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Preface

China was historically an agrarian society with the majority of its 
population engaged in farming and living in rural areas, and this con-
fi guration continued until the last quarter of the twentieth century. 
When the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was established in 1949, 
only 10 percent of the national population lived in cities and, at the 
dawn of the market reform in 1978, the fi gure was still less than 20 
percent. However, the country has aggressively urbanized since, adding 
more than 400 new cities and hundreds of millions of urban residents 
over the last three decades. In 2010, according to the National Bureau 
of Statistics, about 50 percent of the national population lived in urban 
areas, 129 Chinese cities had over 1 million residents, and another 110 
cities had a population of between half a million and a million. Th ese 
shifting demographic trends are certainly striking, but the urgency to 
study Chinese urbanization comes from a diff erent source, that is, the 
deeper transformation of Chinese society, as manifested in the chang-
ing governing institutions, the redistribution of wealth, and the remak-
ing of citizen rights. Th is book sets out to understand how China has 
urbanized over a short period of time and what an urbanized China 
means for its citizens and for the rest of the world.

Before the market reform, China was a two-class society with its 
population divided into the urban and rural sectors. Th is confi guration 
was made possible by the enforcement of the hukou system, which 
basically locked each Chinese citizen into a single locality and restricted 
population movement. In the socialist years, the rural sector was 
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organized around People’s Communes, and the urban sector was gov-
erned through work units. Th e rural population was squeezed and 
exploited to support various industrialization and modernization proj-
ects, and the urban population was provided welfare benefi ts by the 
state through work units and was better protected from major calami-
ties, such as the Great Famine (1958–61) which caused at least 15 
million deaths, mostly in the countryside. Th is two-class society began 
to change in the 1980s, as the countryside went through rapid indus-
trialization, and, over the last two decades, the former socialist govern-
ing institutions in both the rural and urban sectors have fallen apart 
or been transformed. Th e People’s Communes were abandoned, work 
units faded away with reforms of state-owned enterprises, and the 
hukou system has also been reformed in order to allow people to move 
around and to stimulate the economy. Moreover, major decision-mak-
ing power has shifted from central ministries to territorial authorities 
at diff erent scales, especially at the city level. City governments have 
become powerful players in promoting economic growth and engineer-
ing social change.

Urbanization in China has also changed the distribution of wealth 
and benefi ts and produced new patterns of inequality. Th e emergence 
of the fi rst generation of Chinese billionaires and Fortune 500 compa-
nies is accompanied by the swelling ranks of people under the Minimum 
Living Standard Program – the working poor, the laid-off  and unem-
ployed, and impoverished peasants. Th e 2010 census also recorded 221 
million migrants, and most of them have followed the rural-to-urban 
route. While working and living in the city, rural migrants do not have 
the same entitlements as their urban counterparts, and this disparity 
is especially felt by the second-generation migrants who grew up in 
cities, have no experience in farming, and see themselves as urbanites. 
In recent years, the sharp inequality has triggered widespread protests, 
with peasants contesting their land being taken away, middle-class 
homeowners protesting encroachments on their rights, and workers 
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mobilizing for better wages and treatment. Th us, the new Chinese 
city has become a strategic site where citizen rights are being 
reformulated.

A critical analysis of China’s urban transition can also bring insights 
to a number of broader issues, such as the Chinese economy, globaliza-
tion, and urban theory. First of all, studying China’s cities can help us 
better understand the origin of the Chinese economic miracle. China’s 
economic ascent and its urbanization are closely intertwined, and to 
understand the economic miracle, one needs to recognize the critical 
role played by its cities in these processes. Chinese cities, especially the 
large ones, are the engines driving economic growth in the market-
reform era. Th is is not an arbitrary circumstance, but rather the result 
of particular policy choices made by the country’s top leadership. In 
the 1990s, the central government began to position large cities at the 
frontier of economic development by selectively allocating resources 
and favorable policies to these localities, often at the expense of smaller 
places and the countryside. Th e urban bias in policymaking has 
reshaped the growth trajectory of the Chinese economy since the early 
1990s – from rural-centered to urban-centered – and resulted in 
uneven patterns of development.

China’s urban transition also off ers a vantage point for understand-
ing the interconnectivity of the global economy. China’s urbanization 
did not happen in a vacuum, but was accompanied by close interaction 
with the larger world economy. From the sleek skyscrapers in Shanghai 
to the state-of-the-art Olympics facilities in Beijing and iPhone facto-
ries in Shenzhen and Zhengzhou, Chinese cities are remade by trans-
national fl ows of capital, information, and expertise. Th e transformation 
of the urban economy, communities, and landscape tells a larger story 
of globalization.

Th e unprecedented urban growth in China also presents an intrigu-
ing case with which to refl ect on urban theory developed in the context 
of Western urbanization. Diff erent from London, New York, Chicago, 
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or Detroit, Chinese cities, and also many other cities in the global 
South, did not experience high Fordism and the post-Fordist transi-
tion, which constitute the basis for major theorizations on urban gov-
ernance in the West. Although contemporary Chinese cities exhibit 
similar tendencies of entrepreneurialism and neoliberalization, the 
causes often have to be sought in developments other than deindustri-
alization and urban decay, which are not happening or at least have not 
happened yet in China. A thorough understanding of China’s urban 
transition can open exciting paths for developing new urban theory 
and vocabularies.

Th e fi eld of urban China studies has fl ourished with an extraordi-
nary scholarly output from several disciplines. Th e main subjects of 
debate in the fi eld include land and housing reforms, central–local 
relations, entrepreneurial governance, transformation in the built envi-
ronment, and rising inequalities. Th e predominant analytical frame-
work is the institutional approach, which seeks to understand China’s 
urban transition from the perspective of market and state institutions, 
and the interactions between the two. After more than two decades of 
research endeavors, we now have a very good picture of the social-
spatial restructuring of Chinese cities.

While major progress has been made, there are still a number of 
glaring gaps to be addressed with continued research. First of all, we 
still do not know much about the socio-spatial transformation hap-
pening in medium and small-sized cities. Most studies so far have 
focused on the largest cities, such as Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, 
Chongqing, and Shenzhen. Although there are a moderate number of 
studies on a handful of second-tier cities, such as Shenyang, Dalian, 
Xi’an, Kunming, and Wuhan, little is known about the rest of the 600-
plus Chinese cities. Readers may fi nd an over-representation of large 
cities in the case studies in this book, which refl ects the current devel-
opment of the fi eld. During my literature research in both Chinese and 
English publications, I found that a vast majority of the scholarship 
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focuses on about 10 to 15 of China’s largest cities. Whenever possible, 
I included examples from smaller cities, towns, and villages to show 
regional diversities and variations. Th e bias toward the largest cities is 
not unique to urban China studies, but can be observed in the whole 
fi eld of global urban studies. So much has been written about the top-
tier global cities such as New York, London, Paris, Chicago, and Los 
Angeles, but relatively little is known about smaller places that are off  
the radar of urban researchers. In China, small and medium-sized 
cities are growing even faster than large cities and they provide new 
frontiers for future research.

Moreover, although certain topics have been thoroughly examined, 
such as land and housing reforms, other topics have been largely left 
out, such as gender and the city, ethnic relations in the city, cultural 
industries, media and the city, the urban food system, and the particu-
larly pressing issue of urban environmental policies and climate change. 
As these topics get more research attention, we will gain a much fuller 
picture of the Chinese city.

Lastly, although urban China studies has made signifi cant progress 
in documenting empirical developments, the fi eld has not made equal 
progress in refl ecting what the Chinese urban experience tells us about 
existing urban theory, and what role Chinese urbanization plays in the 
larger system of global capitalism. In the fi eld’s current state of develop-
ment, scholars often borrow theoretical tools and concepts from the 
West, and compare similarities and diff erences between the Chinese 
city and the Western city. Th is is a fi rst step for advancing comparative 
urban studies, but the necessary next step is to refl ect critically on what 
Chinese urbanization entails and what it can tell us about the larger 
world-historical juncture at which we are living. As the frontier of 
urbanization has unmistakably shifted to Asia, we need new theoreti-
cal tools and vocabularies to study this urban process, instead of 
working the other way around – that is, using urbanization in Asia to 
prove, reject, or revise Western urban theory.
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Th e motivation for writing this book comes from my own experi-
ence of teaching about urban China. For use in my courses, I could not 
fi nd a single sole-authored book that could give a comprehensive treat-
ment of the Chinese urban condition and engage both specialists and 
non-specialists. So far, the majority of the scholarly output on Chinese 
cities has been in the format of specialized journal articles, together 
with a few research monographs and edited volumes. Most of these 
publications engage exclusively with specialists and require substantial 
knowledge on the part of readers in order to follow the debates and 
exchanges. Moreover, as often pointed out, many publications on 
Chinese cities are overly empirical, and they become outdated only two 
to three years after publication. With these shortcomings in mind, this 
book aims to provide a comprehensive yet critical analysis of Chinese 
urbanization in an accessible manner.

Drawing upon both the secondary literature and some of my own 
work, this book examines the past trajectories, present conditions, and 
future prospects of Chinese cities by investigating fi ve interrelated 
topics – governance, landscape, migration, inequality, and the cultural 
economy. Chapter 1 introduces the debate on the rise of China, urban 
demographic shifts, and the historical evolution of China’s urban 
system. Chapter 2 examines the changing governing structures and 
institutions, such as the Communist Party, danwei, hukou, community 
organizations, governments at diff erent levels, and non-state actors. It 
also discusses in depth land and housing reforms, infrastructure fi nanc-
ing, and the governance of mega-urban regions. Th is chapter lays a 
foundation for better understanding other topics in the book and, after 
chapter 2, readers can skip to any other chapters of interest. Chapter 
3 examines landscape changes, discussing a variety of settlement types 
found both at the center and on the periphery of cities. Chapter 4 
examines migration, with particular attention paid to the formation of 
ViCs (Villages-in-the-City, or migrant enclaves), the factory labor 
regime, labor protests, and state responses. Chapter 5 examines new 
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patterns of social and spatial inequality and highlights the role of urban 
renewal in producing wealth and poverty. Chapter 6 introduces the 
cultural industries, with examples of consumption, nightlife, and art 
districts. It shows how the urban cultural economy brings both freedom 
and disempowerment, and how cultural industries have given rise to 
new forms of state control and intervention. Th e central theme running 
through all chapters of the book is the changing citizenship entailed 
in the urban process, and the various examples demonstrate how the 
Chinese city has become a strategic ground for reassembling citizen 
rights.

As the academic life has become more mobile than ever before, I 
have found myself researching and writing this book in diff erent parts 
of the world. Th e fi rst half of the book was written in the spring 
semester of 2010 at Michigan State University and the following 
summer in Paris. Th e second half of the book was written when I was 
a fellow at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars in 
Washington, DC, from September 2011 to May 2012, while simulta-
neously working on another book project comparing urban governance 
and citizen rights in China and India. Reading about Indian cities has 
certainly given me many new perspectives on the Chinese urban condi-
tion. One major observation I want to share with the readers of this 
book is that India, and probably other developing countries as well, 
have learned many wrong lessons from China, such as setting up 
Special Economic Zones, advocating massive investments in infra-
structure, hosting mega-events, and pushing urban renewal by displac-
ing the poor. Indian cities face many problems and challenges, to be 
sure, such as housing shortages, poor infrastructure, and high levels of 
poverty. But following the Chinese model cannot solve these problems. 
As the Chinese experience shows, massive investment in infrastructure 
has put local governments in deep debt, and the shining new infra-
structure projects often become profi t-making machines for private–
public partnerships. Hosting mega-events such as the Beijing Olympics 
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has not brought many benefi ts to the people living in post-event cities, 
and the Shanghai style of urban renewal has displaced millions of the 
poor and turned inner-city neighborhoods into exclusive colonies for 
transnational elites. One of my goals in writing this book is to demon-
strate the consequences of Chinese-style urban development and 
provide a cautionary tale for other cities aspiring to remake themselves 
into Shanghai. Contrary to the notion of “fast policy transfers,” the 
urban development strategies used in China, as this book shows, have 
to be unlearned.

I would like to thank the reviewers and my editors at Polity Press 
for their useful comments and suggestions. My copy-editors Rachel 
Kamins in Washington, DC, and Helen Gray for Polity Press made 
all the diff erence to the text. Shenjing He, Guo Chen, Peilei Fan, Jiang 
Xu, Yasushi Matsumoto, and Anthony Orum read the whole manu-
script and provided useful feedback. My students in the undergraduate 
seminar “China and Globalization” – from 11 majors across the campus 
– gave me many ideas on how to make the book accessible to non-
specialists. I would like to thank Michigan State University for provid-
ing generous research support, and the Woodrow Wilson Center for 
providing a comfortable yet stimulating environment that made con-
centrated research and writing not only possible, but also enjoyable.
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T H E  R I S E  O F  C H I N A

In 1978, when Deng Xiaoping, the chief architect of China’s market 
reform, returned to leadership after the Cultural Revolution, China 
was still a backwater – a developing society with a large rural popula-
tion, an outdated manufacturing sector, and dilapidated housing stock 
and infrastructure in urban areas. After three decades of market reform, 
China surpassed France in 2005 and Germany in 2007 to become the 
third largest economy in the world. And merely three years later, in 
2010, China fi nally overtook the economic powerhouse of Japan, and 
became the second largest economy next to the United States. From 
1978 to 2010, China’s GDP grew at 9.99 percent per year on average, 
which was the highest continuous growth rate among the world’s 
nations (tables 1.1 and 1.2). Its per capita GDP in 2010 was 29,992 
RMB (about 4,837 USD), 79 times higher than in 1978 (about 61 
USD) when the reform began.1 Although the benefi ts of the market 
reform are unevenly distributed, the continued economic growth has 
nevertheless lifted hundreds of millions of Chinese out of poverty, and 
China has fi nally joined the league of middle-income countries.

China’s economic rise has presented an interesting puzzle for social 
scientists, and scholars have been debating why the country has grown 
so fast in a relatively short period of time. Two diff erent, but comple-
mentary, perspectives can be observed in the debate on China’s rise. 
Th e fi rst views China’s extraordinary growth as part of the worldwide 
trend of neoliberalization that began in the late 1970s. It relates China’s 
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Table 1.1: China’s GDP growth rates, 1978–2010

GDP GROWTH RATES 
IN % 

PER CAPITA GDP 
IN RMB

1978 11.7 381
1979 7.6 419
1980 7.8 463
1981 5.2 492
1982 9.1 528
1983 10.9 583
1984 15.2 695
1985 13.5 858
1986 8.8 963
1987 11.6 1,112
1988 11.3 1,366
1989 4.1 1,519
1990 3.8 1,644
1991 9.2 1,893
1992 14.2 2,311
1993 14.0 2,998
1994 13.1 4,044
1995 10.9 5,046
1996 10 5,846
1997 9.3 6,420
1998 7.8 6,796
1999 7.6 7,159
2000 8.4 7,858
2001 8.3 8,622
2002 9.1 9,398
2003 10.0 10,542
2004 10.1 12,336
2005 11.3 14,185
2006 12.7 16,500
2007 14.2 20,169
2008 9.6 23,708
2009 9.2 25,608
2010 10.3 29,992

Source: China Statistical Yearbook 2011, www.stats.gov.cn


