
snowball sampling was employed to reach a
broader group of residents, particularly those
who had already relocated from the historic
neighbourhoods. Within each community, at
least two participants were interviewed,
ensuring that the sample encompassed
diverse demographic backgrounds, tenure
status and levels of involvement with regen-
eration processes. Finally, interviews with
other stakeholder groups were conducted.

Respondents were drawn from multiple
stakeholder groups to uncover the complex
power dynamics and enhance the validity of
the findings through triangulation. Twenty-
nine interviewees were residents of the selected
communities, 25 of whom lived in public
housing units. This focus reflects the fact that
the ATT policy primarily targets state-
managed public housing. Three participants
were government officials working in commu-
nity management, urban planning and tour-
ism, while two were NGO workers or cultural
influencers focused on siheyuan heritage.
Additionally, one interviewee was an urban
regeneration expert, and another worked in a
siheyuan real estate agency. All interviews were
conducted one-on-one and lasted between 30
and 120 minutes, covering topics such as
housing history, experiences with urban regen-
eration policies, motivations for staying or
leaving and changes in everyday life.

In addition, we conducted digital ethnogra-
phy on social media from January 2023 to
September 2024. During the fieldwork, the
first author was invited to join a WeChat

Figure 2. Typology of residents’ choices.
Source: The first author.
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group with 355 members, consisting entirely of
householders and current or former residents
of siheyuan neighbourhoods–primarily those
living in public housing. The group discussed
renewal policies, government compensation
plans, and shared experiences and ideas for
mutual support. The first author observed dis-
cussions and recorded key information within
group chats without direct intervention. The
collection and anonymised use of group chat
content were undertaken with the informed
consent of all group members involved. This
approach helped to mitigate the lack of diver-
sity in the previous interviewee recruitment,
particularly by including residents who no lon-
ger lived in the siheyuan community.

All semi-structured interviews were audio-
recorded and transcribed verbatim, while the
selectively extracted group chat conversations
were documented in written form. These two
sources of qualitative data were analysed
using ATLAS.ti, employing a combination of
deductive and inductive coding strategies
(Hennink et al., 2020). The initial coding
scheme was informed by a multi-dimensional
displacement framework derived from exist-
ing literature. As the analysis progressed, the
thematic codes were iteratively refined, allow-
ing the focus to shift towards inductively
identifying forms of invisible displacement
embedded in residents’ everyday experiences
(Born, 2023). These empirically grounded
insights were then integrated into existing dis-
placement theories, contributing to a more
nuanced understanding of the invisibility of
displacement. To ensure ethical integrity and
protect participants’ privacy, all names used
in this study are pseudonyms.

Invisible displacement veiled by
‘voluntary choice’

Framed as a heritage-led and people-oriented
initiative, the ATT policy promotes a narra-
tive of voluntariness, encouraging tenants to
give up their rights to use state-managed

public housing. This narrative aligns with the
broader discursive strategy used by policy-
makers to distinguish between voluntary and
involuntary relocation, thereby legitimising
resettlement projects (Wilmsen and Wang,
2015). Through the promotion of residents’
‘voluntary choice’, the state disassociates the
ATT policy from the negative connotations
of forced eviction. In contrast, our interviews
reveal a clear disjuncture between official
rhetoric and residents’ experiences, marked by
widespread forced immobility and involun-
tary relocation. In such settings, so-called vol-
untary decisions often stem from structurally
constrained choices shaped by policy design.

By offering inadequate compensation, the
ATT scheme has effectively trapped many res-
idents in place, resulting in forced immobility.
In contrast to the earlier real estate-driven
redevelopment model, the ATT provides sig-
nificantly lower compensation to residents.
This is largely because the scheme prohibits
demolition and reconstruction, thereby elimi-
nating the potential for high profits from land
development. In this context, many low-
income public housing residents who initially
hoped to improve their lives through the relo-
cation scheme found that relocation was ulti-
mately financially unfeasible. The reduced
compensation leaves these residents unable to
afford any basic improvement in their hous-
ing conditions, let alone achieve upward
social mobility (Wang and Aoki, 2019).
Consequently, many remain not by voluntary
choice but because of structural constraints
inherent in the policy framework. One public
housing resident explained their refusal to
relocate under the ATT policy:

We made some calculations and found that the
compensation can only buy a one-bedroom
apartment in the suburbs. Not to mention in
the city centre, where you cannot even buy a
restroom using this compensation. If we move
from the core area to the Sixth Ring Road (sub-
urbs), we still have to live in a small house. But
our workplaces and children’s schools are in the
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downtown areas. It is better to live here without
relocation. (Zhou, public housing resident)

The evolving implementation of the ATT
has added new procedural requirements
that heighten social pressure on residents,
resulting in forms of involuntary relocation.
In January 2024, the Xicheng District
Government announced at the Two Sessions
press conference a new model for the regen-
eration of public housing: the ‘whole-com-
pound hand-raising’ (zhengyuan jushoushi)
relocation. Unlike the previous version of
the ATT, which was limited to designated
zones, this new model restricts relocation to
cases where all residents in a compound
agree to move, regardless of location. The
revised policy appears to broaden the scope
of regeneration by including more residents
and promoting voluntariness, symbolised by
the collective act of ‘hand-raising’. However,
it imposes a rigid precondition: unanimous
consent from all households. This condition
places collective pressure on holdouts, effec-
tively transferring the responsibility for relo-
cation from state coercion to peer
enforcement within the community. The pol-
icy sparked fierce debates in online groups:

This whole-compound policy is just a way to
incite internal conflict–killing with a borrowed
knife. It’s hard to call this ‘voluntary’ when
everyone in the compound has to agree–one
person can block the whole process. (Ning,
WeChat group)

It’s impossible to get full agreement. I’ve seen
compounds with just three households fail to
reach consensus–how could that work in com-
pounds with over thirty families? Isn’t this just
a deliberate way to keep us from leaving or for-
cing people to leave? (Mo, WeChat group)

Meanwhile, residents eager to relocate under
the ATT often find themselves caught in a
state of prolonged uncertainty. Project selec-
tion is driven by opaque political and eco-
nomic priorities, such as alignment with

national agendas (e.g. the Olympics and
World Heritage nominations) or expectations
of post-redevelopment returns (Shin, 2009b).
As eligibility remains unpredictable, many
residents experience a state of ‘life on hold’
(Pull and Richard, 2021), marked by anxiety,
delay and a lack of control. Anticipating
demolition, some have indefinitely postponed
home repairs, enduring deteriorating living
conditions without clarity about their future.

Invisible groups trapped in public
houses

Many groups are rendered effectively invisible
within dominant policy frameworks, not sim-
ply through neglect but through deliberate
processes of discursive and institutional pro-
duction (Polzer and Hammond, 2008). In
Beijing’s historic districts, low-income residents
living in public housing are rarely recognised
as displaced subjects by policymakers or the
wider public. Discursive strategies circulated
by official institutions, combined with spatial
control measures, serve to stigmatise and mar-
ginalise residents’ claims to place and recogni-
tion (Bandauko and Arku, 2024; Shin, 2013).

Stigmatisation: The ‘greedy, lazy and
selfish’ poor

Unlike typical gentrification processes, where
territorial stigmatisation is used to inflate land
value (Kirk, 2024), the strategy in Beijing’s his-
toric districts primarily seeks to minimise state
compensation costs by stigmatising residents
who are reluctant to relocate. This approach
recalls the framing of ‘nail households’ (ding-
zihu; Shin, 2013) during earlier waves of large-
scale urban redevelopment (Ley and Teo,
2014), in which those refusing to vacate were
portrayed as opportunists seeking to extract
greater benefits from developers or the state.
Extensive media coverage of such cases has
reinforced a widely held perception that resis-
tance to displacement is driven by greed.
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Framing regeneration as heritage conser-
vation in the name of ‘national pride’ further
imposes a moral burden on those seeking fair
compensation (Liu et al., 2025). Official dis-
course presents the ATT policy as driven by
cultural preservation rather than market-
driven redevelopment, thereby justifying min-
imal relocation subsidies restricted to basic
housing needs. This framing has contributed
to widespread reluctance among residents to
relocate and has slowed the implementation
of the ATT policy. By labelling low-income
public housing residents unwilling to relocate
as the ‘greedy poor’, the policy reinforces
stigmatising narratives that legitimise exclu-
sion and entrench structural marginalisation.

This stigmatisation extends beyond official
discourse and is reproduced by broader social
groups. Many ‘new Beijingers’ –migrants
excluded from the benefits of state-led
regeneration–express resentment towards long-
term residents who have experienced upward
mobility through these policies (Cui, 2020).
Within this framing, poverty among historic
district residents is not understood as the result
of structural exclusion, but rather attributed to
individual failings such as laziness or unwilling-
ness to work. Continued resistance to reloca-
tion is thus interpreted as a tactic for securing
excessive compensation. Similarly, advocates
of heritage and cultural preservation often
blame impoverished residents for the deteriora-
tion of the old city, accusing them of damaging
historic structures through informal housing
adaptations (De Cesari and Dimova, 2019).
For these groups, national heritage goals are
positioned as taking precedence over individ-
ual housing needs, leading to portrayals of
reluctant residents as selfish and narrowly self-
interested. This sentiment is echoed by Wen, a
tea house operator in a siheyuan courtyard:

The state wants to make this area a cultural
heritage protection area, which is good. But it
is also very complicated. Some residents are
tough to deal with. They only care about how

much money they can get, and do not consider
the difficulties of the country and the purpose
of cultural protection. (Wen, tenant and busi-
ness operator, private housing resident)

Marginalisation: Losing the right to change
place

Residents living in public housing constitute a
significantly marginalised group within the
regeneration process. This marginalisation
stems largely from the spatial-control govern-
ance, which restricts the rights associated with
public housing. While current governance fra-
meworks emphasise state ownership and
restricted use rights, many long-term residents
recall a very different conception of public
housing prior to the introduction of urban
regeneration programmes. According to older
interviewees, public housing could previously
be bought, sold, exchanged or sublet much
like private housing. In fact, during the pre-
regeneration period, some private home-
owners even applied to convert their proper-
ties into public housing, as they were unable
to afford the costs of maintenance and repair.

In 2018, local authorities introduced new
regulations prohibiting the subletting of pub-
lic housing, stipulating that such units could
only be occupied by officially registered resi-
dents. If a unit was found to be rented out or
left vacant for extended periods, the govern-
ment or the state-owned entity that retained
legal ownership had the right to repossess it.
This shift left residents with little choice but
to either remain in the neighbourhood under
increasingly constrained conditions or accept
relocation through the regeneration policy.
As one interviewee recalled:

The house we live in now was allocated to my
mother by her employer [a state-owned unit].
This welfare housing is not the same as the
current concept of public rental housing.
Welfare housing was a reward for people’s
labour and compensation for low income dur-
ing the planned economy era. In the 1980s, no
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one would have said that this house did not
belong to us. But now that the government
wants to renew it, they say we only have the
right to use it, and that we are merely tenants.
(Chun, public housing resident)

Through these tightened restrictions, the
government significantly extended its con-
trol over residential life in historic districts,
severely limiting residents’ ability to benefit
from the housing market.

Another pathway of marginalisation stems
from the state’s systematic neglect of public
housing maintenance, leading to poor living
conditions. Residents frequently report that
government-initiated repairs only address
urgent structural issues, such as leaking roofs
or cracked walls, while offering no meaningful
improvement in the overall liveability or com-
fort of their homes. In many cases, greater
efforts are devoted to remaking the exterior
of buildings to conform to heritage aesthetics
than to upgrading interior facilities. These
prolonged periods of substandard housing
have led some residents to desire relocation,
as they can no longer endure the material
deterioration of their everyday environment.
However, under ATT policy, they are forced
to choose between deteriorating homes and
state-mandated relocation to peripheral hous-
ing developments (Davidson, 2009).

Politics of compensation

In many non-Western contexts, gentrification
is driven by relocation and compensation
schemes that incentivise consent through gen-
erous payouts, enabling authorities to frame
displacement as a ‘win–win deal’ (Geva and
Rosen, 2018; Shin, 2016). These narratives
obscure the structural violence of disposses-
sion, often presenting redevelopment as
upward mobility while masking the uneven
burdens on affected communities (Wang,
2024). Even when residents appear ‘willing’,
they frequently endure domicide,

substandard resettlement and peripheral relo-
cation, revealing redevelopment as a process
of exclusion and accumulation by disposses-
sion (Shin, 2016; Zhang, 2018).

In heritage-led regeneration projects, espe-
cially in China, displacement often becomes
even more pronounced. Unlike demolition-
based redevelopment, such regeneration
projects cannot generate substantial profits
through large-scale reconstruction but instead
incur considerable costs through both resident
relocation and the restoration of historic build-
ings. As a result, funding shortfalls emerge as
a persistent challenge. To address this, policy-
makers have rebranded such schemes as ‘pub-
lic interest projects’ for heritage preservation
and as ‘people-oriented initiatives’ to enhance
resident welfare (Zhu and González Martı́nez,
2022). These rhetorical framings legitimise
reduced compensation, subtly transferring
financial burdens onto residents. In Beijing’s
historical neighbourhoods, this discursive
strategy has generated sharp contradictions.
Many residents, shaped by earlier cycles of
real estate-driven redevelopment, experienced
profound dissonance when confronted with
the drastically reduced compensation now
rationalised in the name of heritage protection.
In WeChat group discussions, several residents
voiced their frustration:

In Beijing, an international metropolis, how
can you offer just 125,000 yuan per square
metre for abandoning our housing inside the
Second Ring Road? It’s a joke. I think it
should be at least 300,000 yuan, and that
should include the extra space for self-built
houses and courtyards. (Bao, WeChat group)

I think the price of compensation should be
decided by the market, not the people [state or
state-owned company]. Right now, private
houses in this area are selling for 500,000 yuan
per square metre. (Hu, WeChat group)

Moreover, compensation practices are
marked by opacity and informality, generat-
ing sustained psychological stress for residents
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(Shin, 2016; Wang, 2024). While baseline
compensation rates are publicised, actual
implementation frequently departs from these
standards. To incentivise relocation or pres-
sure holdouts, project implementers provide
undisclosed cash bonuses, with higher
amounts for early movers. Yet the actual
sums remain hidden, as relocated residents
are bound by confidentiality agreements. In
WeChat group discussions, speculation about
what others have received has become central
to residents’ evaluations of whether they are
being short-changed. This asymmetrical flow
of information, embedded within an uneven
power structure, fuels anxiety among residents
and deepens their distrust of the ATT policy.

Ultimately, compensation not only fails
to ease the pain of displacement but also
exacerbates pre-existing class divisions and
social inequalities (Gransow, 2014). In
Beijing’s historic neighbourhoods, residents
already experience sharp disparities in hous-
ing tenure and socio-economic status, and
compensation policies have often, though
invisibly, widened these gaps. Those resettled
during earlier waves of market-driven rede-
velopment were relocated to areas within the
Third Ring Road, which have since become
highly valuable central zones. Benefitting
from escalating property values, many trans-
formed their relocations into pathways of
upward class mobility; some even returned
decades later, nostalgically renting or pur-
chasing homes in siheyuan neighbourhoods.
By contrast, those who missed this earlier
window remain in cramped, deteriorated
housing and now confront substantially
reduced compensation under heritage-led
regeneration. Trapped in a condition of invi-
sible displacement, they endure precarious
lives in dwellings newly protected as ‘his-
toric’, with no clear timeline or guarantee of
relocation. For these residents, preservation
signifies stagnation rather than cultural
valorisation, deepening marginalisation
while foreclosing meaningful alternatives.

Conclusion

Displacement remains a critical lens in
urban theory for interrogating the social
injustices embedded in processes of urban
transformation (Elliott-Cooper et al., 2020).
By uncovering the violent mechanisms of
dispossession (Shin, 2016), forced eviction,
un-homing (Elliott-Cooper et al., 2020) and
domicide (Pull and Richard, 2021; Zhang,
2018), displacement research exposes the
negative social impacts of regeneration gov-
ernance that are frequently overlooked or
deliberately obscured in official narratives.
As Lees et al. (2018: 350) argue, ‘making the
invisible visible is a political act’ –an inter-
vention that not only challenges silences
within dominant state-led narratives but also
renders more nuanced and relational forms
of displacement legible (Liu et al., 2018).
Building on these insights, this study trans-
fers and extends Polzer and Hammond’s
(2008) notion of invisible displacement to
examine the social impacts of heritage-led
regeneration in Beijing. By analysing how
displacement is obscured through policy
design, spatial control and discursive fram-
ing, the study reveals the profound disjunc-
ture between policy narratives and residents’
lived experiences.

Invisible displacement operates across
three interrelated dimensions. First, con-
strained voluntariness emerges from unequal
housing rights and institutional consent
mechanisms embedded in policy design
(Wilmsen and Wang, 2015). Public housing
tenants, who lack formal ownership and
bargaining power, often face ‘voluntary’
relocation under structural pressure and
opaque eligibility criteria. Socially coercive
practices, such as the ‘whole-compound hand-
raising’ mechanism, further constrain their
choices, resulting in either forced immobility
or reluctant departure.

Second, displacement unfolds through
institutional practices of marginalising and
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stigmatising residents excluded from official
narratives (Li et al., 2024). Public housing
tenants who resist relocation are discursively
framed as the ‘greedy’ or ‘selfish’ poor,
thereby delegitimised as morally unworthy
rather than recognised as subjects of struc-
tural injustice (Shin, 2013). Through intensi-
fied spatial regulation and symbolic
exclusion, residents are rendered socially
invisible and politically illegible within an
increasingly heritage-oriented urban order.

Third, displacement operates through
compensation regimes in which reduced enti-
tlements are discursively legitimised by
invoking moral imperatives of heritage pre-
servation and collective interest. In contrast
to earlier profit-driven redevelopment
schemes, these regeneration projects redistri-
bute financial responsibility onto residents
while withholding mechanisms for transpar-
ent negotiation. The compensation process
remains opaque and informal, reinforcing
structural distrust (Gransow, 2014). As a
result, socio-spatial inequalities are exacer-
bated: previous beneficiaries of market-led
relocation secured upward mobility, while
current residents are left behind in deterior-
ating environments (Zhu and González
Martı́nez, 2022). These dimensions reflect
deeper strategies of displacement without
recognition, enabling the state to advance
gentrification while denying its negative
social consequences.

These findings not only echo the argu-
ments of critical urban scholars who contend
that gentrification entails more than physical
displacement (Atkinson, 2015; Davidson,
2009; Pull and Richard, 2021), but also
extend this debate by uncovering the subtle
and less visible mechanisms of displacement.
Policies framed around ‘voluntary’ reloca-
tion mask the structural constraints that
leave residents trapped between involuntary
immobility and coerced mobility. This grey
zone, located between relocation and in-situ

residence, captures the dilemma of con-
strained choices that the concept of invisible
displacement seeks to illuminate. By shifting
analytical attention from displacement as a
discrete event to a relational and ongoing
process of exclusion, the concept captures
residents’ lived experiences of nuanced dis-
placement and suffering. At the same time,
it reveals how the voluntary–involuntary
binary, the ambiguous positioning of non-
typical vulnerable groups, and the manipula-
tive design of compensation schemes render
such suffering politically and socially illegi-
ble (Polzer and Hammond, 2008).

While grounded in the Beijing case, this
concept carries the potential to inform anal-
yses of state-led urban regeneration across
other authoritarian settings. In doing so,
and in response to the call by Lees et al.
(2016) for a planetary understanding of gen-
trification, it positions displacement as a
mobile yet grounded conceptual tool for
examining urban regeneration across both
Global North and South contexts. By fore-
grounding the hidden costs of state-led
regeneration, this study also underscores the
critical importance of non-Western experi-
ences in rethinking and diversifying theorisa-
tions of gentrification.

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank all respondents for their
trust and generous participation. We are also

grateful to the anonymous reviewers for their
insightful comments.

ORCID iDs

Dan Liu https://orcid.org/0009-0007-4183-
6831
Femke van Noorloos https://orcid.org/0000-
0002-6313-1978
Maggi W. H. Leung https://orcid.org/0000-
0001-8507-5375
Ajay Bailey https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3163-
6805

Liu et al. 999

https://orcid.org/0009-0007-4183-6831
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-4183-6831
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6313-1978
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6313-1978
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8507-5375
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8507-5375
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3163-6805
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3163-6805


Funding

The authors disclosed receipt of the following
financial support for the research, authorship,
and/or publication of this article: This research
received funding from China Scholarship Council
(CSC), and the fieldwork was funded by Utrecht
University.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The authors declared no potential conflicts of
interest with respect to the research, authorship,
and/or publication of this article.

Notes

1. ATT: ‘Tenants of government-subsidised and
public-owned one-story houses in specific sec-
tions of the historic conservation areas of the
Old City of Beijing may voluntarily apply to
the authorised management entity for termi-
nation of their tenancies and sign termination
agreements. The management entity may
agree to termination of the lease, pay the
tenant compensation, and recover the right to
use the relevant public housing. Besides
receiving compensation, the tenant may apply
for joint-ownership housing or public rental
housing provided by the local government.’
(Office of the Committee for the Protection
of Famous Historic and Cultural Cities in
Beijing, 2022: 114)

2. The data is derived from estimations con-
tained in internal reports shared by govern-
ment officials during interviews.

3. The data is derived from estimations based on
figures cited in official media reports.

4. Based on internal government materials pro-
vided by interviewees, the estimate draws on
two key sources: (1) the results of a resident
intention survey conducted in the Dashilar
area; and (2) a detailed case report on the
regeneration of four hutongs in the
Nanluoguxiang area.
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Pull E and Richard Å (2021) Domicide: Displace-

ment and dispossessions in Uppsala, Sweden.

Social & Cultural Geography 22(4): 545–564.
Shaw KS and Hagemans IW (2015) ‘Gentrifica-

tion without displacement’ and the consequent

loss of place: The effects of class transition on

low-income residents of secure housing in gen-

trifying areas. International Journal of Urban

and Regional Research 39(2): 323–341.
Shin HB (2009a) Residential redevelopment and

the entrepreneurial local state: The implica-

tions of Beijing’s shifting emphasis on urban

redevelopment policies. Urban Studies 46(13):

2815–2839.
Shin HB (2009b) Life in the shadow of mega-

events: Beijing Summer Olympiad and its

impact on housing. Journal of Asian Public

Policy 2(2): 122–141.
Shin HB (2013) The right to the city and critical

reflections on China’s property rights activism.

Antipode 45(5): 1167–1189.
Shin HB (2016) Economic transition and specula-

tive urbanisation in China: Gentrification ver-

sus dispossession. Urban Studies 53(3):

471–489.
Sims JR and Iverson AA (2021) Multiple evic-

tion: An investigation of chain displacement in

Dane County, Wisconsin. Urban Affairs

Review 57(2): 527–551.
Stabrowski F (2014) New-Build gentrification

and the everyday displacement of Polish immi-

grant tenants in Greenpoint, Brooklyn. Anti-

pode 46: 794–815.
Sullivan E (2017) Displaced in place: Manufac-

tured housing, mass eviction, and the paradox

of state intervention. American Sociological

Review 82(2): 243–269.
Tan X and Altrock U (2016) Struggling for an

adaptive strategy? Discourse analysis of urban

regeneration processes – A case study of Enn-

ing Road in Guangzhou City. Habitat Interna-

tional 56: 245–257.

Tsavdaroglou C and Kaika M (2024) The second

displacement of refugees: Urban regeneration

against commoning practices in Belgrade’s

waterfront. Antipode 56: 328–352.
Tynen S (2019) Lived space of urban develop-

ment: The everyday politics of spatial produc-

tion in Nanjing, China. Space and Culture

22(2): 172–188.
Uitermark J, Duyvendak JW and Kleinhans R

(2007) Gentrification as a governmental strat-

egy: Social control and social cohesion in

Hoogvliet, Rotterdam. Environment and Plan-

ning A: Economy and Space 39(1): 125–141.
Wang SWH (2011) Commercial gentrification

and entrepreneurial governance in Shanghai:

A case study of Taikang Road creative cluster.

Urban Policy and Research 29(4): 363–380.
Wang X and Aoki N (2019) Paradox between

neoliberal urban redevelopment, heritage con-

servation, and community needs: Case study

of a historic neighbourhood in Tianjin, China.

Cities 85: 156–169.
Wang Z (2024) Bargaining state-society relation-

ships under state entrepreneurialism: Commu-

nity engagement beyond the resettlement

process in Shanghai. City 28(5-6): 1030–1051.
Wei R (2022) Tyrannical participation approa-

ches in China’s regeneration of Urban heritage

areas: A case study of Baitasi historic district,

Beijing. International Journal of Heritage Stud-

ies 28(3): 279–296.
Wilmsen B and Wang M (2015) Voluntary and

involuntary resettlement in China: A false

dichotomy? Development in Practice 25(5):

612–627.
Wyly E, Newman K, Schafran A, et al. (2010)

Displacing New York. Environment and Plan-

ning A 42: 2602–2623.
Wynne L and Rogers D (2021) Emplaced displa-

cement and public housing redevelopment:

From physical displacement to social, cultural,

and economic replacement. Housing Policy

Debate 31: 395–410.
Yuan D, Yau Y, Bao H, et al. (2020) A frame-

work for understanding the institutional

arrangements of urban village redevelopment

projects in China. Land Use Policy 99:

104998.

1002 Urban Studies 63(5)



Zhang Y (2018) Domicide, social suffering and
symbolic violence in contemporary Shanghai,
China. Urban Geography 39(2): 190–213.
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