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Life amidst Rubble:  
Migrant Mental Health and the 
Management of Subjectivity  
in Urban China

Lisa Richaud and Ash Amin

What does life look and feel like when government- led 
urban development plans create landscapes where ruins, rubble, and emptiness 
become the contours of everyday spaces of dwelling, sociality, and economic 
transactions? Stories about the destruction of migrant settlements in China have 
been told before (Knowles 2014; Zhang 2001; Xiang 2005): they are tales of resis-
tance and capitulations, departures and eventual comeback. In Jiuting Town, in 
Shanghai’s Songjiang District, the site of this study, things look different. There, 
with its small shop fronts, its food market and residential areas, a street named 
Tongli Road has been spared, if only temporarily, by the bulldozers that since 
November 2016 have brought down dozens of factories and local- born peasants’ 
old houses. For the many rural- to- urban migrants living, working, or running a 
business in the neighborhood, everyday life has unfolded since amidst �elds of 
rubble. “There used to be so many people around here, you couldn’t even walk 
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through the street,” commented a shopkeeper nostalgically about the recent past, 
“but now business is no good, everybody has left.” Over and again, as we walked 
from one shop to another in June 2017, we heard of the pressure (yali) caused by 
economic collapse and existential uncertainty. Yet revealingly, we also heard of 
the futility of fretting and feeling low. We witnessed the persistence of routines 
and lively sociality alongside and within uncertainty, con�rming our sense that 
the destructions, laid over years of tough living as rural- to- urban migrants, fell 
short of generating sustained and severe mental distress.

This absence of manifest mental distress could be viewed as a case of eth-
nographic failure in our broader research project on migrant mental health in a 
Chinese mega- city. Alternatively, it might invite us to reconsider the affective and 
psychological dimensions of urban stress and uncertainty (Cooper and Pratten 
2015; Harms 2013; Zeiderman et al. 2015) by exploring the active management of 
subjectivity by individuals. Critical perspectives on the mental health of China’s 
rural- to- urban migrants have tended to focus on dramatic forms of disorder, rang-
ing from “travelling psychosis” (Lee 1998) occurring during long- distance jour-
neys in overcrowded trains, to the nightmares and screams expressing the linger-
ing traumas of young female workers in the aftermaths of a factory �re (Pun 2000, 
2002). More recently, anthropologists have written of the despair experienced by 
young migrant workers living through the global labor regime, despair that can 
end up in suicide, as occurred at Foxconn (Chan 2013; Chan and Pun 2010; Pun 
and Zhang 2017). In contrast to such accounts, our ethnographic material called 
for a theorization of yali made ordinary or, more precisely, of forms of distress and 
ill- being such as low moods, worries, doubts, or anxiety managed in such ways 
that they become absorbed within everyday rituals of living. Rather than giving 
in to despair or engaging in resistance (Pun 2000), the residents of Tongli Road 
have been able to draw on self, sociality, and place in ways that can be read as 
practices of situated endurance (Feldman 2015; Povinelli 2011; Ringel 2014; see 
also Das 2015; Han 2012).

The important question raised for writing on precarious lives is how a sense 
of endurance is cultivated as one inhabits a place in the unmaking, in uncertain 
and troubled times. Is enduring, as Ilana Feldman (2015: 430) writing on Pales-
tinian refugees asks, “just what people do?” Is it linked, alternatively, to people 
internalizing a discourse, increasingly prevalent in China, of “happiness” and 
“positive energy” (Hird 2018; Yang 2013; Zhang 2014b)? Is the rhetoric of opti-
mism and self- adjustment that we found a mere echo of a state- promoted discourse 
and practice of self- reliant and resilient subjectivity? Or might it be that even a 
dying neighborhood amidst �elds of rubble, with its slowed- down temporalities, 
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grounded ways of dwelling, and diverse kinds of sociality, can spawn repertoires 
on which new affective responses to crisis unfold?

Scholars of China’s recent turn to “therapeutic governance” (Yang 2015; Zhang 
2017) might view our ethnographic example as a telling illustration of a biopoli-
tics of subjectivity, of how, in recent years, the Chinese government has sought to 
minimize social unrest by relying on therapeutic programs and happiness cam-
paigns, particularly aimed at marginalized groups such as laid- off workers, to 
instill values of self- reliance, thereby “help[ing] them endure poverty and despair” 
(Yang 2015: 37). Our observations in Tongli Road invite a markedly different 
interpretation, not least because China’s rural migrants remain largely outside this 
speci�c mode of “kindly power” (Yang 2015: 202). Without denying the internal-
ization of such state- endorsed discourse, our ethnography speaks to the “small 
scale” and “barely perceptible” practices of endurance (Feldman 2015: 433 – 34) 
producing moments of being that potentially enable those who �nd themselves 
stuck in a destroyed yet still place to feel and act otherwise. These moments of 
being — the effervescence of a card game, the laughter exchanged during chitchat, 
the rituals of living normally — alter the everyday in the lightest of ways, allowing 
stress and other dysphoric affects to recede, if temporarily, into the background. 
It is this capacity to act through varied bodily, affective, and dwelling practices of 
adjustment to preserve an enduring orientation toward the present and its undecid-
able futures that we wish to bring out here, and to refer to it as the management 
of subjectivity, as opposed to the “government of subjectivity” (Rose 1996: 102) 
through larger- scale “networks of power” (Rose [1989] 1999: 3).

By viewing the management of subjectivity as a domain of inquiry in its own 
right, we do not wish to overstate the distinction between vernacular practices 
and governmental designs. But again, to acknowledge the internalization of state-
promoted modes of subjectivity tells us little about what such orientations toward life 
do in the existence of those who endorse them. The ways in which our informants 
manage their subjectivity, we contend, possess some degree of autonomy inasmuch 
as endurance emerges as a mode of being, a socially oriented engagement in “creat-
ing viable forms of existence and coexistence” (Jackson 2005: xii). And, in the pro-
cess, it may turn out that affective and mental states produced situationally exceed 
or never perfectly match the “happiness,” “positive energy,” and other “public emo-
tions” (Ahmed 2014: xxii) that a biopolitical regime structured around the state 
and diverse other institutions and rituals of social order may be trying to instill, for 
bodies are never “mere reverberations or echoes of the order of signs” (Linke 2006: 
209), however much subjects remain enclosed within frames of governmentality.

Along with writing that acknowledges the active role of migrants in the mak-
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ing of their living environment (Knowles 2014; Liu et al. 2015; Zhan 2017), we 
show how subjectivity as a practice becomes an object of agency. But rather than 
locating these forms of agency within the individuals alone, we show how they 
are constructed around the negotiation of the everyday, in which the affordances 
of place and its inhabitation prove to be central but, here too in the case of Tongli 
Road, never reducible to ruination. In this perspective, the “ability to suffer and 
yet persist,” to borrow Elizabeth Povinelli’s (2011: 32) de�nition of endurance, 
is tightly woven into the dynamics of how uncertain times and derelict place are 
domesticated (Harms 2013; Ringel 2014). This remains a precarious and always 
contingent form of domestication. Asserting migrant agency in the way we do in 
this essay is no submission to a kind of romanticism, a celebration of everyday 
heroism at the margins of the city against the threat of mental distress. While 
focusing on how stress is negotiated through practices of inhabitation, we re�ect, 
in the concluding section of this essay, on the potential pressures posed by these 
forms of fragile endurance on mental health.

Rural Migrants, Urban Transformations, and Therapeutic Governance

In the early 2000s, Jiuting Town, a former agricultural area on the outskirts of 
Shanghai, had become home to factories, attracting a large population of rural- to- 
urban migrants. They came from Anhui, Jiangsu, Henan, Sichuan, Hubei, or from 
remote Heilongjiang to earn a better living by working in factories, or to seek 
out business opportunities in what became a bustling neighborhood where hous-
ing was secured, and where small businesses could prosper. Outsiders (waidiren) 
came to outnumber local (bendi) residents.1

Migrant lives in China are, to a large extent, shaped by speci�c political econo-
mies and modes of governmentality that continue to rely on a strong rural- urban 
dichotomy. If cities “too often materially and discursively place limits on urban 
lives through capitalist and social inequalities” (McFarlane and Silver 2017: 459), 
in China, the conditions of the possibility of exclusion are not only linked to 
accelerating market forces but have roots in the household registration system 
(hukou) inherited from the Mao era (Zhang 2002). Established during the 1950s, 
the system introduced two hierarchically ordered classes of citizenship — urban 
and agricultural — and sought to restrict rural- to- urban migration. Despite recent 
reforms legalizing temporary work in cities, access to urban citizenship remains 

1. According to one informant working for the Bureau of Land and Development, among the 
280,000 residents that make up Jiuting’s population, only some 30,000 are Jiuting- born residents. 
See also Shen 2017 on the concentration of migrants in suburban Shanghai.
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highly constrained (Fan 2008; Johnson 2017; Zhang 2002). Rural hukou binds 
migrants to their birthplace in terms of access to public services and welfare, 
while urbanites enjoy a “package of rights and entitlements associated with legal 
residency in the city, including access to state- subsidized housing, grain, medical 
care, and virtually free education for one’s children” (Zhang 2002: 313).

Despite such shared predicaments, China’s rural migrants do not constitute 
a homogeneous social group, and so too in Tongli Road. They are skilled or 
unskilled small- scale factory workers, wage laborers such as cleaners or security 
guards, shop owners, petty entrepreneurs, but also successful “bosses” (laoban) 
playing a key role in the local economy and well- known among other residents. 
Some live alone while others share shabby rooms with their family. All may 
exhibit different consumption practices and livelihood strategies. Most of them, 
however, have found themselves affected, albeit in varied ways, by new plans for 
a remaking of the area, which put an end to the years when the place was known 
for its liveliness.

In the summer of 2016, a campaign known as wuwei sibi (literally, “�ve bans 
and four obligations”) was launched by the municipal authorities in the name of a 
better quality of life in the city.2 As we were told during our interviews with dif-
ferent institutional actors, Shanghai’s municipal authorities now wish to attract and 
develop high- technology industries that will rely on educated, “high quality” (suzhi 
gao) workers who will replace the cheap and largely unskilled labor force employed 
by those factories that have been the target of the recent campaign.3 Autumn 2016 
began the destruction of those factories, which became illegal as the result of what 
the press described as an “overnight” sentence (Deng and Wang 2016). For the 
migrants in Tongli Road, like for other social groups in Chinese cities (Yang 2017a), 
“pressure” and “stress” have become an ongoing condition, dramatically adding to 
past dif�culties of being a migrant, such as the absence of urban hukou or the trials 
of being split from family in the home provinces. Those who have remained spoke 
of “not being able to catch up �nancially,” or of new dif�culties of having to take 
care of both children and elder relatives both in Tongli Road and back “home.”4

2. A municipal campaign, it nonetheless resonates with similar trends unfolding in other Chinese 
mega- cities (see Liu et al. 2018; Zhan 2015: 413).

3. For an in- depth analysis of the rhetoric of suzhi, see for instance the work of Ann Anagnost 
(2004).

4. Studies of forced mobility in urban China warn us against the temptation to victimize migrants: 
although being forced to leave, many are already dissatis�ed with their residential conditions and 
were considering moving or decided to move in anticipation of demolition (Huang, Dijst, and van 
Weesep 2018).
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A prime question that emerged for us as factories and housing came tumbling 
down was whether the increased public recognition of mental health problems 
arising from fast- paced socioeconomic change and sociospatial dislocation in 
China (Yang 2017a), in the form of a rapidly expanding regime of therapeutic 
governance, was lending a hand in managing the distress caused by the situation. 
Over the last two decades, the state has supported the development of counseling 
facilities, as well as “the increasing presence of all things psychological — ideas, 
views, attitudes, practices and styles — in popular media and everyday life in 
today’s urban China,” which has led some commentators to speak of a Chinese 
“psycho- boom” (Kleinman 2010: 1075). An industry of psychotherapeutic help 
involving professionals, drugs, online counseling, clinical care, wellness therapies, 
or self- help literature has grown (Huang 2014, 2015; Yang 2017b; Zhang 2014a, 
2018). These developments, seemingly avidly taken up in large workplaces and 
by China’s new urban professional and middle classes as well as students facing 
many of the pressures to achieve, have been interpreted as a mix of care provision 
and a particular form of management of subjectivity, at least in of�cial support for 
mental health provisions (Zhang 2017). For Jie Yang (2015), this therapeutic gov-
ernance is closely tied to ensuring continuing socioeconomic dynamism and suc-
cess in need of the �t, healthy, and responsible subject, as she shows in her study 
of the psychological management of unemployment in the aftermath of China’s 
state enterprise restructuring. The study reveals how the subjectivities of laid- off 
workers have been governed through counseling, which has promoted happiness 
and “self- adjustment” (Yang 2015: 293) as a means to cope with dif�culties.

Though large research gaps remain, it is safe to claim that both awareness and 
therapeutic governance remain patchy as far as migrants are concerned. In recent 
years, some initiatives have arisen to alleviate the burden of mental distress among 
migrants — a burden that quantitative epidemiological and sociological accounts 
have repeatedly described (see Lei 2017). Yang (2015: 227), for example, refers 
to a 2010 nationwide pilot project by the Ministry of Health that aimed to pro-
vide free psychological counseling to migrant workers. In our own �eldwork, we 
came across a case of one hospital in Shanghai’s inner city where a distinguished 
psychiatrist had organized a “psychological guidance” (xinli shudao) workshop 
for migrant workers in the hospital a few months before our study started. He 
explained during an interview that some 20 percent had returned for one- on- one 
counseling with him, offered for free. He made it clear, however, that such sup-
port tended to be rare, and that most often migrants in the city are left to deal with 
mental health disorders in isolation, under the radar of of�cial recognition and 
health- care provision, ill- equipped to interpret their trials and tribulations as men-
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tal health problems. He was clear that migrants are not informed by the authorities 
of the resources available or about how to read certain symptoms.5

In the case of migrants facing the consequences of urban redevelopment policies, 
such absence may be especially true, as they come to be expected to adjust to, or 
move away from, these supposedly better pathways to local economic development. 
Whereas Jie Yang’s (2015) work on laid- off workers identi�es concrete spaces of 
encounters with state-led psychotherapeutic interventions, we could �nd no such 
spaces in Tongli Road, with the area’s petty entrepreneurs or small- scale factories 
ill- equipped to provide care, and with no real explicit attention toward migrants 
from the sparse mental health care available. If psychological counseling has been 
introduced at the nearby Community Health Service Center, the doctors who had 
accepted to collaborate with us in this research repeatedly reported that the facili-
ties were not utilized by migrants (see also Chen 2016). This is compounded by a 
general of�cial negligence of migrant mental health matters. In our interviews with 
institutional actors in Jituing, there was general puzzlement or amusement by our 
questions regarding migrant mental health and how it mattered to the psychiat-
ric center, school, urban planning of�ce, or police station they worked for. Rural 
migrants, some of them argued, typically did not suffer from mental ill- being, given 
their prime focus on seeing to their material needs, which, once met, were held to 
deliver well- being. There remains a problem of avoidance and underrecognition, as 
the doctors we spoke to suggested, yet we also did not �nd evidence of help- seeking 
practices of the type that have been described as a consequence of China’s recent 
“psycho-boom,” especially among the educated urban middle classes.

The question that then arises is how pressure is managed by migrants in the 
absence of of�cial interventions. Is it managed or do they succumb silently? Do 
they, perhaps, internalize circulating discourse — increasingly prevalent in China —
around the positive, independent subject, often pervading the media through state-
supported TV programs, soap operas, movies, and catchphrases such as “positive 
energy” (Hird 2018)? This may be happening, but as Gregory Simon (2009: 269) 
argues, “To read subjectivity directly from public discourse is not to investigate 
subjectivity at all.” Looking at the speci�c context of the destruction, what our 
ethnography reveals in more vivid detail is subjectivity managed through the rich 
textures of time, place, and sociality, which a focus on the sole state- promoted 
affects and emotions would otherwise render invisible.

5. Beyond hospitals, a recent article by Cara Wallis (2018) refers to forms of support offered 
to domestic workers by nongovernmental organizations in Beijing. What Wallis describes as yet 
another form of therapeutic governance consists in staged emotional performances through which 
female migrants were encouraged to express their pain.
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Managing Subjectivity

Subjectivity, understood as “inner life processes and affective states” (Biehl, 
Good, and Kleinman 2007: 6), has been conceptualized both as a privileged ter-
rain to apprehend the impact of sociopolitical transformations on human beings 
and as a “means for shaping sensibility,” a ground through which individuals 
“inwardly endure experiences that would otherwise be outwardly unbearable” 
(14). Drawing on these insights, we look at the ways in which the process of 
ruination impresses itself on the ways migrants in Tongli Road “feel, think, and 
experience” (Cooper 2018: 668), while simultaneously considering the everyday 
practices through which, by making ruination habitable, subjectivity is managed.

Over the last decade, theories of subjectivity in anthropology and cognate dis-
ciplines have increasingly moved beyond Althusserian and poststructuralist per-
spectives that viewed “language, signs and discourse as the site through which sub-
jects are formed” (Blackman et al. 2008: 3), to integrate other dimensions such as 
the senses and corporeality (Butler 2015; Desjarlais 2003; Henriques 2011), emo-
tions (Luhrmann 2006), and affect (Navaro- Yashin 2009; Stewart 2007). These 
dimensions of subjective experience, which are not immediately derived from the 
discursive construction of identities, however, have often been left unexplored 
within the anthropological scholarship on China’s rural migration.6 Drawing on 
these strands of research, we signi�cantly depart from previous work in which 
analyzing the everyday experience of migrants largely consists in demonstrating 
how state- assigned subject positions are performed or challenged (Fu 2009; Jacka 
2006; Yan 2003, 2013; see also chapter 1 in Zhang 2001). Referring to a geneal-
ogy of of�cial categories such as that of the “peasant worker” (nongmin gong) or 
the “�oating population” (liudong renkou), these accounts show, for example, how 
migrants may at times emphasize their own lack of education and culture, thereby 
reproducing common representations of migrants as backward and precarious 
individuals; they may also resist representations, through consumption practices 
or by subverting the meaning of their own “�oating” condition, viewing it as a 
re�ection of their navigational skills and adaptability (Zhang 2001).

It would be wrong, of course, to deny the importance of labels in the ways our 
informants conceive of themselves. Our interlocutors, indeed, self- described as 
“lacking culture” (mei wenhua) — a sense that might have been heightened by the 

6. While recent work by Ngai Pun and Huilin Lu (2010) describes “anger” as an important 
dimension of the “subjective experience” of migrant factory workers, the authors are more interested 
in the outcome of such affects in terms of class action than in what these affects do to existing theo-
rizations of subjective experience. See also Cho 2009.
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very context of interaction with the ethnographer. Or, to take another example, it 
is “because” Liu and her husband “came out to the city to engage in temporary 
wage labor [dagong]” that they “don’t need to live in a too comfortable place” 
and accept the messiness (yi ta hutu) of their cramped rented room at the Resi-
dential Center for Floating Populations (Liudong Renkou Juzhu Zhongxin) — a 
privately owned compound on Tongli Road. And, as we will see, most of them 
would accept, however reluctantly, to leave if further destruction were to come.

But discourses alone can hardly explain how and why people persist, or capture 
the impermanent modes of being, thoughts, moods, and bodily felt states that make 
up subjectivities (Jackson and Piette 2015: 3). As Byron Good (2012: 517) puts it, 
“the focus on ‘subject position’ over lived experience leads too often to thick 
theory and thin ethnography.” Attention to the ethnographic detail reminds us that 
the everyday experience of migrants, as lived through a variety of situations and 
affective states, is by no means reducible to a mere negotiation of assigned discur-
sive “categories of identity” (Jacka 2006: 12). Put otherwise, the performance and 
negotiation of ascribed subject positions do not exhaust subjectivity (Blackman 
et al. 2008: 17; Ortner 2005: 37; Simon 2009: 270). There is a need, therefore, to 
attend to those ordinary moments of the everyday, in which what is at stake for our 
informants is not so much to be responsive to the state’s interpellations but to live 
through their immediate experience, amidst the rubble — the emptiness of one’s 
shop, the prolonged absence of one’s former neighbors, an overwhelming sense of 
boredom, worries about meeting family obligation.

Of particular relevance to our approach is Yael Navaro- Yashin’s (2009) dis-
cussion of affect and subjectivity in the ruined landscapes of postwar Cyprus. 
Acknowledging the decentering of the human subject as an important conse-
quence of the social sciences’ turn to affect, Navaro- Yashin conceives of the sub-
ject’s interiority as always entangled within the affective textures of the lived 
environment: “My informants’ subjectivities were shaped by and embroiled in the 
ruins which surrounded them. They expressed melancholic interiorities.” There 
is, in her account, a strong correspondence between the affects exuded by the 
landscape and the emotions her informants describe. But what of moments of 
relief? Where are the small gestures and place- making practices through which 
melancholy is kept at bay, if only temporarily? This is an important question for 
any ethnography of mental health, looking to the balance in the lived everyday 
between destabilization and coping, through practices of dwelling.

The making of subjectivity, we argue, is closely tied to forms of agency inherent 
to the being in and doing with place and time amidst urban destruction (see Harms 
2013). This, of course, is not to say that our informants are in full command of their 
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own inner states — we are not reintroducing the �gure of the sovereign, autonomous 
subject that both poststructuralism and affect theory have convincingly overthrown. 
But, as Nigel Thrift (2008: 85) writes: “A person becomes a shifting ensemble of 
states that are received and passed on, states over which that person rarely has much 
in the way of direct control but which can be modulated in the passing in such a way 
as to produce nuances or even, at the limit, quite new forms of going on.” It is these 
“modulations” that we wish to conceive of as produced through our informants’ 
agency; this agency includes both tactical and less intentional, more “lateral” dimen-
sions, which Lauren Berlant  (2011: 18) de�nes as “a mode of coasting conscious-
ness within the ordinary that helps people survive the stress on their sensorium that 
comes from the dif�culty of reproducing contemporary life.” In what follows, we 
explore the ways in which our informants exert their agency through practices of 
dwelling amidst the ruins, texturing stretched time, and stoic endurance.

Routinized Ruination

Rivers of Rubble

On Chinese New Year’s Day, Mr. Liang and one of us (Lisa) were sitting in his 
room at the Residential Center for Floating Populations. Liang is a sixty- two- year- 
old man from northern Jiangsu. A retired skilled worker, he moved to Suzhou 
and eventually settled down in Jiuting Town, where he became employed as a 
security guard in one nearby factory. By the end of 2016, his factory was among 
those that were suddenly labeled “illegal constructions” or deemed responsible for 
environmental hazards.

As he and Lisa talked and watched television, Liang mentioned a poem he had 
written in reaction to the demolition of his workplace. “It’s still inside me,” said 
Liang after realizing he had not kept a written copy of his text. Entitled “Han 
feng” (“Cold Wind”), the poem he reproduced in Lisa’s notebook translates as:

Inches of land are inches of gold on Shanghai Bund,
Gold rush is a struggle for hundreds of thousands of fellow villagers.
One night, a cold wind suddenly arises,
Turning one building after the other into �at rivers.

After Liang read the poem aloud, he asked Lisa whether she perceived any 
“resentment” (yuanqi) in the lines he had written.7 He insisted that although he 

7. Very often, the term is used to refer to a form of resentment that is aimed at power holders, and 
it is especially true in this context. While further examples would be needed, such forms of anger 
tend to be more commonly associated with men (see chapter 6 in Yang 2015).
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“did not insult the Communist Party,” his words could be viewed as a way to 
vent his anger. The destruction, he explained, meant the loss of one’s “rice bowl.” 
In Liang’s case, it meant losing a job demanding relatively little physical effort. 
While he easily found another occupation, becoming a cleaner in Tongli Road’s 
food market, this new job soon left him with a feeling of exhaustion (pibei).

Like Liang, many of those affected by the destruction had been living here for a 
decade or longer. The neighborhood was not meant to be a temporary migrant set-
tlement, but a place for dwelling. Clearly marked off from its surroundings as two 
gateways punctuate its western and eastern ends, each side of the street consists 
of small buildings of two or three stories in height, with shop fronts: small restau-
rants, groceries, food stalls, pharmacies, an employment agency, industrial equip-
ment shops, barbers and hairdressers, plant sellers, and, as one moves toward the 
eastern end of the street, where the school for migrants’ children is situated, one 
�nds of�ce supplies shops but also car repair shops, a hotel, and a super market. 
Behind each side of the main shopping street are concrete residential buildings. 
Although one �nds waste scattered around and other signs of cramped living 
conditions and unregulated development that popular discourses often dismiss as 
“zang (dirty), luan (chaotic), and cha (miserable)” (Zhang 2001: 139), the curves, 
wall ornaments, and colors of the buildings reveal certain aesthetic ambitions. Off 
the main street, on the buildings surrounding an ad hoc square where the food 
market is, one can read signs of the now closed dance hall and gaming room. Now 
sitting amidst �elds of rubble, the street may await the same fate of demolition or 
decay meted out to “illegal” factories, workers’ dormitories, and former peasants’ 
old houses. “An act perpetrated, a condition to which one is subject, and a cause 
of loss” (Stoler 2013: 11, emphasis original), the process of ruination is all too 
visible in Tongli Road, where residents’ sensibilities and moods bear its imprint 
while reacting in creative ways, as Liang’s poem illustrates.

Ironically juxtaposing images of Shanghai as a wealthy city with those of the 
factory walls destroyed overnight, Liang’s poem metaphorically captures the poli-
tics of space underway in Jiuting, clearly conceived as an indirect means to limit 
the growth of migrant populations.8 New green spaces are starting to replace 
torn- down factories and houses. At bus stops or on propaganda boards, just a few 
meters away from remaining rubble �elds and ruins, images of a new Songjiang 
District, with its grass �elds, trees, and high- rise buildings, project a vision of 

8. The �gures we were provided with during our interview with the vice director of the com-
munity’s police station are revealing: in 2014, more than 2 million nonlocal hukou residents lived in 
Songjiang District. In May 2017, they number only 1,180,000.
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the city from which rural- to- urban migrants are largely excluded. While resi-
dents possessing a Shanghai hukou generally receive compensation and know 
in advance where they will be resettled, no such eventualities are in place for 
migrants, forever considered by the authorities as the “�oating population” that 
will move as circumstances demand.9 Images of the future Jiuting as promoted 
by municipal authorities tend to dismiss rural migrants as super�uous to the new 
local economy. Our informants are fully aware of governmental attempts to attract 
a skilled or educated, “high quality” population, and we were repeatedly told that 
the whole neighborhood may be destroyed too; it is only a matter of time — months 
or years, no one really knows.

In a context where rural- to- urban migrants are suddenly denied the possibil-
ity to remain attached to their place of livelihood and residence, the future can 
mostly be imagined through the “prospects of elsewhere” (Bunnell, Gillen, and 
Ho 2018). Referring to both material remains and forms of subjectivity (Navaro- 
Yashin 2009: 5; Gordillo 2014: 16), ruination as it occurs in Jiuting, with its inher-
ent uncertainty, recasts the geographies of aspiration: one can wait for future 
business opportunities offered by the newly developed neighborhood; for ruins, 
we were told, will be followed by new investments.10 One can also “return to the 
home province” or “go to another place,” in Shanghai or elsewhere in China. But 
if some observers describe migrant neighborhoods as “places on the move,” where 
repeated acts of demolition do not prevent residents from “continu[ing] to �nd 
new places to live and thus produce new urban villages” (Zhan 2017: 1537), we 
should resist the temptation to depict ruination and its dislocations as a smooth 
and trouble- free process. Nothing should obscure the distress and costs — material 
or affective — that movement entails. Leaving — or even forced staying due to the 
absence of prospects elsewhere — can have devastating consequences, especially 
for those with children at school or who have invested materially in the neighbor-
hood by making improvements to their homes or opening businesses. Deciding 
to leave, though many whom we spoke to were resigned to having to move on, is 
seldom without worries and anxieties, even for those living alone or carrying their 
house on their back.

The atmospheres of life in the countryside may to a certain extent explain why 
so many have chosen to remain. Previous studies have emphasized how rural 

9. Parallel to these evictions in contexts of urban redevelopment, it should be noted that in the 
rural areas where some of our informants come from, expropriations have also occurred in the name 
of government- led campaigns for a “new socialist countryside.” In the latter case, however, villagers 
are resettled in township residences (Chuang 2014).

10. On the different strategies of migrants facing the threat of displacement, see Liu et al. 2018.
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migrants spoke of everyday life in their home villages as “inert” or “meaning-
less” (Yan 2003: 587), echoing the “spectralization of the rural” in of�cials’ and 
urbanites’ discourses. The city, in contrast, was perceived as the place “where 
everything happens” (Yan 2003: 588), and this despite the “new despair” the hur-
dles posed by urban life may engender (589). Returning can, moreover, become a 
cause of mental distress, particularly among women (Jacka 2006: 7). Still today, 
even amidst the rubble, many may not be willing to return to their villages, which, 
not unlike the emptiness perceived in Tongli Road, might resemble the “rural 
voids” of China’s western mountainous areas (Driessen 2017), resulting from both 
massive outbound migration and state policies. Some of our informants possess 
newly built houses in their native village, which remain empty throughout the 
year. “Earning money” remains easier in Shanghai, even for those originally from 
nearby Jiangsu Province, often described by migrants as having reached a higher 
level of development, and where living in a village has become entangled within a 
rural- urban continuum, as one no longer farms but works as an employee or owns 
a business in the local township.11 But perhaps precisely because this entangle-
ment has transformed the contours of rural life, or because the ruins in Tongli 
Road left room for nostalgia, many of our informants, either young or middle- 
aged, did not speak of the countryside as a land of “death.” Often, they expressed 
how much they preferred being “at home.” Bai, a market seller in her forties, 
spoke with nostalgia about the “animation” (re’nao) and intimate sociality that 
characterize everyday life at home, in Anhui Province. These close ties, which 
allow one to visit neighbors and friends (chuanmen), have always been lacking in 
the neighborhood, she felt.

There is, then, no easy consolation — the image of a desolate countryside —  
against the low moods, disorientation, or demotivation felt by our informants, 
daily confronted by the rubble — material and symbolic — that tests their mettle 
and spirit. While Bai and others might have felt more ambivalent toward the coun-
tryside than their accounts allow, moments of nostalgia might well have rendered 
the present even more unbearable. Hesitations over returning to the countryside 
were undeniably frequent, and our informants were prepared for a potential return. 
They, including Bai and her husband, used their savings to purchase apartments 
in a township or small city located at a reasonable distance from their home vil-
lages.12 Although Bai and others may at times consider going back as a possibil-
ity for their future, and although the of�cial category of “�oating population” 

11. We were able to observe this during a short trip to an informant’s home village.
12. For very similar cases, see Zhan 2015.
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(liudong renkou) continues to shape a representation of migrants moving back and 
forth between the city and provinces, those who have lived in the area for a decade 
or longer continue to inhabit it.13 Rather than trying to alleviate one’s ill- being by 
seeking new opportunities elsewhere, the management of yali, as we show below, 
has veered toward making the most of the situation by learning to inhabit it well 
instead of seeking out medical or psychological remedies.

Slowing Down Change, Stretching the End

While Liang’s poem bears witness to destruction as a brutal event occurring in 
the lives of Tongli Road’s residents and announcing an imminent end, the road 
remains a place where everyday life is still being carried out amidst rubble and 
emptiness. For those who engage daily with this geography of absence, inhabita-
tion remains possible. Next door to Mrs. Xu’s tiny seamstress workshop is a room 
where her neighbors, with whom she was well acquainted, used to live before 
they left Jiuting and resettled in Zhejiang Province. Xu, a Henanese woman in 
her forties who has been living here for about �fteen years with her husband, 
once took Lisa inside to get some sun�ower seeds from the bags she stored in the 
now emptied room. On the way to the public restrooms,14 one passes by a large 
building with stalled escalators, and piles of bricks and dust. Xu explained that 
a supermarket was to open here, but the destruction disrupted the entrepreneur’s 
plans. For months, the un�nished construction works have remained untouched.

As ruination becomes integrated into everyday routines, the �elds of crushed 
bricks, waste, and dust that lie behind the buildings, squares, and houses where 
everyday activities are carried out epitomize the “ ‘unexpected capacity of objects 
to fade out of focus’ as they ‘remain peripheral to our vision’ and yet potent in 
making partitioned lives” (Stoler 2013: 5, quoting Miller). Change does not pre-
cipitate the end but introduces an altered landscape that requires new habits of 
personal and interpersonal negotiation. If it is the image of decay that greets the 
novice eye, the altered landscape is for the residents an ending domesticated and 
stretched by its daily inhabitation, held back as the horizon of time gets blurred 
by the many present rituals of survival. The rhythms of the days and weeks are 
preserved, tempering the anxieties of uncertainty and loss, the feelings of hope-
lessness and gloom: restaurants and shops open early in the morning and stay open 

13. See Wu and Logan 2016, which questions the of�cial category by asking whether migrants 
“�oat” in urban China.

14. Used by market sellers and other workers during the day, these public restrooms are also 
utilized by many residents, for their dwellings are seldom equipped with toilet facilities.
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until late, sometimes with long hours spent without anyone entering. Every day, 
the food market opens at seven o’clock, with cleaners busy moving in and around 
the market. One of them, Mrs. Liu, a woman in her early �fties from nearby 
Jiangsu Province, complains about market sellers’ unruly waste- disposal habits. 
For the days that remain in Tongli Road, ruination, it seems, can be bracketed by 
maintaining normalcy, due diligence, and an ethic of care and responsibility.

This is not to say that anxiety and uncertainty are suppressed by the routines. 
Quite to the contrary, they become a part of these routines, produced and shared 
through daily interactions and public talk. The possible destruction of Tongli Road 
is a recurring question in residents’ casual verbal exchanges. Feelings of uncer-
tainty (though less so feelings of despair and anxiety) are shared and produced 
in the mundane talk of those whose lives are shaped by unpredictability. The 
repetitiveness with which such questions are asked seems to be premised on the 
very indeterminacy of the future, the impossibility to get to a de�nitive answer, 
and thus, the possibility of things turning out for the better. Like many others, 
the departure of hundreds of residents renders Xu’s business hard to sustain, and 
while she and her husband must buy a house for their eldest son and his bride in 
the county near their birthplace, making long- term plans is, for them, impossible. 
They therefore “live one day after the other,”15 “wait another year and see,” earn-
ing small income from sewing, selling curtains, or copying keys. But Xu is clearly 
worried about further destruction, a topic on which she and her clients frequently 
touch. When a man said in an assertive tone that “yes, it will be demolished,” Xu 
ended up saying, “alright, let them destroy” (na jiu chai ba!). Perhaps indeter-
minacy and anxiety are reinforced rather than alleviated through such repeated 
speech acts, but through her defensive retort, Xu may well be, albeit unre�ectively, 
“sustaining a sense of agency in the face of disempowering circumstances” (Jack-
son 2002: 15). And one minute later, uncertainty recedes, albeit never completely, 
into the background when people resume their activities. They will keep an ear to 
circulating “side- street news” (xiaodao xiaoxi), as Xu called it, and try to prepare 
for the future yet unknown, but life in Tongli Road still offers ample moments 
when Xu and others can exchange smiles, laughter, and jokes, especially when 
acquaintances stop for a chat.

Xu and her husband, like many others we talked to, have gone through simi-
lar circumstances before: years ago, destruction occurred when they were living 
near Hongqiao — now one of Shanghai’s major hubs — forcing them to relocate. 
While routinized ruination refers to the capacity of our informants to carry on 

15. See also Zhang and He 2010.
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their everyday activities amidst rubble, it also refers to demolition as a recurring 
practice of the state, which forces residents into states of waiting, requiring them 
to live life one day after the other. Faced with the probability of new destruction, 
some small entrepreneurs explained that they preferred to wait and see how things 
turn out rather than invest further in their business. For others, however, waiting 
can be more productive, and within routines one still can discern purposefulness. 
The end is not fought against but stretched productively through small innova-
tions; for example, seamstress Xu invests in new products such as shoe soles that 
she can sell to her customers. Industrial equipment shops and manufacturers move 
in to take advantage of lower rents on Tongli Road and begin to offer full- service 
packages to existing and new customers. We came across many examples of peo-
ple creating opportunity amidst scarcity (Harms 2013; Simone 2014).

This, however, is not exactly “active awaiting” (Cavell 2005: 136), which Clara 
Han (2012: 31) understands as a “patience for the possible.” People may not even 
expect a positive outcome — the products may not sell, and in the end the entrepre-
neurs may well be forced to leave. Rather, it is about not giving in, rejecting abjec-
tion by staying active, purposeful, and sane. To some extent, we might understand 
these gestures as a means to avoid the psychological burden. Yet, we cannot be 
sure of its success. If ruination is made livable by being integrated into routines, 
echoing other work on urban destruction and waiting (Harms 2013; Zhang 2001), 
the psychological cost “may be immediate or delayed, subcutaneous or visible, 
prolonged or instant, diffuse or direct” (Stoler 2013: 11). We return to these issues 
in our concluding section.

Texturing Time in a Still Place

Wuliao (boredom, being bored) is a word one hears recurrently in Tongli Road. 
Boredom was certainly felt before the destruction occurred, but it has become 
more salient in the past few months. Its management has become central to keep-
ing the demons of ruination at bay. Among those who deploy a rich terminology 
to describe the overwhelming sense of repetitiveness and meaninglessness that 
people are left with is Mrs. Bai, who stands behind her stall in the food market. 
A woman from Anhui in her forties and mother of two, Bai has been living here 
with her husband and daughter for about a decade, while her son attends second-
ary school in their home province. The couple rents two spaces in Tongli Road’s 
food market where she sells spices and oil. Like many others, she complains of 
the decline of her business, caused by the departure of former residents in the 
aftermath of the destruction. Her life, she says, is “tasteless” ( fawei) and “dull” 
(wuliao); her job is “dreary” (kuzao; literally, dry).
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Boredom is seldom coupled with a state of complete idleness, as one still has to 
remain devoted to one’s professional activity while experiencing a sense of having 
nothing or little to do (mei shi). To earn a living in such dif�cult times, one needs 
to make oneself permanently available where one is expected to be. As Bai articu-
lated in a short verbal exchange with one of her customers, “If you close your shop 
even only for a day, people will never come back again.” Bai became irritated as 
the man, who worked in a nearby factory, commented on what he believed to be 
the “freedom” of self- employed workers. “Help me �nd a better job, and I am 
ready to give up mine as early as tomorrow! Not a single holiday in 365 days!,” 
she roared. After the man left, Bai said, half- jokingly, that staying here makes her 
get angry ( fahuo). Her moods, however, do not prevent her from striving to catch 
the attention of anyone passing by her stall: “What are you buying?” As we talk, 
Bai never misses the occasion to attract new customers. The drawling tone of her 
voice, however, often makes her sound defeatist, and the persons addressed will 
not even answer. Bai is left waiting, again.

Thus, while speed and heightened mobility are often said to have become 
major hallmarks of city life, slowness and place- boundedness characterize the 
everyday in Jiuting. Boredom is temporal as well as spatial (O’Neill 2017: 16). 
Like Bai, Xu, the seamstress, sits in her workshop all day long, making her pres-
ence visible from the outside by displaying her machines. Apart from occasional 
trips to other suburban districts of the city, where she purchases merchandise or 
visits relatives, most of Xu’s time is spent in her workshop. While late afternoons 
often coincide with a peak in activity, the rest of the day is made of long moments 
of idleness (xian). Knitting woolen boots, eating sun�ower seeds, or talking to the 
anthropologist become ways to kill time. “Otherwise, there would be nothing to 
do,” Xu says. The same is true for workers: despite having little to attend to in the 
afternoons, Mrs. Liu, Mrs. Lü, and Old Wang, the three cleaners employed by the 
owner of the market, must remain in their workplace until �ve o’clock. Often they 
sit in a room full of piles of rubbish and cardboard, chatting or taking a nap, while 
Mrs. Liu watches a television series on her mobile phone. Indeed, everywhere 
you go on Tongli Road, people are busy staring into their phones for hours on 
end, whiling the time away, keeping negative thoughts at bay. There is a story of 
mobiles and mental health waiting to be written.

The boredom experienced by small entrepreneurs and workers with time on 
their hands does not merely arise between moments of activity. More than situ-
ational, it has become a chronic and shared condition that takes on an existential 
dimension (Schielke 2015: 32); not always mitigated by talk or telephony, bore-
dom incites people to re�ect back on their life circumstances and perceive them 
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as lacking signi�cance. Daily routines become a cause of disgruntlement. As Bai 
put it, “You get up, go to work, come home, cook, watch television or go to bed 
directly, and one day after the other this becomes an endless circle [xunhuan].” 
Bai describes a feeling of super�uity, as an uneducated person without talent. 
While she wishes she could �nd something more appropriate to make a living, she 
also makes it clear that no further plans are being made. One just has to bear the 
boredom. It is these “visceral engagements with time” (Harms 2013: 346) that we 
want to consider as another ground on which subjectivity in distressful and uncer-
tain times is managed. Once regarded as the “plight of the privileged,” boredom is 
now increasingly theorized as an affect experienced by marginalized individuals 
as the result of socioeconomic transformations (Van den Berg and O’Neill 2017: 
2). Bai’s complaints are revealing, especially in a context where migrants are often 
depicted as individuals whose concerns over the quality of their life seldom extend 
beyond issues of subsistence.

Recent ethnographic approaches to boredom oscillate between emphasizing 
the sense of “impasse” and “super�uity” that subjects experience (O’Neill 2017) 
and the creative practices that subjects produce during moments of imposed inac-
tivity (Masquelier 2013). In the vein of the latter, our own �eldwork reveals the 
productive dimensions of the situations con�gured by uncertainty. In the hours 
spent sitting and waiting, room is left for other time- spaces to be carved out of 
emptiness, such as watching videos on one’s mobile phone or playing songs to 
oneself. While done in public, these remain mostly individualized ways through 
which time is killed. But collective activities, be they impromptu and �eeting or 
organized and repeated, do occur. Dyadic interactions between Bai and a cus-
tomer may morph into a moment of collective jokes exchanged among market 
sellers all across the room. Besides those short breaks, card games are arguably 
the most telling illustrations of the collective endeavor to escape boredom. In the 
market, card games often take place around and after lunchtime — a time dur-
ing which most market sellers remain in their workplace. Bai and her friends 
gather around her stall to play a game called “struggling the landlord.” An ad 
hoc card mat (a piece of polystyrene or cardboard) is put on the stall, covering 
Bai’s merchandise. These are sensorially rich time- spaces for sociality, where men 
exchange cigarettes, voices are raised, and jokes and laughter burst forth. Reper-
toires of recognition and shared intimacy are deployed: the men curse while Bai 
shouts, “I’ll beat the hell out of you” (wo da si ni). A moment in which rhythms of 
working and socializing overlap, card playing is a way to kill time (xiaomo shi-
jian) as much as it is a way to enliven it. Although, to quote Lauren Berlant (2011: 
116), “like other small pleasures,” playing card games can produce an experience 
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of “self- abeyance,” it is not, however, a complete “releasing of the subject into 
self- suspension.” For when a customer eventually turns up, players have to manage 
being simultaneously in two frames of activity (Goffman 1974), so as to carry out 
their usual role (as market sellers) while keeping track of the game.

In an article on un(der)employed young men in Niger, Adeline Masquelier 
(2013: 488) describes elaborate and time- stretching tea- making practices by 
youth as “a vehicle for the articulation of hope.” In contrast, the form of “time- 
management” (472) that card games enable is more about indulging oneself in 
the hic et nunc of playful sociality — a remedy for the “meaninglessness” of the 
present, to borrow a term used by Bai herself. Worries, stress, and anxieties are 
thus dispersed in the endless rounds of cards, in anticipation of the next game or 
in retroactive comments on the last one.

Boredom is described as a shared condition: it is because of “the boredom that 
we migrants experience” that people gather on the side of the road and engage in 
square dancing every evening. The days and weeks are thus given texture through 
repetitions that make time and space tolerable and, to a certain extent, even pleasur-
able. It is partly in this texturing of time that subjectivity is managed. “You can see 
that we are very happy [kaixin],” Bai once told Lisa as she was playing cards with 
others. At times, this activity can be seen as a “cultural technique of happiness,” 
creating a “nonre�exive present time consciousness” (Freeman 2015: 157). But we 
should not exaggerate the “escapist” potential (Schielke 2015: 37), for there are 
also moments when shared involvement and “entrainment” (Krueger 2015: 267) 
does not necessarily produce cheerful moods: the rhythms of playing are slowed 
down, gestures are shallow, mumbling voices supersede excitement and shouts. 
Card games themselves become routines, in ways that may well intensify, rather 
than alleviate, the very feeling of being bored. Bai’s own feelings about the activity 
oscillate between enthusiasm and indifference. If she once admitted that playing 
cards was a mental support (jingshen jituo) and a source of excitement (ciji) —  
especially when betting small amounts — she also insisted that it remains mostly 
a way to kill time. Her face looks skeptical when Lisa asks her if playing cards 
improves her mood, followed quickly by “hai xing ba,” which could be translated 
as “so-so” and conveys both a lack of conviction and an absence of complaint.

In his work on homeless persons in Bucharest, Bruce O’Neill (2017: 4 – 5) writes 
that “depression is distinct from the dif�cult- to- escape boredom with which these 
men and women identi�ed and which they described from their place at the mar-
gins of the global economy. . . . Rather than pathologize themselves as depressed, 
homeless persons attributed their existential crisis to a series of social and struc-
tural conditions.” In Tongli Road, Bai and others admit to episodically experienc-
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ing depressed (yumen) moods. For some, it is directly linked to the imposed inac-
tivity they have to bear, while staying in their workplace all day. However, unlike 
the feeling of being bored, low- key moods are seldom talked about publicly. What 
is valued, instead, is the ability to adjust to one’s condition, to which we now turn.

The Labor of Endurance

If stress is experienced in moments, it is, as one informant put it, “swallowed back 
inside one’s heart” (yan zai xin limian), seldom shared with others or admitted 
as a pathological disorder. “Receiving advice [quan] from other people is useless, 
you have to think out [xiangkai] yourself.” Using the word xiangkai, Mrs. Xu, 
the seamstress, conjures an ability to remain optimistic instead of dwelling on 
one’s circumstances, an “opening [of] one’s mind to sort things out on one’s own” 
(Yang 2015: 49). In such accounts, the inner self is endowed with the ability to 
suppress distress.

One thus �nds striking symmetries between such idioms of self- reliance and 
the “self- re�exivity” inculcated in marginalized individuals in other settings (see 
chapter 1 in Yang 2015). In Tongli Road, the rhetoric of self- responsibilization is 
often paired with the idea that one is unable to transform one’s circumstances. A 
recurring comment of women and men living in Tongli Road is that there is “no 
solution” (mei banfa) in the face of “state policies.” Somewhat ironically, however, 
they not only depict the government’s plans as beyond their reach but often also 
accept the rationalities that lie behind them.16 More than one of our informants 
explained that the destruction would help improve the city’s environment, and 
that they were willing to “leave their small dwelling” and sacri�ce “for the sake 
of a larger collective” (she xiaojia wei dajia).17 It is dif�cult to decipher whether 
these claims were motivated by the context of enunciation, or if people are genu-
inely convinced of the legitimacy of state restructuring policies. Either way, the 
migrants tend to see themselves as transposable subjects expected to simply relo-
cate or return to their home province when it is no longer possible to remain. 
While they recognize their troubles as having roots in structural processes, by 
describing the intentions of the state as a realm beyond their reach, they reveal a 
form of mental and emotional work that creates a disposition, a readiness to con-
front dif�culties. Some would argue that these informal therapies of the self bear 
“certain neoliberal traits (such as promoting self- governing and self- reliance)” 

16. For a similar ethnographic example, see Erik Harms (2016: 16) on urban Vietnam.
17. While more research is needed on the gendered dynamics underlying these forms of accepta-

tion, our �eldwork suggests that this type of comment tends to be more common among men.
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while “dovetail[ing] with the post- reform state’s project of building a ‘harmoni-
ous society’ that underscores social harmony and con�ict reduction,” as Zhang 
(2018: 46) argues about the new practices of self- cultivation emerging among the 
Chinese middle class. But the question for us is less whether migrants internalize 
state- promoted discourses than whether our informants have rationalities of their 
own as they embrace this rhetoric and engage in practices of endurance. For while 
some of the cultural practices we observed in Tongli Road offer promising ave-
nues for investigating how values of happiness and optimism are instilled through 
everyday practice,18 answering this question would not tell us what such emphases 
on “adjustment” and “thinking out” effect when deployed in our informants’ lives, 
and how they draw on the textures of the everyday to uphold such orientations.

Debating the value of an approach in terms of “therapeutic governing” in her 
work on participants in therapies in Chinese underground churches, Susanne 
Bregnbaek (2016: 422) urges us to think beyond “an anthropological tendency to 
typologize Chinese citizens in accordance with the changing societal structures.” 
A more experience- based approach to subjectivity (Kleinman and Fitz- Henry 
2007), viewed as both a “material and means of governance” and a “strategy of 
existence” (Biehl, Good, and Kleinman 2007: 5), suggests that the logics of endur-
ance displayed by our informants have rationalities of their own. They are not 
reducible to, and always exceed, neoliberal or postsocialist ones and can be deci-
phered only while located in the contexts of experience that we have described so 
far. In this part of the city, where the everyday is shaped by ruination and what we 
call a form of bipolar institutional response to migrants marked by welfare neglect 
and close monitoring of movement, there is a deep and ongoing uncertainty fac-
ing migrants over provisioning and support. In this context, the management of 
subjectivity works to make the uninhabitable inhabitable, to preserve what is plea-
surable about living in this place, next to familiar others. It is at once premised 
on, and a condition to the reproduction of, everyday sociality. It helps sustain 
commitments to meaningful others, be they relatives, friends and acquaintances, 
or familiar strangers. Learning endurance, then, means keeping oneself obliged 
to, and reliable for, self and reliant others. Like Allen Tran (2016: 210) writing 

18. Ode to Joy (Huanle Song; dir. Kong Sheng and Jian Chuahe; 2016), the title of a television 
series that Mrs. Liu and others relish watching, is revealing in itself. Earlier movies, such as Gao 
Xing (dir. Agan; 2009), have portrayed resilient and optimistic marginalized characters (Yang 2015: 
222). Yet to understand how migrants are “interpellated, that is, called forth, as appropriate recipi-
ents for a given program when they are seduced by discourses, emotions, and strategies that resonate 
with their particular economies of pleasure” (48) would require a different approach than the one we 
adopted throughout this research.
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about the endeavors of patients in a Vietnamese psychiatric hospital “to manage 
emotions and their selves,” we understand the ways in which people in Tongli 
Road strive to suppress stress as a way “to maintain their own moral integrity 
and sentimental bonds to other.” These ways bear resemblance to what Li Zhang 
(2018), in her work on the “therapeutic self,” has termed “re- embedding” — the 
focus on therapies of the “heart” and on the intersubjective. Unlike Zhang, how-
ever, we are reluctant to frame this as entangled within state projects of building 
a “harmonious society.” Instead the practices we observe resonate with recent 
discussions in the anthropology of happiness that foreground “how people strive 
to make not only their own life happier, but also the lives of those around them, 
often within challenging or even downright hostile circumstances” (Walker and 
Kavedžija 2015: 7; see also Jackson 2011: 184).

“Self- adjustment” (ziji tiaozheng), to use our informants’ words, is thus neither 
a natural given of the lowly social standing of our subjects nor a mere product of 
governance logics. Instead, it is achieved, even though often our informants were 
largely unable to articulate how so in using the language of swallowing one’s 
stress. Scenes of the everyday revealed more than internalized ways of coping. 
The capacity to live through is sharpened through the situations and minutiae 
we described in the earlier sections of this essay, and through countless moments 
of “joy” or “happiness” (kaixin) produced through pleasurable sociality. Distinct 
from the Chinese word for “happiness” (xingfu), kaixin literally means “open- 
hearted”; it refers to an emotional state rather than a life pursuit, a bodily felt state 
that is produced and shared with others. “To make a face” (beng zhe ge lian), Bai 
instructed, would have no effect other than intensifying the overwhelming bore-
dom. Here the “therapies” of the self are about living in the moment, allowing the 
moment to live in you. They are about projections of hope around obligations met 
and returning to a mythologized provincial “home” built out of tangible savings.

Conclusion

In this ethnography of ruination we found little evidence of severe mental disorders 
among the migrants we encountered. Perhaps we did not delve far enough into the 
depths of private life. Perhaps the troubled had gone back to the provinces. Per-
haps the slow burn of accumulated weariness and the symptoms of post- traumatic 
stress after the destruction have yet to express themselves. Yet the manifest capac-
ity to endure and to remain optimistic amidst pretty severe circumstances cannot 
be ignored. Our ethnography allows us to con�rm that mental health is poised 
between the stretches of structural and existential vulnerability and the offerings 
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of managed subjectivity, between ruptures caused by ruination (in which there 
is little care for the rural- to- urban migrant) and the rituals of dwelling shared 
between people and habitat, in which situations, spaces, and atmospheres of place 
turn out to be vital resources (see Amin 2013, 2016). We have shown that much 
of the collective and nonsubjective — from the routines of living and socializing 
to the familiarities of place and the provision of utilities — enter into the equa-
tion. Subjectivity in our account, rather like what Randall Collins (2004) suggests 
about the therapeutic role of interaction rituals, is not reduced to the powers of 
body, mind, and the interpersonal. Equally, we have been clear that the manage-
ment of subjectivity in facing adversity is a fragile venture, a patch easily unstuck, 
a test of those most without means and resources.

It is a precarious compulsion, despite the strengths gained. Our informants are 
“not the most obviously agentic in terms of resisting and remaking the worlds they 
inhabit” (Cooper 2018: 679). The ways in which stress is managed come with no 
guarantee — recall Bai’s ambivalence toward card games. They are, to paraphrase 
Berlant (2011: 117), “a relief, a reprieve, not a repair.” Continuous adaptation to 
the bitterness (ku) of life in the city through self- responsibilization portrays a 
“cruel optimism” in which “the ordinary” becomes “an impasse shaped by crisis 
in which people �nd themselves developing skills for adjusting to newly prolif-
erating pressures to scramble for modes of living” (8). And yet these orientations 
toward life are also productive. Premised on forms of pleasurable sociality, they 
are also conducive to preserving them, nurturing responsibilities toward others 
that are not reducible to, and coexist alongside, neoliberal or postsocialist respon-
sibilization (Trnka and Trundle 2017).

A critical stance toward these forms of management of subjectivity that recog-
nizes the ambivalent nature of endurance would be grounded less on the modes 
of governmentality settled than on the “dangers” the forms may pose, in the long 
term, to the people experiencing distress, however robust they may appear. Writing 
on homeless young men in Bucharest whose ways to kill time include engaging in 
sexual intercourse in public restrooms, Bruce O’Neill (2015: 389) has asked about 
the “kind of danger” inherent in this management of boredom. In like manner, we 
are tempted to ask: What are the risks caused by the continuous blurring between 
“forced adaptation” and “pleasurable variation” (Berlant 2011: 8 – 9)? Where does 
the ef�cacy of the management of subjectivity end, and where does the “attrition 
of the subject” (98) begin? Writing on the “fake happiness” promoted by Chinese 
state- sponsored media, Yang (2013: 293) herself acknowledges that “a real possi-
bility for self- help emotional improvement” may arise when one appropriates such 
state- promoted modes of managing subjectivity. But what happens when one can 
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no longer adjust? Or when the very ways in which subjectivity is managed become 
detrimental to one’s mental health? If the performances of joy we observed in the 
�eld do maintain a convivial environment that certainly renders life amidst rubble 
more bearable, the migrant neighborhood is also an environment where, according 
to our informants, strong mutual supports and tight interpersonal relationships 
remain largely absent from local forms of sociality. What would happen, then, if 
one becomes overwhelmed by stress and anxiety?

For the present, there is no real safety net for China’s rural- to- urban migrants. 
Their mental health continues to be neglected. Those misbehaving in public are 
often carried off to clinics for “corrective brain readjustment.” Employers and 
the authorities care little about the consequences of economic restructuring on 
migrants. The urban rights of rural migrants remain restricted. Welfare is not 
denied but can cost and is also restricted in its coverage for migrants. Migrants 
fear stepping out of line, which could result in being disciplined or being moved 
on. The catalog of neglect and disavowal is distressingly long. There is much more 
for the state and other institutions to do in improving the lives of urban migrants 
without whom the Chinese miracle could not have happened. Yet if all of this were 
to tamper with or diminish the practices of staying safe and sane that we have 
described in this essay, something noteworthy will have been lost.
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