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Abstract

This article focuses on an unplanned clothing wholesale district in Guangzhou City, China.
Dramatic Chinese Economic Transition and the district's advantageous location next to
the Guangzhou Railway Station have led to its commercial success. Smaller clusters of
clothing wholesale buildings, clothes processing shops, shop design companies, tag shops,
mannequin shops and logistics companies constitute this district. This research aims to
understand how these smaller clusters choose their locations in the district without holistic
urban planning in advance. By following the Actor-Network-Theory, this research regards
spaces as actors among other human and non-human actors and adopts a bottom-up
perspective to investigate the spatial structures of the district. Qualitative methods including
observation, semi-structured interviews and mapping are used. This research has found
that invisible spatial logics behind the physical structures have induced the formation of
the district by influencing businesspeoples’ location choices and their spatial appropriations.
This research goes beyond the visible forms and shapes to investigate the urban dynamics
and complexities. It offers new perspectives to understand the spatial structures of urban
spaces from the perspectives of space end-users.
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Introduction and justification

The Liuhua Clothing Wholesale District
was not planned by the Chinese authorities
but was formed through the choices of
businesspeople and it turned out to be
a well-organised commercial district with
multiple functions. All the functions in the
district seem connected to each other and
form networks to instruct the district's
organization and everyday operations.
Thus, this article aims to visualize hidden
networks among various functions in
order to understand the spatial logic of
an unplanned commercial district. The
visualization of hidden spatial logic will
contribute to the understanding of the
self-organized urban district and provide
new insight to consider the commercial
district design from spatial end-users’
perspective.

Urban researchers attempt to understand
the logic of spatial use by actively mapping
how the hidden relations shape urban
space (Smaniotto Costa et al. 2020;
Buhr 2017; Ozkul 2015). These studies
inspire research to consider cities not
as clusters of physical structures but as
clusters of human activities (Boano and
Martén 2017; Neal 2012). Cities contain
various kinds of human actors and non-
human actors which are visible such as
trees, cars and people, and also invisible
actors such as sound, light, memories and
social relations. The actors and relations
form networks which might be invisible
but induce visible phenomena. ‘Network’
as a concept has long been adopted
to understand spatial practices, urban
development, self-organisation and social-
spatial dynamics (Cano-Ciborro  and
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Medina, n.d,; Lee and Lee 2018; Rau and
Schonherr 2014; Neal 2012). Responding
to the call for understanding cities through
the lens of networks, this research aims
to explore the relations between hidden
social networks with the spatial use of a
clothing wholesale district in the south-
China city of Guangzhou. As this research
regards the reality as a state of affairs
which is constructed by human and non-
human actors (Latour 2005), it is assumed
that behind the visible phenomena there
are actor-network accounts that relate
component elements and help us to
understand the visible phenomena. The
purpose of this research is to unravel
the hidden logic that has produced the
clothing wholesale service area in the
Liuhua District.

Liuhua Clothing Wholesale District in
Guangzhou was formed in the 1990s
after the implementation of Reform and
Opening Up policies which brought about
fundamental changes to various aspects
of the country. However, the Chinese
Economic  Transition is  considered
experimental (Schoon and Altrock 2014)
because of the absence of an existing legal
tradition and the difficulties of the state
power to suddenly and effectively function
in all the fields which result in informal
phenomena to occur. Urban development
is one such field; after the start of Chinese
Economic Transition, incomplete urban
governance induced spontaneous and
informal urban developments which
were tolerated at the beginning of the
changing time. The Liuhua Clothing
Wholesale District  emerged during
this period thanks to its advantageous
location near the Guangzhou Railway



Station and the Canton Fair Exhibition
Hall which attracted large numbers
of businesspeople. As a result, many
clothing wholesale traders have chosen
to cluster in this area. It is convenient for
customers from other cities to purchase
clothes around the railway station and
return home by train immediately after
purchase. In addition, the nearby Canton
Fair Exhibition Hall has attracted foreign
customers further increasing the business

opportunities. What makes the Liuhua
District particularly interesting is that it
was not holistically planned as a wholesale
district by the authorities but was chosen
and developed by wholesale traders
themselves. As a result, the agencies of
these wholesale traders who are the end-
users of the space played an important
role in shaping the district and keeping
the wholesale district functioning every
day.

Figure 1: The Liuhua District and business clusters (Source: drawn by author)
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Wholesale service refers to commercial
activities that offer support, particularly
for wholesale. In the Liuhua District
(Figure 1), the wholesale service units
include mannequin shops, tag and bag
shops, shop design companies, clothes
processing shops, domestic logistics
companies, and overseas logistics
companies. These service shops and
companies are important components of
clothes wholesale, as they provide various
kinds of physical and social support for
the wholesale process.

This article aims to understand this
question: how did the clothing wholesale
service commercial units choose their
locations! The next section explains
the research methods and theorisation
to explain the chosen problem-solving
process including data collection and
analysis. The empirical result section is
developed around four types of clothing
wholesale service businesses to present
the function of hidden spatial logic in
spatial production. The article represents
the role of actor networks in influencing
the spatial use of the clothing wholesale
service area.The discussion and conclusion
section reviews the research findings
and summarises the contributions and
implications.

Material and methods

The qualitative data were collected
in 2020 from November to January
and in 2021 from July to August during
the Covid-19 pandemic. Ethnographic
methods including observation, semi-
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structured interviews and mapping are
adopted. Observation was used to gain
initial impressions into people’s activities
and spatial appropriation in the Liuhua
District, establish assumptions about the
hidden reasons behind the phenomena
and identify potential interviewees. Semi-
structured interviews were used to
understand people’s usage of space, such
as how people choose locations and how
they appropriate space, and the underlying
reasons behind their behaviours. This
research recruited forty-three participants
who worked in the clothing wholesale
industry in the Liuhua District and were
willing to talk about their everyday spatial
practices and business experience. All the
interviews were recorded with consent
from interviewees and coded with the
software Nvivo.

Mapping was adopted to visualise the
hidden relations behind the observed
phenomena to understand how space
was produced. Two types of maps are
employed in this research. The first type
of mapping aimed to record reality in
terms of what could be seen to represent
the phenomena in the clothing wholesale
district. The second type was used to
represent the hidden networks behind
the phenomena in the Liuhua District,
and go beyond the physical to offer
explanations (Corner 1999). These maps
are formed by actors represented as
dots and relations represented as lines.
By linking the actors together through
their relations, these maps topologically
present a reality of these actors.

According to Lefebvre (1991), space is a
social product. Therefore, space is not a



static field, but is produced through social
relationships. Although physical structures
of space can be observed, social
relationships seem difficult to observe
directly. To investigate the mechanism
of spatial production, Actor-Network-
Theory (ANT) offers a tool to visualize
the social relations that produce space.
ANT suggests that material objects and
people are formed through relations to
other entities (Law 2009; Vicsek, Kirdly,
and Kénya 2016; Ritzer 2010), and ANT
regards actors not as stable elements
but as relational and dynamic elements
(Hillier 2021). Furthermore, ANT is anti-
foundational (Vicsek, Kirdly, and Kdnya
2016;Ritzer 2010):there is no foundational
structure underlying everything.Therefore,
ANT opposes the idea that there are
origins that can explain everything and be
discovered by analysts. ANT ontology is a
flat ontology which has been formulated
by G. Deleuze and Guattari (1987); they
believe that an assemblage does not have
a base nor structure, but all the elements
are flattened onto the same plane. Entities
are not defined by their essences, but by
what they can do (Deleuze 2005; Hillier
2021). Additionally, the flat ontology
ignores the prior differences between
human and non-human actors because it
regards actors not as stable elements but
as relational and dynamic elements (Hillier
2021). Consequently, ANT addresses
relations rather than actors themselves; all
the actors are defined through relations
so they can all be included in the same
discussion, regardless of whether they are
human or non-human actors.

Traditionall, ANT has been used to
examine social relations of actors; spaces
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are regarded as the results of the social
relations (Sharif 2021; Kim 2019). The
shortcoming of the traditional application
is that spaces are regarded as passive
outcomes and spaces are not actually
put in the centre of discussion on spatial
production. This research takes spaces as
active actors among other human and
non-human actors to see the dynamic
interactions of spaces with other actors
and to analyse urban space appropriation.
This is in line with the argument that
space is a social product (Lefebvre 1991;
Hansmann 2021).

Results

(a) Mannequin shop and tag shop

Mannequin shops and tag shops are
usually located nearer to clothing
wholesale shops in  comparison to
other types of wholesale services. They
cluster at the intersection of the roads
and are located at the entrances of the
underground shopping street (Figure 2).
Both the road intersections and entrances
of the underground shopping street are
places that are easy to catch customers’
attention, which indicates that the
business of mannequin shops (Figure 3)
and tag shops (Figure 4) heavily depend
on customers in need of mannequins and
tags.

Mannequin shops and tag shops tend
to have two types of customers: clothes
wholesale shop owners and clothes
wholesale customers (Figure 5). However,
as purchasing mannequins and tags is



usually not the most important purpose
of customers who come to the Liuhua
District, the number of customers
attracted merely by mannequin shops and
tag shops is limited. As a result, these two
shop types are located around clothes
wholesale shops in order to increase their
chance to approach more customers.
According to sellers in mannequin shops,
they usually locate their shops near clothes
wholesale buildings where they can attract
customers who spontaneously come into
the shops. To draw customers’ attention
to their products, they arrange the
mannequins outside the shop's entrance
and dedicate one room inside the shop
as a small exhibition hall. In comparison,
tag shops also make considerable efforts
to attract customers, such as presenting
their products outside the door. However,
they sometimes tend to adopt a more

active approach where the sellers go to
clothes wholesale buildings to advertise
their products and network with clothes
wholesale shop owners. Therefore, if
mannequin shops and tag shops are
located too far from clothes wholesale
shops, it becomes difficult for them to
attract customers.

Considering theirheavy reliance on clothes
wholesale shops, the proximity to clothes
wholesale shops is the first thing that
mannequin shops and tag shops take into
account when choosing their locations.
The network diagram below (Figure 5)
shows the relationships: mannequin shops
and tag shops need customers including
clothes wholesale shop owners and
customers who are brought by clothes
wholesale shops.

Clothes wholesale
building

Underground clothes ,j
wholesale building

Mannequin shop

e o N[

Tag and bag shop

Figure 2: Locations of mannequin shops and tag and bag shops (Source: drawn by author)
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Figure 3: Mannequin shop
(Source: photo taken by
author)

Figure 4: Tag and bag shop
(Source: photo taken by
author)

Figure 5: The actor network
of mannequin shops and tag
shops (Source: drawn by
author)



(b) Shop design company

Shop design companies are typically
located along the roadsides (Figure 6).They
offer design service to clothes wholesale
shops. However, not all wholesale shops
would consider hiring a designer, as the
most important thing to them is having
sufficient space to accommodate more
products. Some shop owners may choose
to decorate their shops themselves in
order to reduce the cost and invest in
more products instead. As a result, there
are only a few shop design companies in
Liuhua District. Despite this, shop design is
an important aspect for shop owners, as it
determines the shop’s style. This not only
presents the shop owner's appreciation
of beauty, more importantly, the shop's
style determines if it can attract the
correct group of customers who will buy
the products inside. Thus, considering the
importance of shop design, shop owners
tend to choose shop designers introduced
by their friends. Trust is more important
than the location of the shop design
companies to shop owners. According to
a shop owner:

The shop design company of my shop
was introduced by a friend. His company
was not located in the Liuhua District at
that time. After the design of my shop,
he moved his company into the district.
Many shop owners didn't design their
shops, but when they found my shop had
become more attractive with the design,
they employed the same design company.
In this way, the shop design company
receives more and more orders.” (Shop
owner A, personal interview with the
author in Guangzhou, January 3,2021)
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Thus, trust from shop owners is the
most important factor for the business
of shop design companies. Without the
interpersonal connections, even nearby
shop design companies can be ignored by
shop owners. One shop design company
moved from the main road to a small
path where the rent was lower at a much
less noticeable location. A designer in
the company explained that the location
change was because they found it
unnecessary to locate the company on the
main road as the wholesale shop owners
usually found them through introductions
by friends rather than noticing their
company on the road. Also, they tried to
reduce their costs by paying lower rent by
changing the location during the Covid-19
pandemic. Thereby in the actor network,
the shop owner is a necessary path from
a shop design company to a clothes
wholesale shop (Figure 7). With trust
from the shop owners, even a shop design
company outside the Liuhua District,
rather than the ones inside the district,
can be chosen. It can be observed that
shop design companies are not located as
close to wholesale shops as mannequin
shops and tag shops.



Clothes wholesale
building
Underground clothes
wholesale building

Shop design company

Figure 6: Locations of shop design companies (Source: drawn by author)
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i Interpersonal
| connection
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company Design

Figure 7: The actor network of shop design companies (Source: drawn by author)
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(c) Clothes processing shop

Clothes processing shops are located
relatively far from the wholesale buildings
(Figure 8 and 9), providing services such
as altering clothes and installing tags, zips
and buttons. According to a processing
shop owner, their customers are usually
businesspeople from Russia and Korea
who require the installation and alteration
of tags. As clothes processing services
cannot make a high profit, such shops
cannot afford the high-rent space near
the wholesale  buildings. Moreover,
the locations of processing shops are
flexible. As the customers are usually
acquaintances, the shops don't need to

be near the wholesale buildings to attract
customers. The processing shops do not
need storage space because they usually
store the products in the working places
and the clothes that need to be processed
are usually delivered by delivery workers
hired by wholesale shop owners (Figure
10), so the processing shops do not need
to be around the wholesale shops. Thus,
with these conditions of flexibility and low
profit, processing shops tend to choose
places far from the wholesale buildings
with low rent. Therefore, the location
choices of processing shops are based on
considerations including rent, attraction to
customers, and connection to customers.

A

Clothes wholesale
building

Underground clothes {3
wholesale building

ocNE

Clothes processing
shop

Figure 8: Locations of clothes processing shops (Source: drawn by author)
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Figure 9: Clothes processing shops in the Liuhua District (Source: photo taken by author)

Delivery worker

@ O Q O

Clothes Clothes wholesale Clothes processing
wholesale shop shop owner shop
—

Take goods to

Figure 10: The actor network of clothes processing shops (Source: drawn by author)

(d) Logistics company

Similarly, logistics companies are located Also, the business of logistics companies
relatively far from clothes wholesale is not based on attraction, which leads to
buildings (Figure |1). However, this long a great deal of freedom in the choice of
distance does not influence the business location.

of logistics companies (Figure 12 and |3)

because these companies hire delivery Delivery workers are essential to keep the
workers to move goods to and from district connected to a broader national
every single clothes wholesale shop in the and global network and provide the
district. They are located far from clothes important materials for the operation of
wholesale buildings because of the low the clothes wholesale system. Wholesale
rent and large space for parking trucks. shops and logistics companies are
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connected by the product flows which
are enabled by delivery workers known as
‘people as infrastructure’ (Simone 2004).
Thisis a concept developed from Simone’s
(2004) observation in Johannesburg: the
connected informal activities of steers,
hawkers, drivers and baggage loaders
around a transport depot functioned
as infrastructure to provide services for
customers and support the depot area’s
daily operation. In the Liuhua district,
the support of delivery workers lifts the
spatial restriction between the logistics
companies and the wholesale shops.
By drawing networks of the operation

of logistics companies, it can be seen
that delivery workers are central in the
‘goods transportation network’ (Figure
[4) as they have the most connections
to other actors. It seems delivery workers
are more important than can sometimes
be imagined, since without them, the
flow of goods would immediately stop
and, consequently, the clothes wholesale
system would cease operation.

Clothes wholesale
building
Underground clothes
wholesale building
Oversea logistics
company

Domestic logistics
company

e e N[

Figure 11: Locations of logistics companies (Source: drawn by author)
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Figure 12: Domestic logistics companies (Source:
photo taken by author)
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Figure 13: Overseas logistics companies (Source:
photo taken by author)
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Figure 14: The actor network of logistics companies

(Source: drawn by author)

Both domestic and overseas logistics
companies cluster; though in different
places (Figure I1). Overseas logistics
companies tend to cluster along the
road with workers packing goods and
trucks loading and unloading goods on
the pavement (Figure [3). Conversely,
domestic logistics companies tend to
cluster along internal roads behind
residential buildings that are accessed
through narrow passages. (Figure [2).
Compared to overseas logistics clusters,
domestic logistics clusters are less obvious.
According to an interview with a delivery
worker (Delivery worker A, personal
interview with the author in Guangzhou,
January 22, 2021), the overseas logistics
companies are located in obvious places
to make it easier for non-Chinese
nationals who might not speak Chinese
to find them as it requires more efforts
to access less obvious places. Spaces
are actors and the capacity of spaces to
attract customers is not only determined
by their locations but can be increased
through adding information to the spaces,
such as advertisements.
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Another reason for the location of
the logistics companies is the previous
existence of a logistics company Bo Ling
Dun. It was the first logistics company
previously located in the same place as the
current logistics company cluster. Many
logistics company staff still remember it.
Although the Bo Ling Dun company no
longer exists in the district anymore, its
influence continues through the current
logistics company clusters in operation
every day. Mowla (2004) points out that
memory functions in creating the sense
of a place. In the case of Bo Ling Dun,
memory not only influences the sense of
a place, but also plays an important role
in shaping the space and function as the
verticallinkage fromthe pastto the present.
The memory of Bo Ling Dun provides a
‘mode’ that indicates that the place was
chosen for doing logistics business. The
memory and traces left by Bo Ling Dun
are involved in the characterisation of the
space and produce a space similar to the
original company.



Factory

company

Truck ‘

Mannequin
shop,

Destination

wholesale shop

Clothes wholgsare
shop owner

Domestic logistics

Clothes processing
shop

Oversea logistics
company

Factory

( )Means of
transportation

Customer Destination

Oxe€rsea clothes
wholesale shop

Clohes wholesale
shop owner

Shop design

company

Figure 15: The actor network of various types of businesses in the Liuhua District (Source: drawn by author)

By analysing the relationship among
various types of businesses in the Liuhua
District (Figure 15), the hidden logic
of the organization of the unplanned
wholesale district can be understood.
Although some actors seem unrelated
to each other from direct observation,
the invisible social relations among them
might impact the location choices and
performance of the actors from a distance
(Murdoch 1998). According to Figure 15,
the actor delivery worker presents many
connections. It indicates the important
role of delivery workers in the network:
they provide essential connections
among businesses and hence function as
a central actor in the daily operation of
the Liuhua District. Based on the network
typology provided by ANT, Murdoch
(1998) suggests that spaces are socio-
material relations embedded in orders,

which summarizes the characteristics of
spaces in the Liuhua District: every type of
business unit is connected and supported
by multiple relations. The Liuhua District
is not an isolated entity but is related to
actors outside the district, such as goods
transport destinations and factories in
other cities.

142



Discussion and conclusion

Focusing onthe location choices of clothing
wholesale service units in the Liuhua
District in Guangzhou, this research has
used ethnographic methods to explore
how the invisible social networks of four
types of clothing wholesale service units
influenced their location choices. Through
Imagining urban space as networks, this
research has found that wholesale traders
choose locations that enable the everyday
function of the clothing wholesale service
units. This research offers a concrete
example to explain how the hidden
spatial logic constructs space. In addition, it
provides new insights to understand how
self-organised areas are shaped through
individual end-users’ considerations.

In the context of dramatic Chinese
urban transformations, insufficient urban
planning left gaps in space regulation and
design (Yeh 2004). This phenomenon
offers an opportunity to observe and
understand the needs and spatial use of
end-users who are wholesale traders. For
wholesale clothing service units, the most
important consideration for location
choice is to satisfy their everyday function.
This research has found that the ways
wholesale service units access customers
and the daily practices of the businesses
are crucial for shops when choosing
locations.

According to Neal (2012), the network
concept used to wunderstand urban
phenomena can be more advantageous
than traditional ways to see cities through
attributes, such as cities’ areas, populations
and people’s opinions. His reason is that
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the network approach avoids the prior
classification of the data used to examine
urban phenomena and actors can be
connected through networks. The findings
are in accordance with his argument.
Through Actor Network-Theory (Latour
2005), this research did not categorise the
ethnographic data according to traditional
methods, but included all the relations
of human and non-human actors into
networks to understand the hidden logic
of the spatial organization. The flexibility
brought by Actor Network-Theory
enables the possibility for us to visualise
unexpected relations that have influenced
the urban space. For example, it might
be assumed that the location choices
of wholesale traders are mainly based
on the rent of shops. However, with the
flexibility to include any relevant actors
into networks, this research has found that
business patterns and personal relations
actually play an important role in shaping
the wholesale area.

The strength of ANT s to provide
explanations  from  within and to
understand  phenomena from  the
bottom-up (Cvetinovic, Nedovic-Budic,
and Bolay 2017). This research provides
an example to understand an urban
assemblage through its inner structures.
The unplanned but well-organized
commercial district presents the real
everyday needs of space end-users:
businesspeople attempt to find the places
that can enable their businesses but with
the lowest cost. According to Harvey
(1996), space in nature is a structure of
relations; space is defined through ‘the
mutual relatedness and connectedness of
its parts’. The research findings are in line



with Harvey's argument, but what this research
adds on to the argument is that space is not
only defined by its internal relations, but also
defined by external relations. This research
inspires us to see space and spatial design from
a relational perspective: a good spatial design is
one that can fit the necessary relations.

Empirically, these research findings also
contribute to the practices of urban and
architectural design. The networks can be
drawn based on qualitative and quantitative
data to understand the potential spatial
organisation before the actual design of space.
In this case, spaces are not treated merely as
physical structures for aesthetics but are actors
with prior detailed social-relation design.

Although adopting the network concept in
urban space research is a critical first step
to unravel how social relations affects urban
spatial use, additional work such as comparison
between places of the same type needs to be
done. Other social relations might be found to
be important to other types of urban spaces.
This research opens up more discussions to go
beyond the visible and explore how spaces are
shaped through dynamic, subtle and invisible
relations of human and non-human actors.
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