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Abstract

Globalization and market reforms have significantly facilitated urbanization of
the population of the People’s Republic of China. This study assesses the
structural and spatial redistribution of urban population and Chinese cities since the
founding of the People’s Republic in 1949. Prior to the 1978 economic reforms,
the system of cities created by the Maoist regime was dominated by large and
extra-large cities because of the imperatives of optimal industrialization. For
national defense considerations, most of the new cities were created in the central
and western interior rather than the eastern coast. Market reforms and relaxation
of state control over local development since the late 1970s have allowed a large
number of small cities to flourish on the basis of bottom-up rural transformative
development. The intrusion of global market forces has helped re-consolidate the
dominance of the east coast in China’s urban development. Although small cities

and towns have absorbed large number of rural migrants, large and extra-large
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cities have remained the most efficient and productive economic centers for capital
investment and production. China’s urban development over the past five decades
has been a direct outcome of state articulation and reconfiguration against different
political and economic contexts. A superimposed dual-track system of urban
settlements integrating the Maoist legacy of large city dominance at the top with
the rapidly expanding component of small cities and towns at the bottom is quickly

taking shape to characterize China’s urban development and urbanization.

Key Words: population studies, urbanization, migration, city planning,
China
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I. INTRODUCTION

Despite the difficulty of defining urban population and urbanization in China,
it has been generally understood that China has experienced accelerated
urbanization as a result of market reforms and opening up of the socialist economy
over the past two decades (Pannell, 1995; Logan, 2002). When market reforms
were initiated in 1978, China reportedly had an urban population of 172.45 million
which accounted for 17.92 percent of the total population of the country (CSSB,
2000a, pp. 95'). The latest census in the year 2000 raised China’s urban
population to 455.94 million and its percentage to 36.09 percent (South China
Morning Post, 29 March 2001, pp. 10). It remains unclear to what extent China’s
increased urban population should be attributed to such arbitrary factors as
administrative changes and modification of the urban definition. Nevertheless, an
analysis of comparable statistical data since 1982 does show a noticeable trend in
which the growth of urban population outpaced that of its rural counterpart (Figure
1). This trend of accelerated urbanization since the reforms has been unprecedented
in the history of the People’s Republic. Within a time span of less than two
decades, the share of urban population rose from 21 percent in 1982 to 36 percent
in the year 2000. This stood in contrast with the pre-reform era when the share of
urban population showed a marginal increase from 10.6 to 17.9 percent over the
thirty years of 1949-78 (Ma and Cui, 1987; Chan, 1994; Zhang and Zhao, 1998).

' Prior to 1982, urban population in China was defined as the population living in the urban
administrative boundaries of cities and towns. Since 1982, China has adopted a modified version
of the urban definition to refer to the permanent residents of urban districts and resident committees
of cities and towns. This modification of the urban definition in 1982 did not result in major
alternation of either the total number of urban population or its share in the total population,
however. See China State Statistical Bureau, 2000b, pp. 111.  For detailed discussion of China’s
changing urban definition, see Kirkby, 1985; Ma and Cui, 1987; Goldstein, 1990; Chan, 1994;
Zhang and Zhao, 1998.
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Sources: 1. China State Statistical Bureau, 2000, China statistical Yearbook(2000), Beijing: china
Statistical Press, pp.95;
2. South China Morning Post, 29 March 2001, pp.10;
3. Ma and Cui, 1987, Administrative changes and urban population in China , Annals of

the Association of American Geographers , pp.388.

Figure 1 Urban and Rural Population in China, 1949-2000

Because of its enormous population size, China’s accelerated urbanization
over the last two decades and in the foreseeable future will have significant
economic, social, and environmental implications not only for the largest
developing nation itself but also for the globalizing world. With one fifth of the
human population and about 15 percent of the world’s total urban population,
China has more people living in cities and towns than any other country (Lo, 1987;
Pannell, 1995). This huge number of urban population, currently accounting for
only 36 percent of the Chinese people, has yet to claim its dominance in the nation
and will likely expand to reach the majority of China’s population if the current
trend of globalization and market reforms continues. The outcome of continued
economic development in the 21% Century will therefore be a massive economic

and spatial transition from the rural to urban sector involving perhaps another 400
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million or more Chinese people. Such a massive rural to urban transition will
pose great challenges not only to the Chinese decision makers but also to any one
concerned over the sustainability of global development in general and human
habitat in particular. How should China handle its future development of human
settlements and urbanization? What policies should be adopted to facilitate and
regulate rural to urban transition of the Chinese economy and population? What
kind of human habitat or system of human settlements should be developed to
accommodate the huge number of new urbanites? These are some of the most
important questions to be answered by Chinese planners and others concerned over

global development.

China’s accelerated urbanization in recent decades has also been a subject of
considerable scholarly interests and heated debates (Ma and Hanten, 1981; Pannell,
1990 and 1995; Wei, 1995; Chen and Parish, 1996; Tang, 1997; Lin, 1994 and
1998). At least three major corpuses of literature or three schools of thought have
emerged as a result of continued scholarly inquiry and interpretations. First, there
is the notion of large cities as the natural centers of economic growth,
modernization, and urbanization. For years, the Chinese urbanization strategy has
been to “strictly control the growth of large cities, rationally develop medium-sized
cities, and vigorously promote the development of small cities and towns” (Kirkby,
1985; Ma and Lin, 1993). As China shifted its development strategy from the
rhetoric of egalitarianism into realistic promotion of comparative advantages, a
growing number of scholars have become critical of the policy to control the
expansion of large cities. Researchers within and outside China have suggested
that large cities function as the most efficient center of growth or most powerful
driving engine for China’s national development because of the operation of such

natural market forces as the economies of scale and agglomeration. Zhou and
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Yang, for instance, have compared industrial economic returns among Chinese
cities of different size and found that large cities outperformed their smaller
counterparts (Zhou and Yang, 1995). Similar findings have been presented in
other studies (Wei, 1994 and 1995; Zhao and Zhang, 1995). Based on these
findings, it has been contended that the existing Chinese urban development policy
to control the expansion of large cities “is theoretically misinformed, historically
inappropriate, and incorrect in practice” (Zhao and Zhang, 1995). It was further
advocated that “China should take full advantage of its large cities and pursue a
large-city-led policy for its development” (Zhao and Zhang, 1995). The
arguments along this line of thinking may be conceptualized as a model of
“urbanization from above” as the idea essentially represents an extension of the
paradigm of “development from above” which advocates a growth pole or growth
center strategy for the pursuit of efficient economic expansion (Hansen, 1981).

The second perspective focuses on the revitalization and explosive growth of
numerous small towns in China since institutional changes were made in 1978.
Fei Xiaotung, a leading Chinese sociologist, has maintained that the numerous
small towns have actually played a role of great significance in China’s
urbanization because they function as “storage reservoirs” to accommodate the
enormous surplus rural laborers and prevent them from flooding the large cities
that already suffered from congestion (Fei, 1986).  The phenomenal growth of
China’s small towns since the reforms has received great attention from scholars of
the west (Kwok, 1982; Tan, 1986; Lin, 1993; Lin and Ma, 1994). The
development of China’s small towns has been understood as primarily a bottom-up
phenomenon facilitated by such forces as the spontaneous marketization of the
rural economy, dramatic growth of township and village enterprises (TVEs),

reduced state involvements in local economic affairs, and relaxed restriction on
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village-town migration (Ma and Lin, 1993). This pattern of urban transition based
on small towns has been conceptualized as “urbanization from below” (Ma and Fan,
1994), an extension of the paradigm of “development from below” (Stohr, 1981).
Finally, there is the model of metropolitanism or extended metropolis
enthusiastically advocated by McGee and Ginsburg (McGee, 1991; Ginsburg,
1990). The models of “urbanization from above” and “urbanization from below”
have both seen urban transition as a city-based process shaped by the forces of
agglomeration economies and comparative advantages. McGee and Ginsburg
have argued that the city-based model of urban transition may not be the only
option for Asian urbanization. It has been observed that a distinct process of
region-based urbanization has been taking place in the extended metropolitan
regions of many Asian countries in recent years as a result of economic
restructuring, influx of foreign capital investment, and revolutionary advances in
telecommunication and transportation. This process has led to the formation of
zones of intensive urban-rural mixture and interaction located in the area
surrounding and between metropolitan centers. These extended metropolitan
regions have become the locales where foreign investment and time-space
compression are based. The emergence of these regions is believed to present a
viable option and alternative for urban transition of many countries not only in
Southeast Asia but also in East Asia and China as well (Zhou, 1991; Pannell, 1995;
Lin, 2001a and 2001b).

Obviously, the complex mechanism of China’s urban transition has been and
will continue to be interpreted in different perspectives just as different segments of
the giant elephant being examined by the blind man. While courageous efforts
are made to search for paradigms and formulas to guide China’s continuing urban

transition, there is a need to better understand in a systematic manner the dynamics
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of change experienced by China’s cities and towns. There is also a need to update
our knowledge about recent urban developments undergoing in the rapidly
changing Chinese transitional economy. Without a good knowledge of what has
been taking place in the development and restructuring of human settlements in
recent decades, it must necessarily be limited to interpret urban transition in China

or recommend sensible policies concerning China’s future urbanization.

This study attempts to examine the structural and spatial changes of China’s
urban settlements since 1949. The objective is to identify the general pattern of
change demonstrated by urban settlements of different size and in different regions
of the country. Specifically, this study attempts to address three inter-related
questions that have important bearings not only for a better understanding of urban
China but also for planning and policy-making. First, what has been the role
played by settlements of different size in China’s urban development over the past
five decades since the founding of the People’s Republic? How has such a role
changed under different historical context? How have Chinese cities of different
population size reorganized themselves in response to major political and economic
changes? Second, where were Chinese cities, both existing and newly established,
located and relocated? What have been the locational changes experienced by
Chinese cities as a result of shifting spatial emphasis of national economic
development? Have Chinese cities become increasingly disperse and accessible
to the population of a wider geographical extent or remained concentrated in the
developed region of the coast? Finally, what are the implications of the structural
and spatial changes of Chinese cities for both our understanding of the dynamics of

urban development and formulation of policies to facilitate future urban transition?

Systematic data recently released by the Chinese statistical authorities have

provided an important base for the analysis of structural and spatial characteristics
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of China’s cities (CSSB, 1999; 2000b). Beginning in 1985, China’s State
Statistical Bureau has published annually detailed statistical data for all officially
designated cities in the country (CSSB, 1985). In 1999, the State Statistical
Bureau’s Team of Urban Social and Economic Survey released systematic
statistical data for Chinese cities for the years of 1949 to 1998 as an attempt to
mark the 50" anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic (CSSB, 1999).
These officially released data on urban China are not free of discrepancy and errors.
Indeed, they need to be used with extra caution and cross-checked with other
information. Nevertheless, these systematic data represent valuable source of
information for understanding the temporal and spatial changes that Chinese cities
have undergone since 1949. These two sets of data, the annual statistical
yearbooks on Chinese cities and the 1999 collected volume on the growth of
Chinese cities during 1949-98, form the base for this study. As Fan (1999) has
correctly identified, Chinese cities have over the past several decades experienced
dramatic expansion in two simultaneous dimensions. Vertically, existing cities of
different size have expanded both in population and land area. Horizontally, a
large number of newly designated cities has been added to the existing system of
cities. For a consistent and comparable analysis of the vertical expansion of
Chinese cities, this study uses data from the annual statistical yearbooks on
Chinese cities to analyze temporal and spatial changes of the SAME 295 cities in
the country since 1984. This approach is adopted to avoid the distortion of
administrative changes particularly the addition of new cities. For an analysis of
the horizontal growth of the system of cities including the addition of new cities,
this study is based on the volume of statistical data released in 1999 on the growth

Chinese cities since 1949.

Before the pattern of urban development in China is identified, several
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important concepts require clarification. In this study, the concept of urban
transition is used to denote a process of structural and spatial change in which the
Chinese population shift their occupation from agricultural to non-agricultural
pursuits and their residence from villages to cities and towns. Urbanization is
understood as a process of economic, spatial, and social change through which the
Chinese rural population acquire an urban way of life with or without a relocation
of residence. The confusion revolving around the definitions of the Chinese urban
population has been extensively documented (Kirkby, 1985; Ma and Cui, 1987;
Goldstein, 1990; Chan, 1994; Zhang and Zhao, 1998). This study adopts the
official definition of urban population which refers to the permanent residents of
urban districts, streets, and resident-committees of cities and towns (CSSB, 2000b,
pp. 111). Statistical data on China’s urban population are available since 1982.
Data for China’s urban population released before 1982 were based on the
administrative boundaries of cities and towns. For the purpose of data
consistency and comparability, this study will not examine the growth and
distribution of temporary residents (zhanzhu renkou) (i.e. urban residents who do
not have a urban household registration status or Aukou but who lived and worked
in the city) and floating population (liudong renkou) (i.e. visitors attending
conferences, visiting relatives, or doing sightseeing in the city on a transient basis)
because the issue has been analyzed in great detail elsewhere (Lin, 1997a; Lin,
1999a).

In this study, urban settlements refer to only those cities and towns that are
officially designated as urban places. There were 667 designated cities and
19,184 designated towns in China in 1999 (CSSB, 2000a, pp. 347 and 369).
Because of the lack of detailed statistical data on designated towns, this study

concentrates on the analysis of the temporal and spatial pattern of the Chinese
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cities with an officially recognized urban status. The assessment of the structural
changes of Chinese cities is based on a classification scheme that groups all
Chinese cities into four categories according to the size of nonagricultural
population in the city proper (shiqu feinongye renkou), namely “extra-large” (1
million people or more), “large” (0.5 to 1 million), “medium” (0.2 to 0.5 million),
and “small” cities (less than 0.2 million) (CSSB, 2000b, pp. 487). The spatial
pattern is analyzed on the basis of a framework dividing the country into three

zones, namely the east, central, and western regions (Figure 2).

Figure 2 China’s Three Macroregions, Open Cities, and SEZs
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II. STATE ARTICULATION AND THE CHANGING
SYSTEM OF CITIES

As several studies have correctly noted, cities in China have functioned as
both economic and administrative entities (Ma and Hanten, 1981; Lo, 1987;
Pannell, 1990; Hsu, 1994). The growth and distribution of cities are therefore
effectively shaped by not only market forces such as agglomeration economies that
are common to other countries but also ideological commitments, political
convictions, managerial considerations, and institutional as well as administrative
settings that are unique to China (Pannell, 1982; Zhou and Yang, 1988; Yeh and Xu,
1990; Han and Wong, 1994; Xu, Ouyang and Zhou, 1995; Fan, 1999). If the
“restless formation and reformation of geographical landscapes” in American cities
were seen as being derived from the imperatives and contradictions inherent to the
dynamics of a capitalist economy and society (Harvey, 1985; Knox, 1993), then the
system of Chinese cities evolved over the past five decades since 1949 has been a
spatial outcome of the constant articulation, reaction, and adaptation of the Chinese
Communist regime in response to the changing political and economic

circumstances.

Cities in China are official establishments that require administrative
designation and fiscal commitment of the governments. Officially designated
cities are included in state budgetary allocation. They enjoy state capital
investment in the urban economy and resources allocated by the government for
the development and maintenance of urban facilities. Designation of new cities or
demotion of the existing ones has therefore become a means for the state to either
speed up or slow down the pace of urban development in response to changing

political and economic situations. To understand the dynamic of urban
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development in China, it is necessary to first analyze the changing number of
designated cities. Figure 3 presents an overview of the growth of China’s
designated cities for the years of 1949-98. In general, cities in Communist China
have gone through four distinct phases of expansion, contraction, stagnation, and

explosion over the past five decades.
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Source: China State Statistical Bureau, 1999. New China's Cities Fifty Years,
Beijing: Xinhua Press, pp.8.

Figure 3 Distribution of Chinese Cities by Size, 1949-98

1. Initial Growth of Cities and Urbanization (1949-1961)

The initial period lasted from 1949 to 1961 and was characterized by a rapid
increase of the number of cities and urban population. When the Communist took
power in 1949, there were 132 cities with an urban population (defined as
nonagricultural population in the city proper) of 27.4 million. Half of the cities
were located in the eastern coast, more than the sum of those in the central and

western regions. The rehabilitation and reconstruction of the national economy












































































































