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Cultural Strategy and Spatial Politics of Urban Regeneration:

A Case Study of N District in J City
HE Miao"?
(1. School of Social and Behavioral Sciences, Nanjing University, Nanjing 210023, China;
2. Department of Sociology, Columbia University, New York 10025, USA)

Abstract: Culture has become a common strategy and an important tool of urban regeneration in both
western and Chinese cities since 1980s. As is widely anticipated, culture can endow “declining” old cities with
diverse meanings and symbols, thus producing spatial forms and cultural landscapes with local traits so as to
reshape living space and cultural image of old city and revitalize local economy. Taking N District as an
example, this study explores the modes and logics of culture in urban regeneration process based on analyzing
the concrete practice in order to reflect on the spatial political meanings of culture-led production of urban
space. As this study points out, a cultural discourse explained by local middle class comes into being in the
first place during the regeneration process of N district. Then such discourse gained its legitimacy by being
adopted by local government, developers and residents based on the tool rationality. As a result, culture
becomes the intermediation of traditional folk houses, streets and lanes and realizes the creative production of
N district. N district changes into a “spatial imaginary” based upon representation of locality with gaining
meanings of “culture”, “history” and “locality”. However, this representation process contains a metaphor of
exclusive politics of daily life and local residents. N district transforms from a civilian living space tightly
connected with daily life and based on useful value into an urban growth space controlled by middle class
aesthetics and based on symbolic value. Further, this study indicates that while keeping the traditional
appearance of old building and introducing modern forms of consumption has proven to be the common
cultural strategy of urban regeneration, it may de facto diminish cultural diversity.

Key words: urban regeneration; cultural strategy; spatial imaginary; spatial politics; production of space; social
exclusion
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