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Introduction

China’s urban story is one of the most consequential transformations in modern
history. Over the span of a few generations, a landscape once anchored by treaty
ports, walled towns, and state-owned industrial hubs has been reconfigured into
networks of megacities, metropolitan regions, and specialized corridors. This
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book—Cities of Change: Urbanization and Megacities in China—examines how that
transformation happened, who drove it, who benefited, and who was left at the
margins. It focuses on the mechanics of urban growth—migration, planning, housing,
and governance—and the social consequences that follow when millions of people
move, invest, and build at an unprecedented pace.

Our approach is pragmatic and interdisciplinary. We draw together insights from
economic geography, urban sociology, public policy, and planning practice to explain
how national priorities translate into local experiments; how land, finance, and
infrastructure knit together to propel expansion; and how rules such as the household
registration system (hukou) shape access to work, housing, and public services.
Rather than treating China’s megacities as monoliths, we attend to the neighborhoods,
urban villages, innovation districts, and peri-urban fringes where change is most
palpable and where policy often collides with everyday life.

Migration is the pulse of this story. The movement of rural workers to urban labor
markets has supplied factories, construction sites, logistics hubs, and service sectors
with the people needed to build and run the new city. Yet the promise of upward
mobility is uneven. Differences in legal status, education, and social networks
condition entry into formal employment, stable housing, and reliable social insurance.
Understanding these patterns is essential not only for interpreting inequality but also
for designing fairer systems of inclusion that recognize migrants as permanent urban
citizens rather than temporary guests.

Housing is the crucible where aspirations, policy, and finance meet. The
commodification of land and the rapid escalation of home prices have generated both
wealth and vulnerability. Real estate has become a vehicle for household savings and
local government revenue, but it has also strained affordability, segmented
neighborhoods, and fueled speculative cycles. Alongside commercial towers and
master-planned districts, informal rental markets in urban villages have provided
flexible, lower-cost options that keep the city’s labor force functioning. The tension
between upgrading the built environment and preserving affordability is a recurring
theme throughout the chapters that follow.

Governance ties these threads together. China’s urban expansion is steered by a
complex interplay of central mandates, provincial coordination, municipal strategies,
and district-level implementation. Planners and officials balance growth targets with
environmental constraints; they negotiate with developers and residents; they
experiment with smart-city platforms and new mobility services; and they confront
challenges ranging from air quality and flooding to public health emergencies. The
capacity to plan, finance, and deliver public goods at scale is impressive, but it also
raises questions about transparency, accountability, and citizen participation in
shaping the places where they live and work.
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This book is written for multiple audiences: students seeking a clear map of China’s
urban transformation; policy makers and practitioners looking for evidence-informed
strategies; investors and business leaders who need to understand the institutional
logic of land and infrastructure; and general readers curious about how megacities
actually function. Each chapter pairs concepts with concrete cases, distilling lessons
that travel beyond China while remaining attentive to context. By following the
pathways of people, capital, and policy, we show how the city becomes both an engine
of national development and a site where social contracts are renegotiated.

Finally, the stakes are global. What happens in Chinese cities influences commodity
markets, climate trajectories, technology standards, and the future of urban life
elsewhere. The choices made about densification, transit, energy systems, and social
protection will shape not only China’s next generation of urbanites but also models
that other countries may adopt or resist. Cities of Change offers a framework to
interpret these choices, evaluate their trade-offs, and imagine reforms that make fast-
growing cities more inclusive, resilient, and humane.

CHAPTER ONE: From Treaty Ports to Megacities: A
Historical Arc

China’s cities did not spring fully formed from a spreadsheet or a master plan. They
accreted, collided, and recombined across centuries, carrying within their street
patterns and building stock the imprint of ports, walls, rails, and political ruptures. The
arc begins with maritime commerce and foreign concessions that prised open select
harbors in the nineteenth century, grafting new legal geographies onto old urban
cores. These treaty ports introduced land registration, telegraph lines, steam
dredging, and municipal customs that allowed goods and people to move with greater
predictability than before. Cities such as Shanghai, Tianjin, and Guangzhou became
laboratories in which foreign firms built wharves and warehouses while Chinese
merchants and financiers learned to navigate extraterritoriality and new forms of
credit. The result was not simply coastal enclaves but unevenly modernized urban
systems connected to interior markets by rivers, canals, and later by rail.

If the treaty ports were the first inflection, the early twentieth century added the
scaffolding of industrial urbanism. Railway workshops, textile mills, and utilities
anchored new districts, and municipal governments—whether foreign-administered,
Chinese-run, or hybrid—began to manage water, waste, and public safety with greater
formality. This period also seeded the spatial logic that would outlive it: the separation
of manufacturing zones from elite residential quarters, the alignment of transit
corridors with access to ports, and the use of land value to fund infrastructure. Such
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patterns generated both opportunity and friction, as migrants from the countryside
crowded into tenements and lane houses while planners debated street widths and
building heights. The city became a machine for converting labor and location into
economic output, yet one that still relied on older forms of guild, clan, and
neighborhood association to keep daily life coherent.

War and revolution shattered and then reforged these urban systems. Japanese
occupation and civil conflict damaged industrial plant and transport links, emptied
some cities, and overfilled others with refugees who carried skills, capital, and
aspirations across fractured terrain. After 1949, the new government reorganized
urban space to serve state-led industrialization. Private land markets were curtailed,
and the household registration system began to bind people to places of work and
origin in ways that made labor less footloose but city-building more centrally directed.
Heavy industry clusters and new administrative capitals rose with distinct spatial
signatures: broad avenues, work-unit compounds, and dense webs of public services
that tied housing, schooling, and clinics to employment. The megacity-to-be was
already recognizable in this era, not by its size but by its organizational ambition to
coordinate production and welfare at scale.

Opening reforms in the late twentieth century rewired that ambition toward growth.
Special economic zones and coastal cities were granted permissions to experiment
with foreign investment, land leasing, and market pricing. Shenzhen’s transformation
from fishing villages to export powerhouse exemplified the speed with which policy
could conjure urban fabric when land, labor, and capital were allowed to combine.
Other cities watched, borrowed, and adapted, launching development zones and
infrastructure projects that expanded urban footprints along transport corridors. This
was not a story of linear progress but of selective liberalization: rural land remained
largely off limits for direct conversion, while municipal governments learned to
monetize use rights to fund roads, metros, and parks. The resulting urban boom
carried the DNA of earlier periods—coastal orientation, industrial clustering, planned
neighborhoods—while layering atop them new circuits of finance and speculative
energy.

As growth accelerated, the distinction between city and countryside blurred into city-
regions. Townships industrialized; villages built workshops and rental compounds;
highways knit together labor sheds and logistics hubs. The megacity ceased to be a
single municipality and became a networked system of centers, peripheries, and flows,
with commuting fields that stretched across provincial lines. Governance struggled to
keep pace. Planning documents proliferated, yet implementation often depended on
bargaining between bureaus, incentives for developers, and the fiscal imperative to
sell land. Infrastructure raced ahead of service provision, producing glittering central
districts alongside congested arterials and undersupplied schools. Even as skyline
competitions announced ambition to the world, the everyday city remained a
patchwork of formal master plans and informal adaptations that let the place function.
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History lingers in the built environment in ways that constrain and enable. In
Shanghai, the old foreign concessions still shape the hierarchy of streets and property
values; in Tianjin, concessions and industrial yards have been recombined into cultural
quarters and business parks. Former treaty ports maintain links to maritime trade and
finance that newer inland capitals continue to covet. Industrial towns turned
megacities carry legacies of land contamination and brownfield redevelopment that
slow the conversion of factories into housing or offices. These path dependencies
mean that policy cannot start with a blank slate; it must navigate existing rights,
expectations, and spatial patterns accumulated across decades. The result is urban
change that is incremental at street level despite dramatic transformations at the
scale of satellite imagery.

The historical arc also illuminates how migration became locked into the urban social
contract. In the treaty port era, sojourners moved seasonally between city and
hinterland, a rhythm that persisted in later decades through temporary labor permits
and circular flows tied to agricultural calendars. Even as settlement became more
permanent, institutions such as the hukou system maintained distinctions between
those entitled to local services and those who were not. This created a durable
category of urban residents contributing to growth while remaining partially excluded
from its benefits. The megacity thus inherited a two-track citizenship that shaped
everything from school enrollment to housing access, turning the integration of
migrants into a recurring political and practical challenge rather than a one-time
transition.

Housing, too, is legible through this lens. Before commodification, work units allocated
dwellings near factories and offices, embedding welfare in place. When markets
arrived, land values exploded in coastal cores, while state-owned enterprises shed
housing obligations and residents cashed in on privatization. Ownership became a
store of wealth and a source of inequality, as early buyers captured windfalls and
latecomers faced steep entry costs. Rental markets flourished in gray zones,
especially in urban villages where informal landlords offered flexibility to migrants and
young workers. Across these shifts, the underlying tension persisted between treating
housing as a social good and as a financial asset, a tension sharpened by rapid
appreciation and limited alternatives for secure tenancy.

Planning doctrines evolved alongside these material changes. Central plans
emphasized city clusters and regional integration, seeking to steer growth beyond
administrative boundaries through coordinated transport and environmental targets.
Municipal master plans proposed new centers, greenbelts, and heritage protections
that were often overridden by district-level deals with developers. International
competitions for starchitects and iconic skylines captured attention, while less
glamorous upgrades to drainage, waste collection, and community facilities struggled
for funding. This divergence between signature projects and routine maintenance
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became a hallmark of the megacity era, reflecting political incentives that reward
visible outcomes over resilient systems.

The environmental record further illustrates how the past constrains the present.
Industrial legacy sites left soils and waterways that required costly remediation before
reuse. Coal heating and heavy manufacturing contributed to air quality crises that
prompted emergency measures and long-term transitions to cleaner fuels and stricter
standards. Coastal cities confronted subsidence and flood risk as groundwater
extraction and reclamation altered local ecologies. These were not side effects but
direct consequences of growth models that prioritized throughput and speed, forcing
later generations to retrofit resilience into dense urban fabrics where space is scarce
and coordination is complex.

Economic geography shaped these trajectories in ways that are easy to
underestimate. Access to navigable water and later to rail and expressways gave
certain cities enduring advantages in agglomeration and logistics. Provincial capitals
could draw on fiscal transfers and political attention to launch airports, exhibition
centers, and technology parks that reinforced their centrality. Meanwhile, resource-
dependent cities cycled with commodity prices, booming and retrenching as coal or
steel markets shifted. This unequal landscape meant that policies that worked in
Shenzhen or Chengdu could falter in shrinking or single-industry cities lacking
comparable flows of capital and talent.

Culture and governance interacted in subtle ways. The revival of historic districts and
hutong neighborhoods reflected both heritage preservation and commercial
gentrification, as boutique hotels and cafés replaced traditional residences.
Campaigns to improve urban appearance before major events scrubbed
neighborhoods of informal vendors and signage, only to see them return when
enforcement relaxed. Social trust in neighborhoods persisted through informal
networks that filled gaps in childcare, elder care, and dispute resolution, even as
redevelopment severed physical proximity. The city remained a living negotiation
between formal rules and the practical knowledge that lets daily life proceed.

By the early decades of the twenty-first century, China’s urban landscape could no
longer be described solely by individual municipalities. Megacity regions emerged that
sprawled across provinces, connected by high-speed rail and commuter flows, and
governed through ad hoc committees and experimental mandates. Beijing expanded
its administrative reach into Hebei to coordinate functions and relieve congestion;
Shanghai integrated with neighboring cities in the Yangtze River Delta to align ports,
airports, and environmental targets. These experiments acknowledged a truth that
history had already demonstrated: that urban systems outgrow the political containers
designed for earlier eras, and that new capacities for planning and service delivery are
required to manage scale.
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The arc from treaty ports to megacities is not a closed loop but an open trajectory.
Choices made in earlier decades—about land tenure, industrial location, transport
corridors, and social insurance—continue to echo in current debates about inclusion,
affordability, and sustainability. History does not dictate outcomes, but it loads the
dice. Understanding how today’s megacities were assembled from older parts helps
explain why some reforms advance and others stall, and why certain patterns of
inequality and mobility prove stubborn. As the following chapters explore migration,
housing, governance, and the social consequences of rapid growth, that historical
scaffolding will remain visible in the background, shaping what can be built next.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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