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This study examines how convenience stores, such as 7-ELEVERN, have emerged as critical venues for the
construction and government of neoliberal subjectivity in today’s China. The study reveals four key themes that
emerged from the participants’ daily experiences in 7-ELEVER stores after four months of ethnographic fieldwork
in 2021: 7-ELEVERN as a 24-hour canteen; 7-ELEVERN as part of the work routine; 7-ELEVER as one’s own private
space; and 7-ELEVERN as an urban lighthouse. Participants demonstrated a strong sense of personal responsibility,
aligning with neoliberal expectations emphasizing self-reliance and diligence in pursuing success. In a competitive
society, the demand for convenient access to goods and services drives the expansion of the convenience store
sector, which enhances productivity and efficiency. These stores facilitate time management, allowing individuals
to focus on work while minimizing mundane tasks. The limited social interaction in these spaces encourages a
privatized self-conception, strengthening the notion of self-regulation as a strategy for managing the demands of
contemporary existence. The research findings highlight how the provision of convenience is intertwined with
broader patterns of urbanization and economic growth, underscoring the complex relationship between neoliberal
rationalities and individual subjectivities. By situating convenience stores as crucial urban infrastructures, the
study contributes to understanding how urban environments influence personal aspirations and social dynamics
in the context of neoliberal transformation.
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Introduction: Neoliberal China and Neoliberal Self

In response to the economic stagnation in the 1970s, Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping implemented
a visionary economic reform programme in 1978, greatly accelerating Chinese urbanization. This
initiative sought to enact market-driven policies to assist state and municipal governments recover
from the economic recession. Some scholars maintain that implementing market reform has
enabled China to participate in the global neoliberal transition, with neoliberalism gradually
structuring Chinese society (Yan 2003, Anagnost 2004, Rofel 2007). Others hold a more sceptical
stance, contending that the complex interrelationships among the state, market and population are
overlooked when defending neoliberalism’s leading position in China (Nonini 2008). A more
moderate perspective recognizes China’s economic advancement as aligned with the global
neoliberal order, while its government maintains a preeminent role in market regulation (Weber
2020). Ong and Zhang suggest that neoliberalism should be understood as “a mobile set of
calculative practices that articulate diverse political environments in a contingent manner” (2008:
9) rather than a universal and homogeneous system. They argue that the adoption of neoliberal
reasoning has enabled “a kind of socialism at a distance” (Ong and Zhang 2008: 4) in China, where
privatizing norms and practices coexist with authoritarian rule. This perspective is consistent with

The reason the letter “n” is lowercase is not well defined. One of the more typical arguments is that the
business feels that using all capital letters would make the logo appear too severe and sober; therefore,
they make a small alteration to make it look more beautiful.

2 | am grateful to the editors and reviewers of Urbanites for their insightful feedback, which helped me
enrich this work. | am also deeply thankful to all the participants who generously shared their
experiences at 7-ELEVEnN convenience stores with me.
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Harvey’s assertion that the state does not entirely withdraw; rather, it remains active while altering
its intervention strategies (Harvey 2005; also DeMuynck 2019). He also posits that neoliberalism
in China can be characterized as “neoliberalism with Chinese characteristics” (Harvey 2005: 120).
While the extent of neoliberal influence in China remains disputed, it is clear that as the
country engages more deeply in global economic and cultural connections neoliberalism
continues to play a significant role in urban transformations, reflecting the broader
interconnections in the worldwide neoliberal framework. Furthermore, neoliberalism has
expanded the implementation of private market practices, regulations and principles across a
wider array of social domains (Pinson and Morel Journel 2016, DeMuynck 2019). This pervasive
encroachment of market rationality has profoundly reshaped how individuals see and conduct
themselves, as they internalize the norms of self-entrepreneurship and self-governance that are
central to neoliberal subjectivity (Foucault 2008, Ong 2006). Foucault (1998) introduced the
concept of “self-government” or “technologies of the self”, which refers to self-directed
behaviours that individuals employ for self-control and discipline to enhance their social standing
and achieve happiness. He elaborated that entrepreneurs shape their identities as “competence
machines, transforming the ‘self’ into ‘capital’” through “personal training, professional
education, and capacity growth” (cited in Chen and Barcus 2024: 2). Inspired by Foucault, Rose
(1998) described this self-making as the creation of the “enterprising self”, viewing self-conduct
as an enterprise that requires management. This new form of subjectivity emerges in societies
influenced by neoliberalism. This is the case with contemporary Chinese citizens, who adopt a
neoliberal subjectivity that emphasizes personal accountability in life, reflecting the broader
context of urbanization and modernization goals, where the term “subject” implies being
influenced by changing political, economic and cultural conditions (Kleinman 2011: 9).
Against this backdrop, current research seeks to link the examination of individuals’
neoliberal subjectivity to the advocacy of a “convenience” lifestyle, which the Chinese
government has actively sought to advance as a key development objective. This has been
manifested through the establishment and proliferation of modern convenience store networks
across urban China. This study examines the articulation of neoliberal subjectivity within the
everyday experience of modern convenience stores — spaces that can be seen as embodying
the processes of urbanization and modernization unfolding in China. As Wu (2007) has noted,
“the utilization and consumption of these new urban spaces are core to evolving Chinese
urbanism” (cited in He and Lin 2015: 2759).

The Development of Convenience Stores

In March 2014, China’s first official urbanization strategy, the National New-Type
Urbanization Plan, was issued by the CPC Central Committee and the State Council. This plan
aims to direct urbanization toward a human-centric and environmentally sustainable path,
emphasizing the improvement of urban living quality through enhanced infrastructure and
public services (The State Council of the PRC 2014).
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In this context, convenience stores emerged as vital urban infrastructures and
intersecting public spaces of consumption. Aligned with the urbanization plan, the growth of
convenience stores was recognized as a key strategy for urban renewal and quality of life
enhancement. This policy stressed their role in improving living standards and facilitating
everyday consumption, reflecting the intersectionality of convenience and consumption in a
neoliberal backdrop.

Guangzhou, a pioneer in convenience store establishment, has witnessed rapid sector
expansion over the past two decades. The government implemented regulations to support this
growth, aiming for urban renewal and developing a high-quality, globalized, commercialized
society reliant on consumption and convenience. As a hub of convenience stores, Guangzhou
features numerous local and international brands, with 7-ELEVEnN being the most prominent.
According to the 2021 CCFA?3 top 100 convenience stores annual report, there are 2,387
7-ELEVERN stores in mainland China, with 598 located in Guangzhou, accounting for a quarter
of the total market share — making Guangzhou the city with the most 7-ELEVERN stores in
China.

On average, 7-ELEVER stores in Guangzhou range from 40 to 70 square meters, offering
daily necessities, snacks, meals, beverages and periodicals. Some locations are licensed to sell
alcoholic beverages and tobacco. While most stores are not spacious, a few seats are available
for customers to eat or take short breaks. Occasionally, tables are equipped with facilities that
allow consumers to charge their phones while waiting or dining.

Doing Urban Ethnography in Guangzhou

In anthropology, ethnography emerged in the late 19" and early 20" centuries, with researchers
immersing themselves in culturally distinct societies to gain an in-depth understanding of
beliefs, worldviews and socio-cultural significance. Historically, anthropological research
focused on tribal villages and exotic societies in colonial and postcolonial contexts, while urban
areas were comparatively underexplored (Prato and Pardo 2013). As global urbanization
accelerates, with two-thirds of the population estimated to live in cities by 2050, urban research
has gained significant academic traction in the past few decades (Pardo and Prato 2018, Prato
and Pardo 2013), responding to the undeniable relevance of urban issues, particularly amidst
ongoing spatial expansion and geopolitical transformations (Prato and Pardo 2013). The
anthropological method of producing “an empirically based, holistic analysis can make a
unique contribution to our understanding of our evolving urban world” (Pardo and Prato 2018:
7). Cities are hubs of intricate cultural, economic and political interactions that often differ
significantly from rural settings. Urban ethnography, with its emphasis on immersive, on-the-

3 China Chain Store & Franchise Association (CCFA) is the official representative of the retailing and
franchise industry in the country. More information on this body can be found at
http://www.chinaretail.org.cn/enwebsite/xq.jsp?type=1. The Chinese version of the annual report can
be downloaded from http://www.ccfa.org.cn/portal/cn/xiangxi.jsp?id=443755&type=10003#
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ground observation and participation, provides unique insights into the lived experiences and
patterns of behaviour in everyday life.

With the intensification of globalization, the relationship between local and global
experiences has become increasingly intertwined. Contemporary urban research has yielded
valuable insights into the complex interactions between cultural, economic and political
dimensions, contextualizing local dynamics in national frameworks while drawing connections
to broader global processes (Prato and Pardo 2013: 95). Ethnographic research in specific urban
areas is a valuable method of inquiry that facilitates direct engagement with the daily
experiences of residents and reveals how broader contextual forces influence and interact with
local life. Globalization is progressively transforming urban dynamics, leading to heightened
international interest in non-Western societies such as China. This shift has prompted Asian
ethnographers to document their experiences in these evolving environments, contributing to a
deeper understanding of local contexts amidst global processes.

The present study sheds light on the Asian context, focusing on the public spaces of
modern convenience stores in Guangzhou, a rapidly globalizing metropolis that exemplifies
China’s remarkable economic development over recent decades. The following section
provides a concise summary of the fieldwork that I conducted between September and
December 2021. Despite the restrictions imposed by the pandemic, which limited the duration
of my research, the interviews and participant observations yielded valuable findings, which
inspired me to engage in a discussion on neoliberalism.

Fieldwork in Guangzhou

Before commencing field research, | conducted desk research to identify appropriate research
sites. The 7-ELEVEN South China website* includes a comprehensive inventory of all
7-ELEVEN convenience stores located in Guangzhou. Upon categorizing these stores by
district, | discovered that the Tianhe district boasts the greatest number of 7-ELEVERN stores
throughout the city. So, | focused on that district.

Situated on the city’s new central axis, the Tianhe District is Guangzhou’s economic hub,
featuring an extensive array of urban amenities, including public transportation, cultural
institutions and medical facilities. This makes Tianhe a most vibrant district, with a significant
volume of human traffic traversing it daily. Such hustle and bustle enabled stimulating
fieldwork due to the diverse encounters with different people. Before urban renewal and real
estate development, the district comprised rural areas and agricultural settlements. However,
the urban development initiative has elevated Tianhe to the status of the most advanced region
in Guangzhou, serving as a microcosm of the city’s overall urbanization and modernization.

Following a careful examination of the district demographics and the number of stores,

| decided to conduct fieldwork in there from late August to December 2021. | resided in a

4 The full inventory of all 7-ELEVEn stores and their addresses can be found at https://www.7-
11.cn/ShopsNearby/

https://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com/vol-15-no-1-may-2025/ 39



https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.anthrojournal-urbanities.com%2F%3Fpage_id%3D1828%26preview%3Dtrue&data=05%7C02%7CI.Pardo%40kent.ac.uk%7C0f858c24abdd4c9cd77408dd83bf2b27%7C51a9fa563f32449aa7213e3f49aa5e9a%7C0%7C0%7C638811579265463904%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=XCPWBZqURCaJJN%2BoqaeTGvfroN3BkpqFIfh7VRJr7%2B8%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.anthrojournal-urbanities.com%2F%3Fpage_id%3D1828%26preview%3Dtrue&data=05%7C02%7CI.Pardo%40kent.ac.uk%7C0f858c24abdd4c9cd77408dd83bf2b27%7C51a9fa563f32449aa7213e3f49aa5e9a%7C0%7C0%7C638811579265490521%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sopB%2BEeLg7zCzYcYNfZ34w%2BsdVZBDPBpcR%2FrWvHTD60%3D&reserved=0
https://www.7-11.cn/ShopsNearby/
https://www.7-11.cn/ShopsNearby/

Urbanities-Journal of Urban Ethnography, Vol. 15 - No 1- May 2025
© 2025 Urbanities

neighbourhood that was established a decade ago and is conveniently located near urban
amenities, including public transport, schools, hospitals and shopping centres, most within
walking distance. Various 7-ELEVER convenience stores can be found near my neighbourhood,
each featuring a distinct ambiance. | conducted participant observation primarily in three stores
near several neighbourhoods. Store A is located opposite a hospital. Store B and Store C are
near schools and dining establishments. Store C benefits from a more vibrant surrounding, due
to its proximity to a main road and a shopping mall, whereas Store B is characterized by a
quieter atmosphere.

| visited these establishments as a customer to observe people’s everyday activities and
attempted to take notes while initiating informal chats with people on site. | also posted a
recruiting notice for participants on the internet and asked my social network to spread the
information. This approach led to 25 semi-structured interviews with consumers about their
everyday experiences at 7-ELEVERN stores in 2021. The participants were predominantly from
younger age groups, including office workers and university students in their 20s and 30s,
meeting my field observation that young people frequently visit these establishments, while
middle-aged and elderly individuals are seldom seen.

From field notes and the transcription and categorization of the interviews, a prominent
theme emerges in nearly all the interviews. The 7-ELEVERn store is intricately linked to the
work lives of its customers, serving as a convenient location for quick consumption for people
who are immersed in the fast-paced urban life and need to work hard to earn a living in a city
like Guangzhou. In the following pages, selected narratives help to illustrate how 7-ELEVEnN
becomes a significant work companion for these participants in their daily lives and further
demonstrate how such a vision and experience of convenience in 7-ELEVERN stores help them
construct their neoliberal selves in China.

7-ELEVEN as a Work Companion in Everyday Life

7-ELEVERN as a 24-hour Employees’ Canteen
Purchasing food and beverages is one of the ways individuals use 7-ELEVERN regularly. The
7-ELEVERN is widely recognized for its variety of food choices, and many of the meal options
available there are conveniently prepared and ready for consumers to grab and go. Based on
my observations at various stores and the interviews with participants, it is evident the wide
range of food options enjoys great popularity among customers.

As | arrived in the morning in the stores, | saw many people arriving and departing within
short periods to buy breakfasts on their way to work. Morning meal packs were popular and
frequently included sandwiches or Baozi with drinks (such as soymilk or coffee). Customers
usually choose to buy meal packs since they usually cost less than if each item was bought
separately, saving them money and time deciding what to order.

As office workers take their lunch breaks, around 11.30 becomes the second busiest of
the day. In addition to the morning meal packages, more packs are popular throughout the day,
particularly at lunch and supper. Customers enjoy meal sets that pair curry fish balls with cart
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noodles since 7-ELEVEN in Guangzhou is known for these foods. Sometimes you can pay a
little more to get fruit or drinks to go with the meal. One of the participants, Luke, a bank clerk,
is a major admirer of the 7-ELEVERN cart noodles bundle. He said:

“In 7-ELEVEN, there is a reasonably priced cart-noodle meal pack available. You
can select fish balls, a certain type of vegetable and beverages to go with the
noodles, such as radish, seaweed, or banana. And the bundle is only 13.8 yuan in
price! You can have noodles, some side dishes and fruit! It is very affordable to
me.”

Sandwiches, meal boxes and other snacks are also common lunch or supper choices
in 7-ELEVENn. Compared to restaurants in business areas, meal boxes are relatively
inexpensive, easily served with the help of a microwave and are freshly prepared early in the
day. There are also promotional activities from time to time in the stores, such as “buy one get
one free” or “one yuan gets one free”.

After a few hours of hard work in the afternoon, vibrance returns at around 5.30 when
employees leave work to eat dinner or grab snacks when they need to work overtime. Some
participants described the 7-ELEVERN as a “canteen” that meets their needs in their work life.
Sally, a 22-year-old young woman who works for the local entertainment company, told me
how she relies on it daily:

“These convenience stores are still quite connected to office workers. For my last
intern job, I would go to 7-ELEVERN to get some food if | did not want to eat in the
company canteen or if I did not want to cook.”

The extended operating hours of the 7-ELEVERN establish it as an essential urban infrastructure.
While not all 7-ELEVERN stores in Guangzhou operate 24/7, many provide round-the-clock
service, making them a crucial resource for overnight workers and those finishing late shifts.
Its continuous availability positions the 7-ELEVEN as a late-night canteen for individuals
seeking quick nourishment after long workdays, catering to their need for convenience and
sustenance.

| once paid a visit to Store B at around 10 p.m. and saw two guys enter the store in search
of refreshments and meals. One of them, in a grey shirt, grumbled to his colleague about how
exhausting it was to change the design of what they were working on and the massive amount
of labour involved. It was late at night, so | assumed they were ready to call it a day and head
home. They consumed noodles and snacks while discussing work for the next ten minutes. At
approximately 10.30, as | exited the store, | noticed the man in a grey shirt smoking outside.
After two minutes, | saw his colleague approach him. They walked to the building adjacent to
the store. After verifying the address, | discovered that it was an office building. Therefore, it
was very likely that they were returning to their workplace to continue working.

Observations and interviews highlighted the connection between convenience stores and
employees’ daily work lives. It emerged that many participants frequently associated the
7-ELEVEN with their work experiences, often centring their narratives around work-related
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scenarios.
7-ELEVERN as Part of the Work Routine

Due to their widespread presence, 7-ELEVER stores are frequently visible in daily life. They may
be found in various places, including near neighbourhoods, roadways, office buildings and in
railway stations. Based on my observations, it appears that convenience stores such as 7-ELEVEN
are increasingly unofficially regarded as standard amenities in office buildings, particularly those
in Guangzhou’s downtown areas. This was further confirmed when | spoke with my participants,
as several detailed their work experiences in the fast-paced environment of 7-ELEVEN.

Rachel, a 29-year-old woman who works for a Japanese auto accessories company, is all
too familiar with her professional life having a 7-ELEVEnN under her office building. There was
a time when she found her life was deeply connected with the store. She used to “grab and go”
in the 7-ELEVEN downstairs when she needed to work overtime. She said:

“I frequently visit a 7-ELEVERN that is located below my office building. There are
quite a few individuals, especially when people need to work overtime or after they
get off work, they would go there to get some snacks or quickly prepare meals.
There was a time when | went to the 7-ELEVEN quite a lot because | had to work
overtime. | would buy some Baozi or Dim Sum to recharge myself. I just grabbed
them and went to the office to eat while paying attention to work.”

Although Rachel no longer makes it a habit to visit the 7-ELEVERN, she nevertheless expressed
joy when she recalled the times when she struggled mightily at work. She was frank enough to
share with me that she missed the time when she needed to shoulder more work burden, and
particularly referred to the significance 7-ELEVEN has on her work life. She said:

“I think when | need to work overtime, 7-ELEVERn is like a companion to me.
Whenever | had extra work to do, I would think of going to the 7-ELEVERN to pack
something back to the office, so that I could continue working. I miss that time,
although | was very busy, | felt a sense of fulfilment, and 7-ELEVEN was a real
companion to me.”

It seems like the 7-ELEVERN supports her emotionally and physically, giving her the food she
needs to remain motivated at work and making her feel reassured that it is always available to
buy whatever items she wants.

Faith, a 32-year-old freelancer in Guangzhou, echoed the experience of the 7-ELEVEnN
as a rapid energy recharge location. She made a light-hearted remark that convenience stores
such as the 7-ELEVEn are facilities where “wage slaves” (11%)° obtain sustenance or brief

> & (L » 5 <) is a self-deprecating term used by lower-class workers in Japanese companies to
ridicule people who work so hard for the company to even give up their own lives. It is derived from
the words ft (company) and & (livestock), meaning “company’s livestock™. It gained popularity in
East Asia after making its debut in Japan in the 1990s. The word gained popularity in China due to the
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rest. She remarked:

“Eating in 7-ELEVERN is really about eating for a livelihood on the run. You don’t
feel awkward in 7-ELEVERN eating there because it is a place for people to eat. |
think it is a temporary stop and rest place for wage slaves to have some self-care.
It is really convenient, fast and very commercialized.”

The phrase “eating for a livelihood on the run” sums up the daily rush of activities in the 7-
ELEVEN, just as Rachel stated that it becomes a crucial company for her at critical times.

The feeling of the 7-ELEVEN being a work companion marks also Anna’s story. This
24-year-old woman described going to 7-ELEVERN as part of her daily work routine and even
went to the extreme of associating 7-ELEVEN with work. Anna works as a teacher of Chinese
in an educational institution in one of the most populated areas in Guangzhou. Throughout our
conversation, she frequently mentioned how closely connected her daily work life is to the 7-
ELEVERN store. She said that she almost always bought food in the 7-ELEVER store below her
office building and that it had become a part of her daily routine saying,

“I think for most working staff, 7-ELEVERN is like a clock-in place at work. For me,
buying breakfast at the 7-ELEVERn signifies the start of a fresh workday. | believe
that for many employees, grabbing breakfast at 7-ELEVEN represents the official
start of a new workday rather than checking in at the workplace. It is like a routine;
it means it is time to start working hard today.”

When | asked her how she saw and felt towards the 7-ELEVERN in her everyday life, she gave
a very clear and concise summary: “Personally speaking, it is more like an affiliation to my
work. It is like a work companion”. Anna went on to say that she rarely goes to the 7-ELEVEN
when she is off work on weekends, yet she would resume the habit at the start of a new week
and rush to the store, as usual, to kick off her work on busy Monday mornings.

It is remarkable to observe how deeply the 7-ELEVEN has ingrained itself into the
participants’ lives, to the point that they consider it a necessary component of their daily work-
life routine. These women’s accounts of their busy work life match the 7-ELEVEN’s hustle and
bustle ambiance, as people quickly arrive and depart. Here is where the 7-ELEVER’s
“convenience” comes into play, with quick business transactions and a variety of products that
are simple to prepare and carry away. Judy, a 20-year-old young university student concluded
that a fast-paced lifestyle is what stays at the core of 7-ELEVEnN and what makes 7-ELEVEn
so important. She said:

“In my opinion, a 7-ELEVER convenience store is a fast-paced environment; any
activity that is not fast-paced is inappropriate or does not match the store itself. It
is designed for folks who require meals and beverages extremely rapidly. It is ideal
for office workers who don’t have much time to get a lunchbox or a cup of coffee

intense competitiveness in Chinese society among the younger generations, who frequently have to
work long hours for their employers and bear a lot of pressure in daily life.

https://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com/vol-15-no-1-may-2025/ 43



https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.anthrojournal-urbanities.com%2F%3Fpage_id%3D1828%26preview%3Dtrue&data=05%7C02%7CI.Pardo%40kent.ac.uk%7C0f858c24abdd4c9cd77408dd83bf2b27%7C51a9fa563f32449aa7213e3f49aa5e9a%7C0%7C0%7C638811579265463904%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=XCPWBZqURCaJJN%2BoqaeTGvfroN3BkpqFIfh7VRJr7%2B8%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.anthrojournal-urbanities.com%2F%3Fpage_id%3D1828%26preview%3Dtrue&data=05%7C02%7CI.Pardo%40kent.ac.uk%7C0f858c24abdd4c9cd77408dd83bf2b27%7C51a9fa563f32449aa7213e3f49aa5e9a%7C0%7C0%7C638811579265490521%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sopB%2BEeLg7zCzYcYNfZ34w%2BsdVZBDPBpcR%2FrWvHTD60%3D&reserved=0

Urbanities-Journal of Urban Ethnography, Vol. 15 - No 1- May 2025
© 2025 Urbanities

and then head back to the office.”

Some participants also shared with me how they use the 7-ELEVEn as a place to relax and take
a break from work during work schedules. Alfred, a 23-year-old man, confessed that the 7-
ELEVEN was often a place where he could slack off and be lazy for a while, to get away from
the overwhelming workload. He said:

“l am a video journalist, sometimes when | need to do editing or organize all the
materials, or just wait for my work to be checked by others, | would mess around
in 7-ELEVEnN during working hours. | would refill myself with some snacks and
sit in the store for maybe 10 minutes to take a quick rest before I return to work.”

Another participant, Sofia, came to the amusing but accurate conclusion that 7-ELEVEnN
routinely serves as a “tearoom” for employees as a consequence of these everyday habits,
whether it be fooling around to pass the time, being sluggish, or making greater improvements
during work hours. Tearooms are frequently used to buy refreshments, socialise with
colleagues, or snatch away for private phone conversations or rest. 7-ELEVEnN effectively
aligns with the objectives of an office tearoom in this regard. The remark made by Sally, where
she characterized the store as a “tearoom”, mirrors the description precisely. She said:

“If I encountered too much pressure, | would go to the convenience store below my
office building for a high tea, just to take a break and relax.”

7-ELEVERN as a Private Space of One’s Own
One of the interesting observations during my fieldwork in different 7-ELEVERN stores is that
most customers were in the stores by themselves without any company. People usually stay in
the stores for no more than 30 minutes to consume food and drinks or take brief rests. It is
worth noting that this observation meets my conversations with the participants, who
unanimously concurred that socialization is not a concern because they consider the spaces to
be used in private and in solitude.

Rachel described to me the role played by the 7-ELEVERN regarding a minor habit that
has had a profound impact on her life. Previously, she felt self-conscious about dining alone in
restaurants due to the difficulty of finding friends or colleagues available for lunch or dinner
daily when everyone is so busy with life’s responsibilities. However, since dining alone has
become the norm in 7-ELEVERN, she feels less awkward alone. She admitted that she had
progressively cultivated an affection for seeking solitude in the stores when she wants some
personal moments saying,

“I would sometimes sit alone in 7-ELEVERN, usually it is when | need a moment to
ponder on something [...] I would just sit quietly in the store all by myself [...] just to
relax a bit [...] Honestly, 1 feel that being alone in 7-ELEVER stores is the norm. It is
the normal case in 7-ELEVEN when everyone is preoccupied with their food. It is not
likely that you would eat alone in the restaurant, but with 7-ELEVER, it is all good, |
feel comfortable being alone there. It is nice to have such a private space.”
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Jamie, who is a great convenience store admirer, actively promoted privatization as one of the
essential features of convenience store culture. He remarked:

“I think convenience stores like the 7-ELEVERN are designed for people to go alone,
it would be disturbing for others if you go with one or more people. I cannot
imagine parents taking children to a 7-ELEVEnN anyway.”

Similar remarks were made when | inquired about the differences they perceived between
consuming in 7-ELEVER stores and McDonald’s or KFC since they are all places for convenient
food consumption. In addition to their visible disparities in food offerings, McDonald’s and KFC
are regarded as venues for social gatherings owing to their spacious interiors and sometimes
designated recreation areas for families. Conversely, a 7-ELEVERN store is seen by many as better
suited for brief periods of solitude. Sofia, for instance, pointed out that:

“You would see people socialize in McDonalds’, you know, family gatherings or
children playing stuff, or even young couples having dates there. But for 7-
ELEVEN, this is quite strange with the restricted space and environment.”

Interestingly, Sofia and | met on a rainy day in a 7-ELEVERN store close to where she lives.
When making the above remarks, she gestured to our noisy surroundings and the cramped
space we had to share with others at the same table.

While the “private experience” is shared among the participants, some even associated
the private experience of using 7-ELEVEnN with a type of self-care that, although seemingly
little, holds great importance to them when facing work-related challenges. Joyce regularly
visited a 7-ELEVERN store for lunch due to the limited availability of dining alternatives near
her office. She informed me of her preference to remain in the store to finish her food, as she
desired a respite from her stressful work environment. She mentioned how the store provides
an environment where to retreat from the burdensome psychological stress, allowing her to
indulge in private time and adapt to a more relaxed mental state:

“The emotional drain for my work is a bit overwhelming [...] when | am in the 7-
ELEVERN store for the lunch break, | will feel myself slowly energetic up and feel
more relaxed, after the adjustment my brain becomes a little clearer, so | will have
the strength to deal with rest of the work in the afternoon.”

Similarly, Claire confessed that the 7-ELEVERN store near her workplace is a refuge for her
during times of stress caused by work-related difficulties. She said:

“To be honest, | go to the 7-ELEVEN by myself when | am stressed out. Obviously,
| cannot sit by the road nor is it appropriate to sit in a restroom; so, | choose a 7-
ELEVERN. | will not look at my phone, | just sit there, spacing out, doing nothing. |
don’t stay long, usually 20 or 30 minutes.”

https://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com/vol-15-no-1-may-2025/ 45



https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.anthrojournal-urbanities.com%2F%3Fpage_id%3D1828%26preview%3Dtrue&data=05%7C02%7CI.Pardo%40kent.ac.uk%7C0f858c24abdd4c9cd77408dd83bf2b27%7C51a9fa563f32449aa7213e3f49aa5e9a%7C0%7C0%7C638811579265463904%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=XCPWBZqURCaJJN%2BoqaeTGvfroN3BkpqFIfh7VRJr7%2B8%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.anthrojournal-urbanities.com%2F%3Fpage_id%3D1828%26preview%3Dtrue&data=05%7C02%7CI.Pardo%40kent.ac.uk%7C0f858c24abdd4c9cd77408dd83bf2b27%7C51a9fa563f32449aa7213e3f49aa5e9a%7C0%7C0%7C638811579265490521%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sopB%2BEeLg7zCzYcYNfZ34w%2BsdVZBDPBpcR%2FrWvHTD60%3D&reserved=0

Urbanities-Journal of Urban Ethnography, Vol. 15 - No 1- May 2025
© 2025 Urbanities

7-ELEVERN as an Urban Lighthouse
The interviewees regularly mentioned the lights of 7-ELEVEN stores when discussing their
experiences in the late, dark hours of the night, when the city falls asleep. Some glorified the
7-ELEVERN as an urban lighthouse that shines at night and brings a sense of warmth to people
struggling in the city to make a better living.
Claire confessed to me that she often paid visits to a 7-ELEVERN in the past few years
when she needed to work hard for her master’s studies:

“When | go to 7-ELEVEN now, | sometimes remember the busy days of my master
studies. I got off work late because | needed to do a lot of experiments, and by the
time | finished my work, there were not many eating choices, that was when |
would go to 7-ELEVERN for a bowl of hot noodles.”

Not only does the 24-hour availability keep people like Claire energetic after a long day of work,
but the stores’ company in the late-night hours also inspires them to persevere in difficult tasks.
When Claire reflected on the years she spent working hard for her future, she talked sentimentally
and appreciatively, saying that despite the challenges, those days were filled with success:

“I really liked my life and myself back then, it is like | fought for myself and my
life every day, | worked hard and 7-ELEVEn makes me remember the hard-
working self. Or to say it more romantically, | had the feeling that | stayed true to
myself, I did not forget where and why | started at the very beginning. All these
beautiful memories remind me that | need to continue working hard, that is why |
am studying for tests now, | hope | can make more progress.”

Thus, the 7-ELEVERN assists her on her arduous path and motivates her to advance in a society
where fierce rivalry is a daily reality.

Hubert, a 30-year-old man who has lived in Guangzhou for 7 years, also shared with
me how important he thinks the 7-ELEVEn is for people during late nights:

“I think it is an important base point for urban life [...] especially late at night when
the whole world is quiet, convenience stores make people feel that the city is not
asleep. | think that 24-hour convenience stores like the 7-ELEVEN are like
lighthouses in the city. No matter how cold the city is, there is still something out
there [...] 1 don’t know how to describe this [...] It feels like when you get off work
late at night, and you see that the lights are there in the convenience stores, you feel
a sense of warmth, it is a support in a metropolis like Guangzhou.”

The romanticized description of the 7-ELEVERN as an urban lighthouse is echoed in the
conversations with Claire, for whom the 7-ELELVERN is an indispensable part of late-night
urban life:

“| feel that the 7-ELEVERN is a safe sanctuary for me. Or | could use a metaphor to
explain to you. It is like when | go fishing; | know that no matter how late it gets, |
can always return because there is always a lighthouse waiting for me. And the
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7-ELEVEN is just like this.”

So, due to its 24-hour availability, the 7-ELEVERN is an essential part of the urban
landscape for city dwellers at night. Furthermore, its ability to sustain services for urban
dwellers when shops are closed elsewhere in the city enhances Guangzhou’s nocturnal
economy, thereby contributing to transforming the city into a dynamic metropolis brimming
with economic vitality.

Once | was in Store B in the early hours of the morning and the streets were sparsely
populated with pedestrians, with only the sound of taxis driving by. When all the other stores
were closed, the lights in the 7-ELEVEN were even more eye-catching. At that moment, |
recalled Hubert’s description of a 7-ELEVERN store as an urban lighthouse at nighttime when
the city is coated largely in darkness. As Claire explained to me when she talked about the
importance of the 7-ELEVER for urban life,

“It respects the city’s routine, for instance, there was one time when | needed to
leave home very early to take an exam, when most of the restaurants are closed,
convenience stores can always serve you food.”

When | asked her how the 7-ELEVERN influences her daily life, Charlie, another participant,
offered a wonderful image. She said:

“I believe it plays a small yet significant role in my life. It looks after my life and
myself. Although they are modest and dispersed around the city, the lights in the
7-ELEVERN stores give them the appearance of stars. They are one of the many stars
that illuminate the metropolis.”

Such a romanticized and modernized urban vision embodied by the 7-ELEVERN is further
expressed and elevated by Bella, a 24-year-old graduate student. She goes to a downtown 7-
ELEVEN store daily, particularly in the morning, when she sits by the window to enjoy a
breakfast package that helps her energize for a productive day of hard work. Observing the
busy and energetic metropolitan lifestyle of office workers during the day instils in her a sense
of motivation and progress towards a promising future through her own efforts. The feeling of
being surrounded by such a modern urban scene is particularly noticeable when she returns to
her residence in an urban village at night. She remarked:

“I live in a village in the suburban area, but every day | take the metro line 3 to
Guangzhou library. It is very different, you know, here and in my living
environment. In the daytime, | would study in the library for my master’s thesis.
On occasion, | would jog nearby, going around the Canton tower. | find that my
surroundings inspire me, everything looks fantastic and new. And I believe that the
city is helping me to grow and improve as a person. | really want to get a job and
stay here!”
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Discussion: Convenience as a Neoliberal Strategy in the Chinese Context

All the narratives in the preceding sections concern people’s daily experiences in 7-ELEVEN
stores. A fundamental principle of neoliberalism is that individuals should be rational and
accountable in pursuing better lives and addressing life’s challenges. The participants
referenced in the narratives show a profound sense of personal responsibility, as evidenced by
their desire to improve their work performance and earn a higher standard of living through
diligent effort. The workplace has always been a key site for people to manage their
enterprising selves, as well as a place that fosters a proactive mindset to enhance productivity
and competition, ultimately maximizing economic gains. More importantly, in modern life,
work is not only a means to earn a livelihood but also a domain where “individuals represent,
construct and confirm their identity, an intrinsic part of a style of life” (Rose 1998: 160).

In contemporary Chinese society marked by fierce competition and high-performance
expectations minimizing time spent on mundane tasks is essential to allocate more time for
productive work. Thus, convenience stores like the 7-ELEVERs function as infrastructures that
facilitate productivity, enabling employees to navigate their workdays efficiently. This meets
a neoliberal transformation prioritizing profit maximization and efficiency. Hence, neoliberal
subjects are controlled through mechanisms that encourage them to be flexible, responsible and
enterprising (Ong 2006). Under neoliberalism, the agent is thus not only expected to be self-
governing but also to improve continuously him or herself in line with the market logic and
metrics of productivity and efficiency.

The availability of convenience intensifies competition among individuals by ensuring
access to necessary services that enable longer working hours. As competition escalates,
individuals are driven to make greater efforts, creating a feedback loop where convenience and
competition mutually reinforce one another. Therefore, | argue that the convenience store
meets a neoliberal strategy supporting individual self-governance, for it provides resources to
help people remain focused on their duties, motivating them to work for their well-being.

As individuals are encouraged to perform, they are compelled to devise strategies for self-
care in the face of volatile and fluctuating social circumstances. The limited space in the stores
intended for fast and convenient consumption precludes social interaction, thereby encouraging
customers to focus, privately, on themselves. Privatization marks a significant shift in the
governance of people under the neoliberal logic that emphasizes individual autonomy in making
life choices. This approach trivializes the dynamics of privatization for self-governance, reducing
it to a lifestyle focused on “nonpolitical and nonideological matters requiring technical solutions
in everyday life” (Ong and Zhang 2008: 8). This rational approach to self-governance is further
reinforced by the research participants’ romanticized views of the store and the evolving city. As
we know, they see the 7-ELEVERN store as an urban lighthouse that supports the city’s progress
while addressing their physical and emotional needs amid the fast-paced urban environment,
including at night. The convenience offered by the 7-ELEVEN epitomizes the rapid pace of life
in Guangzhou; it is a physical embodiment of the city’s urbanization and modernization.

The constant accessibility of 7-ELEVEnN stores has become synonymous with the

https://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com/vol-15-no-1-may-2025/ 48



https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.anthrojournal-urbanities.com%2F%3Fpage_id%3D1828%26preview%3Dtrue&data=05%7C02%7CI.Pardo%40kent.ac.uk%7C0f858c24abdd4c9cd77408dd83bf2b27%7C51a9fa563f32449aa7213e3f49aa5e9a%7C0%7C0%7C638811579265463904%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=XCPWBZqURCaJJN%2BoqaeTGvfroN3BkpqFIfh7VRJr7%2B8%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.anthrojournal-urbanities.com%2F%3Fpage_id%3D1828%26preview%3Dtrue&data=05%7C02%7CI.Pardo%40kent.ac.uk%7C0f858c24abdd4c9cd77408dd83bf2b27%7C51a9fa563f32449aa7213e3f49aa5e9a%7C0%7C0%7C638811579265490521%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sopB%2BEeLg7zCzYcYNfZ34w%2BsdVZBDPBpcR%2FrWvHTD60%3D&reserved=0

Urbanities-Journal of Urban Ethnography, Vol. 15 - No 1- May 2025
© 2025 Urbanities

economic and social vitality of the city, creating the perception that individuals are advancing
and striving toward a future filled with happiness and success. In light of this, hard effort is
neutralized while desire is met by the store’s supposedly attractive image, which portrays a
progressive idea of the city kindling their desiring self for a higher sense of accomplishment.
The urban vision embodied by 7-ELEVER stores thus connects the personal and the social,
supporting the neoliberal self in a city undergoing a neo-liberalization process. As urban
scholars have summarized,

“[UJrban neoliberalism is not only a form of political, institutional and
geographical change; it is also, centrally, a means of transforming the dominant
political imaginaries on which basis people understand the limits and possibilities
of the urban experience” (Brenner and Theodore 2005: 106).

In today’s Chinese society, where market competition is fierce and the goal of
modernization becomes the driving force for the country to stride forward to be engaged in the
global world, the promotion of convenience becomes important to encourage people to be
efficient and always move upward, making them internalize responsibilities and making their
concerns private, whereby the most effective governance in a neoliberal context is through self-
government. As Foucault states,

“[G]Joverning people is not a way to force people to do what the governor wants; it
is always a versatile equilibrium, with complementarity and conflicts between
techniques which assure coercion and processes through which the self is
constructed or modified by himself” (1988: 19).

Such processes substantially advance the nation’s modernization objectives on a macro
scale. The growth of Guangzhou and the expansion of convenience stores are mutually
reinforcing. Increased labour productivity advances the city’s progress, while urban
development attracts individuals seeking better personal prospects. The demand for
convenience drives the proliferation of stores catering to a fast-paced lifestyle, aligning with
government policies aimed at encouraging the establishment of more convenience stores as an
essential urban infrastructure. Parallel to the expansion of convenience stores, economic
revenues grow due to heightened consumer spending. This trend meets neoliberalism’s
emphasis on economic profits as the primary measure of progress. Participants in my research
highlight how 7-ELEVEn stores reflect Guangzhou’s fast lifestyle, underscoring the city’s
tempo. Thus, convenience, labour productivity and economic vitality are intricately linked,
creating a self-reinforcing cycle crucial for urban development and national prosperity. The
promotion of convenience in constructing neoliberal subjectivity ultimately helps to achieve
national economic progress while upholding the principle of prioritizing collective welfare.
This echoes Ong and Zhang’s assertion that “neoliberal forms of self-engagement are
flourishing within the mutating socialist landscape and helping to sustain socialist rule” (Ong
et al. 2008: 7), exemplifying Chinese “socialism from afar” (ibid.: 3).
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Conclusion
In this article, | have discussed how in today’s China convenience stores, particularly the
7-ELEVERS, are essential venues for constructing and governing neoliberal subjectivity in a
context marked by urbanization as a key driver of modernization. The research participants’
experiences in 7-ELEVER stores collected over four months of ethnographic fieldwork in 2021
indicate that convenience functions as a neoliberal strategy for labour production. The shift
towards individual responsibility meets the neoliberal logic emphasizing that citizens must be
self-reliant, rational and diligent to secure personal success and contribute to national prosperity.
The growing demand for convenience fuels the expansion of this sector, reflecting the
national agenda to increase the number of convenience stores. In this context, | have argued
that the development of neoliberal subjectivity not only supports Chinese economic growth but
also reinforces the value that individuals should strive for the collective good, positioning
China as a significant case in global discussions on neoliberalism. The research findings offer
important insights into the intricate relationship between the provision of convenience, patterns
of urbanization and the dynamics of neoliberal transformation. By identifying convenience
stores as crucial urban infrastructures, the analysis contributes to a deeper understanding of
how the built environment shapes personal aspirations and social dynamics in the context of
neoliberal rationality.
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