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As I walked through the village of Junpucun 
in Guangdong Province, I was struck by how 
different rural China was from idyllic images 

of the countryside as a peaceful, natural space. In 
the narrow streets of the village, tuk-tuks zipped 
between courtyard houses, with packages stacked 
everywhere. Shutters were slightly lowered, and 
the sound of sewing machines echoed in the back-
ground. A chicken wandered among the packages 
next to a brand new Porsche, which seemed to be 
the latest model. It was evident that this rural area 
was undergoing significant changes. What stood out 
the most was not the speed of these transformations, 

Figure 1: Products ready to be shipped, May 2024. 
Source: Sofia Leoni.
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This essay examines ‘Taobao Villages’ as a lens through 
which to interrogate the new spatial and labour forma-
tions produced by the platformisation of rural China. 
Focusing on Junpucun in Guangdong Province, it 
argues that these villages exemplify a process of recur-
sive ruralisation: the cyclical return of capital and 
technology to the countryside. The article positions 
the rural not as a peripheral residue of urban moder-
nity, but as an active terrain where global capitalism 
is absorbed, reworked, negotiated, and contested.
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platform capitalism (Mezzadra et al. 2024; Barns 
2020; Mörtenböck and Mooshammer 2021). The 
broader tendency of recursive ruralisation finds 
its most tangible expression in the trajectories of 
return migration that followed China’s industrial 
crises. What began as a conceptual pattern—capital 
and technology folding back into the countryside—
has also been a lived historical process. The next 
section traces how this return unfolded through the 
reconfiguration of labour and space, revealing how 
Taobao Villages such as Junpucun emerged from 
the debris of export-oriented urbanisation.

The Return: From Factories to Platform 
Courtyards

Official recognition as a Taobao Village requires that 
at least 10 per cent of households, or a minimum of 
100 online shops, actively operate on Taobao with 
an annual turnover exceeding RMB10 million (Wei 
et al. 2020; AliResearch 2014–16). This status grants 
institutional visibility and access to state-led and 
platform-led support—such as logistics infrastruc-
ture, training, credit, and inclusion in rural e-com-
merce programs—but simultaneously binds local 
economies more tightly to proprietary platforms 
and logistics networks, reinforcing asymmetric 
dependencies and forms of infrastructural and 
algorithmic control.
Through this scheme, local economies and labour 

practices become embedded within the circuits of 
digital accumulation, revealing how the rural is not 
outside modernity but one of its recursive engines 
(Woods et al. 2021). However, the story of Taobao 
Villages does not begin with the platform itself, but 
with a return: bodies circulating between factory 
dormitories and ancestral courtyards, bringing with 
them fragments of urban work, habits of speed, 
and the memory of industrial repetition. The 2008 
Global Financial Crisis accelerated this movement: 
with the collapse of export-oriented factories along 
the Pearl River Delta, millions of workers returned 
to the countryside. Some reinvented themselves as 

but their consistency: the way infrastructure and 
domestic rural lives were intertwined in their ordi-
nariness.
In Junpucun, what was once a peripheral rural 

settlement has, over the past 15 years, been 
reshaped by the rise of e-commerce: courtyard 
houses double as storage spaces and daily life 
unfolds amid flows of goods, data, and labour. The 
place is one of a vast network of ‘Taobao Villages’, a 
model of rural revitalisation promoted through the 
integration of online sales and digital logistics into 
the local economic system. Rather than standing 
outside processes of technological modernisation, 
Taobao Villages exemplify a form of modernisation 
that unfolds through what has been conceptualised 
as ruralisation. They materialise a trajectory in 
which digital platforms, logistics infrastructures, 
and data-driven forms of governance are territo-
rialised through rural spaces and social relations, 
rather than through the canonical urban sites 
that usually anchor narratives of technological 
change. In this sense, Taobao Villages align with—
and empirically ground—recent scholarly efforts 
to decentre the dominant discourse of planetary 
urbanisation and to redirect analytical attention 
towards the rural as an active and generative arena 
of contemporary transformation, as advanced in 
work on global rural geographies (Roy 2016; Gillen 
et al. 2022; Wang et al. 2023; He and Zhang 2022).
I describe this process as recursive not because 

it signals a nostalgic return to an untouched rural 
past, but rather because it marks a re-entry of 
capital and technology into the countryside, where 
the residues of industrial and urban modernity 
are reorganised to generate new cycles of value 
(Luo and He 2017). The countryside thus becomes 
the ground on which global capital seeks to rein-
vent itself, folding back into spaces once margin-
alised by modernisation. This recursion is at 
once spatial (from city to countryside), technical 
(from factory to platform), and social (from wage 
labour to family-based and reproductive work). In 
this sense, Taobao Villages offer a lens through 
which to examine the socio-spatial reconfigura-
tion of the countryside within the broader logic of 



MADE IN CHINA   /   2, 2025

CHINA COLUMNS

110

precarious entrepreneurs in search of livelihoods 
that could absorb both their skills and their debts. 
The countryside thus became a testing ground for a 
new phase of Chinese modernisation, characterised 
by digital infrastructure and informal enterprises 
(Wallis 2014).
In Junpucun, these trajectories have materialised 

in domestic experiments: what began as a survival 
tactic—selling surplus clothing online—has gradu-
ally reorganised the spatial and social fabric of the 
village (Wang 2020). Here, the platform does more 
than connect sellers and buyers: it reconfigures the 
relationship between labour, life, and space, trans-
lating kinship into logistics and domestic intimacy 
into productive time (Zhang 2024). Digitalisation 
does not erase the rural, but it reabsorbs and reor-
ganises it, revealing a reverse of urban modernity: 
a techno-spatial fix that externalises the frictions 
of industrial capital into the peripheries (Wei et 
al. 2020). 
This reconfiguration echoes the long arc of 

Chinese modernisation, in which labour has been 
repeatedly reorganised through successive regimes 
of urbanisation. From the collectivised labour of 
the Maoist communes to the institutional bifur-
cation of citizenship under the hukou system and, 
later, the ‘three rural issues’ (三农)—namely, agri-
culture, countryside and farmers—identified by 
Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao in 2006, the countryside 
has persistently functioned as both the margin 
and the motor of China’s development (Day 2013; 
Bray 2013; Jacka 2017). State-led investment in hard 
and soft infrastructure—drinking water, electricity, 
broadband internet, health insurance, and social 
assistance—has often deepened structural depen-
dency on state provisioning and urban-centric 
development rather than resolving it (Wen 2021; 
Zhang and He 2022).
The platform economy represents a new iter-

ation of this recursive dynamic as it integrates 
global logistics networks elsewhere (Steinberg 
2025). By embedding these networks within the 
domestic sphere, Alibaba’s Taobao changes kinship 
into circulation and reproductive labour into a 
source of value extraction. In this sense, it extends 

Harvey’s (2001) spatial fix into what might be called 
a techno-spatial loop: a transformation by which 
capital returns to the peripheral areas to remake 
itself in three senses—spatially, as a return from 
cities to rural peripheries; technically, as a shift 
from industrial factories to digital mediation; and 
socially, as a shift from wage labour to domestic 
and reproductive labour.
Rather than reading Taobao Villages as instances 

of rural revitalisation or bottom-up development, 
they can be interpreted as laboratories of platform-
ised reproduction, sites where the domestic, entre-
preneurial, and logistical dimensions converge 
(Zhang 2024; Wang et al. 2021). Following Latour’s 
notion of engendering, these processes are both 
generative and reproductive: they blur the boundary 
between production and care, between the 
economic and the affective (Latour 2018; Miranda 
2019). Through such recursive circuits, global 
capital discovers new terrain for expansion while 
rural life articulates new rhythms of persistence 
and adaptation (Latour 1993).
The return of migrant workers after 2008 there-

fore indexes a broader structural phenomenon of 
what may be described as looped modernisation: 
a nonlinear temporal and spatial reorganisation in 
which the exhausted forms of industrial capitalism 
are revived precisely in the peripheries that they 
once supplanted. Far from disappearing, industrial 
capitalism re-emerges through new configurations 
(digital platforms, logistics, and precarious labour) 
in the margins that it had previously left behind 
(Gillen et al. 2022).

The Clothing Village: Junpucun at the 
Origins of Rural Taobao

Junpucun offers an illustration of how e-com-
merce’s penetration of rural China materialised 
spatially and socially. As one of the first officially 
recognised Taobao Villages, Junpucun provides a 
concrete vantage point from which to observe how 
the platform economy reorganises everyday life 
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and labour in the countryside. Often described as 
a ‘model’ Taobao Village, it was among the first to 
embody the promise of digital rural modernisation 
while exposing its contradictions (Lee and Mueller 
2017). The village offers a tangible site through 
which to observe how platformisation operates 
as a recursive form of Chinese modernisation—a 
process in which the logic of industrial production, 
urban migration, and global capital returns to the 
countryside in transformed, digitised forms (Wang 
2020; Steinberg 2025). 
Located in the hinterland of Jieyang, a city in 

Guangdong Province beyond the main corridors of 
the Pearl River Delta, Junpucun lies at the periphery 
of China’s great urban industrial zone (Liao and 
Zhang 2024). Its distance from the metropolitan 
core is not simply geographic but also structural: 
Jieyang is known less for innovation than for 
dispersed manufacturing clusters and enduring 
patterns of out-migration. Until recently, Junpucun 
itself was an almost anonymous settlement. As 
Zhang Xin (a pseudonym, as are all other personal 
names in this essay), a lifelong resident, recalled 
during an interview in March 2024, she once felt 
ashamed of her ‘rural origins’. Her sentiment began 
to shift around 2009, when the digital economy 
started to take root and the village was reimagined 
as a site of possibility rather than backwardness.
Here, before the Global Financial Crisis, most 

households had at least one family member 
employed in Guangzhou’s garment factories. When 
international demand declined sharply, workers 
such as Mr Xu, who had spent years sewing and 
finishing jeans on the factory line, returned to 
their villages and began experimenting with selling 
surplus clothing online. What began as an impro-
vised alternative to migrant labour soon evolved 
into a household-based business, transforming 
living rooms and courtyards into multifunctional 
spaces of production, storage, and packaging (Qi 
2019).
Returning inhabitants often generate new forms 

of entrepreneurship, yet their success depends on 
infrastructure and networks unevenly distributed 
across the countryside (Pahl 1965; Murphy 2002; 

Zhao 2002; Ma 2002; Wahba and Zenou 2012). Since 
the early 2000s, state investments in digital infra-
structure such as internet connectivity have enabled 
rural residents to participate in online marketplaces 
and support this entrepreneurship. Kenney and 
Zysman (2016) identify this as the latest stage in the 
digital economic transition, while others emphasise 
how platforms consolidate power during crises, 
whether financial recessions or pandemics, by 
reorganising not only production systems but also 
domestic life (Steinberg 2025).
The magnitude of these transformations becomes 

particularly evident during China’s online shopping 
festivals. On 11 November 2023, Singles’ Day or 
Double Eleven, online sales in China hit RMB1.15 
trillion (US$158 billion)—more than four times 
the spending during Cyber Week (Black Friday to 
Cyber Monday) in the United States. In Junpucun, 
shops nearly sold out by midnight, while across 235 
counties, RMB1 billion in payments and 657 million 
parcels were processed, revealing how deeply rural 
spaces are now woven into global circuits of digital 
production and consumption.
In little more than a decade, e-commerce has 

transformed rural China, producing both new 
opportunities and profound socio-spatial shifts 
(Lee and Mueller 2017; Wang 2020). Emerging from 
marginal and unplanned areas, Taobao Villages 
demonstrate that technological innovation is not 
simply imposed from above but can unfold through 
grassroots adaptation and everyday improvisation 
(Cowen 2014; Safina 2023)—what Choplin and Pliez 
(2015: 16) describe as ‘globalisation from below’.

Everyday Practices: Space, Labour, and 
Infrastructure

While these structural processes and statistics 
capture the magnitude of rural digitalisation, they 
only partially reveal how platformisation is lived, 
embodied, and spatialised. To grasp its everyday 
implications, it is necessary to descend into the 
textures of daily life in Junpucun—to observe 
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how families, in their courtyards and workshops, 
translate digital infrastructure into their spatial 
and social routines. Entering Junpucun through 
the main gate, marked with the characters ‘电子
商务’ (‘e-commerce village’), one encounters not 
simply a village transformed, but a landscape 
where rurality is being reconfigured. Junpucun, 
once an off-the-map village reliant on traditional 
subsistence agriculture, has, since 2009, become a 
thriving e-commerce hub hosting more than 1,100 
online shops and processing hundreds of thousands 
of orders each month. Here, courtyards, alleys, and 
family homes are integrated into global supply 
chains, demonstrating how the rural adapts to 
globalisation through its local practices. Junpucun 
is a site where the theoretical notions of platformis-
ation, recursion, and engendering can be observed, 
tested, and reformulated through situated practices 
(Figures 2 and 4).
To understand this entanglement, I collected a 

series of micro-stories through direct interviews 
with rural entrepreneurs, offering situated accounts 
of how structural transformations are experienced, 

negotiated, and interpreted in everyday life. One 
example comes from Xu Zhuangbin, 35, who 
successfully launched his boutique on Taobao after 
returning from years of factory work in Guangzhou. 
On reuniting with his family in Junpucun, he began 
selling personalised T-shirts, sourcing materials 
from nearby Jieyang and adapting products to 
current trends. This case illustrates how family 
labour replaces factory discipline through domestic 
digitalisation—visible in his workspace—which 
exemplifies the hybrid use of domestic environ-
ments: a 40-square-metre shop with a packaging 
room, an outdoor finishing area, and a small room 
where his wife manages online sales across three 
computers, assisted by cousins and parents. 
This organisation of labour in Xu’s family makes 

visible engendering—the generative process 
through which production and reproduction are 
inseparable (Miranda 2019). In Junpucun, produc-
tive work, such as sewing, packaging, and shipping, 
is sustained by reproductive work, such as care, 
cleaning, feeding, and emotional management, 
largely carried out by women. Following Cavallero 
et al. (2022), this can be read as a form of feminist 
domestic infrastructure—a system that extracts 
value from pre-existing gender roles while recon-
figuring them through digital mediation. While men 
often handle procurement, production, or logistics, 
women dominate the front-facing roles of sales, 
communication, and live-streaming—tasks that 
demand not only technical literacy but also affective 
performance. As Zhang and Hjorth (2017) observe, 
these broadcasts rely on ‘affective proximity’—a 
sense of relational authenticity that turns domestic 
labour itself into a form of marketable content.
The overlap of reproductive and productive time 

reveals how digital capitalism reorganises not only 
labour but also life itself. Family labour replaces 
wage labour; domestic time is synchronised with 
algorithmic time. The home becomes an infra-
structural interface where reproductive rhythms 
are absorbed into the 24/7 temporality of digital 
capitalism—a temporal regime characterised by 
constant availability and algorithmic responsive-
ness (Crary 2013; Liu 2024). Xu Zhuangbin’s wife, for 

Figure 2: Aerial photo of Junpucun, in the suburban area of 
Jieyang, Guangdong Province. Source: Baidu Maps, retrieved 
March 2025.
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example, works for several hours in the morning—
when engagement is highest for live-streaming—
and spends the afternoon caring for their children 
while continuing to chat with clients online. 
Similarly, the case of Huang Jiexi, 30, illustrates 

the compression of time characteristic of platform 
labour. After leaving a fabric factory where he 
had worked—and with which he still collaborates—
Huang opened an online shop selling jeans in 2016. 
He now runs two stores side by side while living 
upstairs with his wife and two children. His shop 
offers a limited yet varied selection of jeans and has 
recently expanded into customisation, featuring 
prints, beads, and other details, catering to younger 
buyers. The expanded premises include multiple 
storage and sewing rooms, as well as a personal 
office equipped with four computers and an impro-
vised photo studio. At the entrance, delivery riders 
come and go throughout the day, collecting pack-
ages destined for 13 logistics depots just outside 
the village. As Huang explains, he ‘never really 
has time’: he works on demand, often replying to 
clients late at night or during meals. Such perpetual 

connectivity reflects a new organisation of labour in 
which the platform dictates the rhythm of everyday 
life, effectively transforming family time—once 
marked by rest and domestic intimacy—into poten-
tial moments of productivity.
Most e-commerce boutiques in Junpucun 

specialise in clothing produced in nearby factories. 
Many owners previously worked in those facto-
ries or maintain connections to them, enabling 
rapid responses to market trends. On average, a 
wholesale bag shop sells about 20 pieces per day, 
but demand can rise to 200 during shopping festi-
vals such as Singles’ Day. Entrepreneurs generally 
fall into two categories: intermediaries, who trade 
without owning stock, and producers, who rely on 
family labour and flexible workshops. Many are 
aged in their twenties and are driven by aspirations 
for independence through digital commerce.
To launch an online shop, most families incur 

some degree of debt by purchasing computers, 
initial stock, and advertising credits on the platform. 
In some cases, Alibaba itself provides start-up loans 
or small grants to encourage rural entrepreneurship, 

(Left) Figure 3: Logistics warehouse in a rural space, 
May 2024. (Right) Figure 4: Streets, public spaces, and 
interactions, May 2024. Source: Sofia Leoni.
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reinforcing local dependence on the company’s 
financial and logistical ecosystem. However, the 
initial invested capital remains relatively low: 
households can repurpose their existing homes 
as workplaces or build small workshops within 
their courtyards without needing to buy land or rent 
additional commercial space (Wang 2020; Wang et 
al. 2021; Luo and He 2017). Their success, however, 
depends less on entrepreneurial skill than on algo-
rithmic visibility and consumer reviews—factors 
largely beyond individual control. The celebrated 
image of autonomy thus conceals a regime of 
auto-exploitation, in which family members work 
collectively, often effectively unpaid, under the 
pressure of constant connectivity and uncertain 
returns (Srnicek 2016; Zuboff 2019); the boundary 
between ‘being one’s own boss’ and ‘being a slave 
to one’s own business’ is fragile.
Moreover, the visible sphere of online entrepre-

neurship conceals multiple layers of dark labour. 
The garments sold in Junpucun are typically 
produced in small, subcontracted workshops or 
informal factories in nearby towns, where working 
conditions remain precarious and wages low. 
Taobao Villages thus externalise the most labour-in-
tensive phases of production while profiting from 
their reduced costs—a distributed, digital version 
of the putting-out system that recalls pre-indus-
trial labour arrangements (Zhang 2023; Gray and 
Suri 2019).
Agriculture, though not entirely abandoned, has 

receded to fragmented, semi-subsistence prac-
tices maintained by older generations. As Mr Zhu 
explained to me: ‘Nobody seems to care anymore.’ 
He continues to farm because, as he put it: ‘Chinese 
villages remain rural, and their residents still have 
a strong attachment to the land.’ His words, inter-
rupted by chickens pecking at discarded packaging 
waste, encapsulate the contradictions of a rurality 
reshaped by global flows yet still tied to tradition. 
These tensions are not remnants of backwardness, 
but expressions of Junpucun’s generative hybridity, 
which is reflected in its daily rhythms. While the 
village seems quiet in the early morning, activity 
picks up around 11 am when buyers from all over 

China begin placing orders. Shops extend onto the 
streets, blurring the boundaries between inside and 
outside—a pattern typical of rural China (Day 2013).
Huang Zhang is one of the 13 logistics entre-

preneurs. He opened his business in 2020 on the 
outskirts of the village—forced to move due to the 
tripling cost of land in Junpucun. His company 
employs 40 people—primarily aged between 16 
and 24 years. The internal layout is open and unob-
structed except for structural pillars supporting the 
metal roof. The metal shelves that typically furnish 
warehouses are replaced here with large horizontal 
surfaces that fill up with products, emptying within 
hours before being rapidly restocked (Figures 1 
and 3). This architecture is reduced to its essen-
tials: a vast stage where space is defined not by the 
human body but by the objects that fill it. In these 
post-Anthropocene settings of forklifts, pallets, and 
scanners, human life persists: workers move, rest, 
and gather, and even a small tea table signals the 
quiet endurance of human sociability (Young 2019; 
Koolhaas and OMA 2020).

Recursive Ruralisation: Infrastructural 
Intimacies of Labour and Kinship

The intimate spaces of Junpucun’s domestic 
economy exemplify what this essay defines as 
recursive ruralisation: a cyclical process through 
which digital infrastructures regenerate earlier 
forms of social organisation while simultane-
ously producing new dependencies. Junpucun 
is shaped by strong infrastructural and logistical 
dynamics, where everyday practices continuously 
balance formal and informal elements. Within 
the village, activities follow partially standardised 
patterns yet remain profoundly improvised: human 
labour is entangled with the material life of boxes 
and products, while new spatial configurations 
emerge within and around domestic structures. 
This section argues that Junpucun’s infrastructural 
and kinship arrangements constitute a form of plat-
formised reproduction, in which social relations 
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themselves operate as infrastructure. The result 
is a palpable sense of domestic density and inten-
sity. Boundaries between inside and outside blur; 
products are stored within homes and courtyards 
and living rooms often double as workstations or 
packing areas. Many of these spaces lack architec-
tural refinement, instead reflecting a logic of brico-
lage and adaptation. Buildings open like unfinished 
works, becoming arenas for layered uses—what 
Gregson et al. (2018) and Chua et al. (2018) describe 
as live–work architectures.
The spaces of Junpucun are thus intricate and 

multiscale. The first layer is that of sales, reduced 
to a few computers and a makeshift photo setup 
for displaying products online (Figure 5). The 
second involves production, finishing, and pack-
aging, where semi-finished items are prepared to 
meet the accelerating demands of digital markets. 
Courtyards and backyards function as loading and 
unloading zones, while other former agricultural 
spaces now serve as sites of negotiation and coex-
istence among the small, family-run enterprises 
making up the village’s economic fabric (Figures 
6 and 7). The fourth layer is living: the traces of 
daily life, including water usage, spatial mainte-
nance, and domestic care, which make visible the 
persistent presence of habitation. Commercial 
and residential functions thus overlap, producing 
a porous ecology of labour in which living and 
working cannot be disentangled. Yet, Junpucun’s 
space extends beyond its administrative bound-
aries: its logistical flows connect it to distant indus-
trial geographies and global markets, transforming 
the village into a hybrid logistical hub—a node 
mediating between the spaces of distribution and 
those of production (Polanyi 2001; McFarlane and 
Waibel 2012; Chua et al. 2018).
This entrepreneurial landscape is sustained by a 

deep reorganisation of labour—one that reactivates 
kinship as the central infrastructure of produc-
tion. This recalls what Fei Xiaotong identified as 
the differential mode of association characterising 
traditional Chinese rural society. Here, familism 
operates as both social glue and productive mech-
anism: labour is divided along family lines, and the 

family unit itself is transformed into an economic 
entity (Yan 2016). Women manage online sales and 
customer relations, cousins and siblings handle 
packaging and delivery, while parents contribute 
care work (looking after children, maintaining the 
home). This social infrastructure reveals a clear 
gendered division of labour, in which women 
directly engage in online sales and live-streaming 
on platforms such as TikTok, WeChat, and RedNote, 
resulting in a hybrid work dimension in which 
affective, reproductive, and digital labour are intri-
cately intertwined. 
The resulting configuration represents a hybrid 

labour infrastructure, in which affective, repro-
ductive, and digital labour converge. Labour is not 
merely economic, it is also relational, embodied, 
and intergenerational. The digitalisation of the rural 
economy does not erase earlier modes of labour 
organisation but rearticulates them through new 
technological mediations. As feminist scholars 
Cavallero et al. (2022) argue, the casa como labora-
torio, or ‘home workshop’, becomes an analytical 
stance: the domestic space operates as a site where 
production and reproduction collapse, generating 
value precisely through their indistinction.
In a sense, e-commerce activities coexist with 

traditional rural practices without entirely replacing 
them, as is evident in Mr Zhu’s efforts to culti-
vate tomatoes. Farming and digital practices also 
coexist through the mediation of kinship obliga-
tions and communal reciprocity, creating what we 
can call a familist economy of coexistence. Unlike 
the post-human logistical landscapes described 
by Lyster (2016) or Young (2019), Junpucun’s infra-
structure remains deeply social, organised not only 
by barcodes and boxes but also by kinship, gender, 
and generational aspirations.
This hybridity is not merely spatial but also 

temporal and social. Returning migrants bring 
back from the city skills, savings, and networks, 
reshaping family economies and rural subjectiv-
ities (Murphy 2002; Yan 2016). Rural time, once 
synchronised with agricultural cycles, is now 
aligned with the always-on temporality of online 
commerce, especially during shopping festivals 
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such as Singles’ Day. These overlapping tempo-
ralities give rise to new ways of living: entrepre-
neurial, precarious, and affectively driven, but 
still beholden to the memory of agrarian rhythms. 
The reinvention process is thus twofold. First, a 
counter-migration occurs—from urban to rural—
through which migrants reinsert urban forms of 
labour and management into village life (He and 
Zhang 2022). Second, the notion of infrastructure 
itself is redefined beyond its technical domain: 
in Taobao Villages, people become infrastructure 
(Simone 2022). Rather than automation replacing 
human work, social relations, guanxi networks, and 
everyday improvisation become the scaffolding of 
the digital economy. As Choplin and Pliez (2015: 17) 
note: ‘It is often in the most ordinary and invisible 
places that globalisation takes root and consolidates.’
In Junpucun, residents move within a complex 

network of tasks, spaces, and relationships that 
support a form of social infrastructure that is both 

local and global. The platformised village functions 
like a recursive machine, absorbing global capital 
into domestic life and reformulating it through 
the enduring logic of family and care, following a 
recursive ruralisation. In this cyclical process, the 
global reabsorbs itself into the rural to create value. 
The outcome is a platform-based labour system that 
relies heavily on family networks and domestic 
spaces. Within this system, work often takes the 
form of digital sharecropping (Terranova 2022; 
Scholz 2019), in which villagers produce content 
and goods for digital platforms without owning 
the means of distribution or data. Although this 
model might be framed as a form of individual 
entrepreneurship, in practice, it reproduces depen-
dence on the platform’s infrastructure and algo-
rithms (Srnicek 2016; Zhang 2023). What emerges 
is a form of rural cyber-feudalism, in which the 
premise of rural autonomy conceals new forms 
of algorithmic dependency and exploitation—not 

Figure 5: Inside the shop: packaging and preparation, April 
2024. Source: Sofia Leoni.
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the disappearance of the rural, but its reinvention 
as the recursive substrate of platform capitalism 
(Durand 2024; Zuboff 2019).

Re-Embedding Capitalism in the 
Countryside

This essay argues that Taobao Villages such as 
Junpucun should be understood neither as periph-
eral residue of China’s urbanisation nor as straight-
forward exemplars of rural revitalisation, but as 
strategic sites in which platform capitalism is mate-
rially re-embedded in the countryside. Through 
the concept of recursive ruralisation, my analysis 
has shown how digital platforms, logistics infra-
structure, and family-based labour reorganise rural 
space by reactivating historically sedimented forms 
of kinship, domesticity, and informal production, 
while simultaneously generating new regimes of 
dependency and exposure (Gillen et al. 2022; He 
and Zhang 2022; Woods et al. 2021). 

In Junpucun, the ‘household’ emerges as a key 
infrastructural unit, expanding conventional 
understandings of infrastructure beyond technical 
systems to include intimate, domestic, and repro-
ductive arrangements (Cavallero et al. 2022; Simone 
2022). Approaching the home as infrastructure 
foregrounds the political significance of intimacy 
and unsettles the boundary between public and 
private, revealing reproductive labour as not only 
work but also a central component of the social 
infrastructure that sustains platform economies 
(Federici 2012; Fortunati 2025; Cossutta 2023; Zhang 
2024). Rather than erasing rurality, platformisation 
rearticulates it as a constitutive socio-spatial forma-
tion of contemporary capitalism, in which global 
circuits of value are anchored in gendered, familial, 
and improvised rural forms of life (Srnicek 2016; 
Mezzadra et al. 2024; Wang et al. 2021). ■

(Left) Figure 6: Backyards of workhouses, used as a collection 
point, March 2024. (Right) Figure 7: Backyards of workhouses, 
used as a collection point, March 2024. Source: Sofia Leoni.
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