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China’s rural urbanization 
and the state: Putting the 
countryside first?

Elena Meyer-Clement
Freie Universität Berlin

Jesper Willaing Zeuthen
Aalborg University

Since 2014, under the policy of ‘new-type urbanization’ (新型城镇化), Xi Jinping’s 
government has worked towards a more sustainable form of urbanization. One important 
aspect of this policy shift is a more balanced development between cities and rural areas, 
which is intended to improve the living conditions of both rural migrants in the cities and 
the rural population in the countryside. These goals are not new. For example, political 
attempts to stimulate small town development reach back into the 1980s. Over the last 
decade, however, the degree and comprehensiveness of party-state control of urbaniza-
tion in the countryside have clearly increased. Against the backdrop of the latest policy 
developments, this special issue of China Information examines how the politics of 
‘rural urbanization’ has changed in China and what the implications of these changes are 
for rural governance and the rural population. The term rural urbanization refers to the 
different processes and practices of urbanization that affect areas and people classified 
by the state as rural. The articles trace these processes in rural and peri-urban areas as 
well as among rural migrants in Chinese cities.1

Rural urbanization between agglomeration dynamics and 
government strategies

In most socio-economic literature, urbanization is regarded as a result of industrializa-
tion pulling surplus rural labour towards cities, and rural deprivation pushing peasants 
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away from the countryside.2 Much of the literature on urbanization sees the state as hav-
ing limited control over this process. The discussion of political control of urbanization 
is usually confined to the field of urban planning where governments may attempt to 
determine where and how those moving to the cities live, but even in urban planning 
there is evidence of state retreat vis-a-vis capital interests.3 In China, however, the state 
has played a much more central role. Like elsewhere, migration has been the most 
dominant factor contributing to urbanization, but most of this migration is considered 
‘unofficial migration’.4 Despite loosening migration controls during the reform process, 
the institutionalized system of household registration (also known as the hukou system) 
continues to regulate migration flows throughout the country. In contrast to most other 
places around the world, those migrating to the larger cities in China have not only been 
discriminated against, but they are also systematically excluded from formal citizenship 
rights through the hukou system.5 Another means of mitigating the pressure on cities 
bearing the influx of rural migrants has been the Chinese government’s efforts to pro-
mote the growth of small cities and towns in rural areas.6

In China, like elsewhere, urbanization has never simply been a process of the expan-
sion of existing cities. Especially in the 1980s and 1990s, small towns have emerged and 
grown rapidly across China, giving rise to the rural urbanization in the first place.7 
Between 1983 and 1985, for example, the number of towns grew from 2968 to 9140, and 
numbers continued to rise until 2002, when the central government stopped designating 
more towns. In that year, China had 20,601 towns. The number of county-level cities 
grew from 142 in 1983 to a peak of 445 in 1996.8 The epicentre of this growth was the 
coastal provinces, where high agricultural productivity, proximity to urban centres and 
foreign investors, as well as dense transportation and communication networks fostered 
the growth of rural industry.9 However, in the mid-1990s, fiscal and land system reforms 
made local states highly dependent on land sales and urban development for their capital 
accumulation.10 This gave rise to a new wave of urban expansion, which seemed to effec-
tively supersede rural agglomeration dynamics.11

Like in many other countries in the developing world, property rights regimes of 
newly encroached urban land in China have been blurred, and land on the urban periph-
ery has become the subject of contestation.12 Chinese local governments, as the repre-
sentatives and beneficiaries of state property rights, have played a dominant role in these 
battles. The future of the rights of the rural population is much more uncertain. Due to 
the policies and institutions installing state controls, and the heavy involvement of local 
actors in shaping urbanization in their localities, several researchers have emphasized the 
role of the state in China’s urbanization processes.13 Moreover, within the last decade, a 
number of policies under the label of new-type urbanization have further increased state 
control over rural land, strengthening the regulations on land-use change and promoting 
development plans for the overall spatial design of rural China. As a result, several dis-
tinct forms of state-led urbanization have come to shape the rural landscape, including a 
growing number of villager relocation areas at the urban fringe and state-led agglomera-
tion in the countryside in the form of newly built settlements. The administrative upgrad-
ing of rural agglomeration areas has also been taken up again, and since 2013 the number 
of officially designated towns has grown, reaching 21,297 in 2018. In that year, the 
number of county-level cities also grew considerably (from 363 in 2017 to 375 in 2018).14
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In these new forms of rural urbanization, rather than retreating from local-level poli-
tics, authoritarian governance appears to be revitalized and reinvented in a number of 
ways. The articles in this special issue of China Information investigate how these state-
led urbanization processes create new or change existing patterns of urbanization, and 
what the repercussions are for rural governance and the relations between the state and 
its citizens. The studies are set in diverse localities from the outskirts of Beijing – where 
migrant integration is forcefully reversed in order to accommodate the government’s 
developmental goals – to remote villages where villagers are resettled to facilitate the 
creation of construction land quotas that allow cities to expand.

Despite reduced usage of the term rural urbanization in academic debates after the 
1990s,15 we decided to retain it as an analytical concept in this special issue. The term 
refers to both academic and political discussions of what urbanization is and what the 
goal of urbanization should be, albeit from a rural perspective. In addition, it reflects the 
ongoing debate in Chinese politics about how to ensure rural development and the well-
being of rural subjects as cities grow.

Putting the countryside first? Rural urbanization and 
development

While the studies reported in this special issue were carried out in quite different set-
tings, what the articles share in common is that the rural areas studied are not, or not 
yet, merely labour surplus areas that have pushed the local population towards the 
cities. Rather, the areas under study have become objects of some sort of government 
intervention connected to the central government’s official goal to increase the ben-
efits for the rural population in China’s urbanization process. The contributions by 
Eva Pils and Elena Meyer-Clement stress that the official rhetoric of development and 
urban–rural integration may diverge widely from local government practices. All con-
tributions scrutinize the actual processes of development taking place in the localities 
under study.

One main tenor in many of the articles in this special issue is the central government’s 
attempt to achieve more orderly development than has been the case so far. Urban plan-
ning and land-use quotas are two of the most prominent institutions involved in this 
endeavour. Several of the articles stress the fact that the Chinese countryside is increas-
ingly being subjected to planning from above. Consequently, the question where one 
lives becomes important in a new way for Chinese villagers and may determine future 
scopes of action and opportunities. The article by Dong Wang and Flemming Christiansen 
distinguishes between the opportunities and living conditions of rural college and univer-
sity graduates in cities, residents of suburban villages in the process of relocation, and 
migrant workers. The authors stress how the ambiguity of rules and the ‘asymmetry in 
individual rights’ in China’s urbanization process have shaped individual choices. 
Particularly for the peri-urban residents still holding rural land rights and awaiting com-
pensation payments, an urban household registration – the instrument that the state has 
used to slow down the influx of residents with full urban rights – has lost much of its 
allure. However, for others, the lack of urban citizenship rights can become a high risk, 
as the case of the 2017 evictions in Daxing, in the Beijing suburbs, shows. These 



164 China Information 34(2)

evictions are the focus of Pils’s article, which makes clear that here the rural population, 
including homeowners and migrant tenants, was in a location that became ‘wrong’ in the 
eyes of local leaders, and the affected Daxing residents found themselves having to give 
up their homes involuntarily. The kind of urbanization that had emerged here without any 
explicit plan by the municipal government was clearly unwanted. In addition, urban 
population control plans and the high value of urban construction land were among the 
main reasons for driving out the people living there. Similarly, the villagers in the studies 
carried out by Ray Yep, Elena Meyer-Clement, Jesper Willaing Zeuthen, and Jessica 
Wilczak had to relocate to make space for new development plans. Rural construction 
land can create value for local governments by way of transfer of development rights 
across rural–urban boundaries. Zeuthen’s article thereby shows how important zoning 
has become even for rural governments, because it shapes local opportunities for devel-
opment. Where a Chinese villager lives is also important in the two cases studied by Yep. 
Whereas, in the first case, the prefectural government dominated decision-making on 
land-use changes and sought to cluster farmland for agricultural investors, Chongqing’s 
land bill system allowed for more discretion, resulting in even more aggressive tactics to 
entice villagers to leave their farmhouses and in investment mostly in non-farming activ-
ities such as tourism. At the micro level, Wilczak finds that even within one township, 
development paths can differ from settlement to settlement, because local leaders are 
differently equipped to leverage future land values.

Most of the articles in this special issue, more or less explicitly, ask about the kind of 
development that comes with the forms of rural urbanization under study. Pils makes it 
clear in her article that the municipal government’s urban development plans took prior-
ity over the needs of the rural population. There were also no urbanization plans for the 
evicted migrants. Selected individuals with particular capabilities among the groups of 
rural population studied by Wang and Christiansen may become included in urban core 
areas, but they would have to submit themselves to the urban logic of development to 
succeed in material terms.

In the villages under study in this special issue, while the primacy of urban develop-
ment goals is less straightforward, it is discernible. In the examples of land-use quota 
trade discussed by Yep, Meyer-Clement, Zeuthen, and Wilczak, the rural areas must offi-
cially obtain a share of the benefits when cities use their construction land quota for 
development. From the perspective of China’s central government, the quota system thus 
is seen as a way of ensuring that part of the development caused by urbanization takes 
place outside the urban core areas, and, at the same time, as Yep writes, prevents migra-
tion to urban core areas. However, in most of the cases discussed in this special issue, 
rural development still remains secondary to the needs of big cities. Zeuthen argues that 
the quota system makes most areas part of an urban logic, because the opportunities aris-
ing from producing quotas or otherwise benefitting from the development of big cities 
are available only to areas that in one way or another are able to frame themselves as 
underprivileged. Meyer-Clement stresses the new dependencies that the quota trade cre-
ates for rural governments – on the urban governments’ land-use planning and on the 
bonus payments that rural governments obtain for giving up their construction land-use 
rights. Wilczak finds that urban experts can play a strong role in local land-use decisions, 
in instances where local settlements want to leverage land values. In her case studies, 
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these experts had little prior work experience in rural areas and the development plans in 
tourism and real estate that they promoted did not connect much with the lives of the 
local population.

In contrast to evicted rural migrants in the cities, locally registered villagers usually 
receive compensation and/or subsidized resettlement housing – after succumbing to 
persuasion or pressure to leave their farmhouse and village. The new apartments are 
mostly located in new rural communities that appear more urban than the places where 
they lived before. As to the way of life of resettled villagers, Yep finds a growing 
dependence on wage income and a decline in food self-sufficiency. The new settlements 
thereby appear as a form of rural urbanization for the residents who are not fully allowed 
into the urban core. More research is necessary to understand the developmental conse-
quences of the land-use quota trade and relocation settlements in rural China. However, 
the cases that the authors in this special issue investigate hint at a certain risk for the 
rural residents that are subject to rural urbanization schemes: they may easily become 
surplus labour in the future.

Implications for rural governance

Taken together, the contributions to this special issue provide first-hand insights into 
how various levels of the Chinese state deal with the contradicting requirements and 
imperatives to assure the livelihood of the rural population, constrain migration to the 
largest cities, obtain land for finance and development, and assure the provision of suf-
ficient and safe agricultural products. Most of the articles mention strengthened hierar-
chical controls in the Chinese party-state which, generally, seem to have decreased 
sub-prefectural governments’ discretion over land-use changes but which have by no 
means slowed down the spatial restructuring of the countryside. Overall, the central 
government seems to be determined to regulate rural development and control spatial 
ordering in the countryside. In her contribution, Pils even sees a ‘shift from a techno-
cratic-utilitarian model to a more assertive, image-conscious and totalist model of spa-
tial control and population governance’.

The Chinese government’s determination and the corresponding institutional changes 
have created tense situations and pressure for change in rural governance. Particularly 
the lowest levels of government are obliged to help with the implementation of policies 
that are contentious by nature, but which may not necessarily benefit the localities. This 
is the case in many of the village demolition and relocation schemes that have to be com-
pleted for quota trades. When villagers relocate to new settlements, the position of grass-
roots cadres may be undermined or even made redundant. In the course of the ongoing 
spatial and administrative restructuring in the countryside, the role of township and vil-
lage cadres remains in limbo. In Yep’s and Meyer-Clement’s contributions, cadres have 
to take on new community tasks which resemble estate management and have little to do 
with the grass-roots politics and the land-use decisions of the past. Particularly in the 
larger new communities, real estate management companies take over the day-to-day 
encounters with the population, and participation by the population is limited. Other 
external actors also seem to play an ever-growing role in rural governance. Agricultural 
investors, construction companies, and planning institutes all have vested interests in the 
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ongoing rural transformation processes, but often little knowledge of the local communi-
ties. As becomes very obvious in one of Wilczak’s case studies, the collective control 
over collective resources is eroding.

More research is necessary to fully understand the repercussions of the current rural 
urbanization drive on rural governance. This special issue suggests that two trends may 
be particularly worth investigating: the facilitation of the radical transformation of the 
countryside by new governing techniques, and the growing alienation of grass-roots cad-
res from the population in these processes. While the former process seems to work 
towards the pacification of rural tension, the latter could easily produce new conflicts.
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