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Prologue

This book was born out of frustration. Until the mid-1990s, I had been

preoccupied by questions of industrialization and capitalist expansion in

my study of contemporary China. By then, however, I found myself in-

creasingly annoyed by the fact that contacts and friends in China were

changing home addresses and phone numbers too often forme tomaintain

contact. I noticed too that during repeated visits, my hopes of discussing

technology transfers and private entrepreneurs were stymied by the drift

in the conversation toward their recent purchases of apartments and cars,

and of their moves to new housing complexes in the urban outskirts.

My interviews with local government officials were often disappointing

as well. Officials’ eyes would light up only when I dropped my own pet

topic of technology upgrade programs and switched the discussion to their

industrial park or new town center. Factories, they thought, were dull.

They much preferred to take me on a tour of the new town plaza, the

new industrial park, and the new wholesale market. Hoping to take advan-

tage of my background in planning and architecture, local officials would

ask my opinion about their urban expansion plans. Meanwhile, I saw

large sections of “industrial parks” and “high-tech zones” being devoted

to commercial housing, restaurants, resorts, and amusement parks. I was

also told that revenues from land lease sales exceeded the income derived

from industrial taxes. I often left local government offices knowing little

about industrial policy, but a lot about local construction projects. My

camera was loaded with pictures of me standing in front of new structures

next to proud local officials. China had clearly come a long way from the

rural collective industries that marked the success of reforms in the 1980s.

By the late 1990s, I began to think that if my questions failed to excite,

I would need to figure out what, after all, did command people’s attention in

China. I would need to seriously consider why so much energy and
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expectation were focused on something that I deemed a distraction from the

“main event” in China’s capitalist development. Perhaps, I began to wonder,

the industrial parks are the core of industrial policy, and the condos and office

towers are central to the new political economy? Perhaps the theater of

accumulation has shifted from industrial production to urban construction,

and construction had become the motor of productivity? If urbanization has

triumphed over industrialization as a policy priority, and urbanism has super-

seded industrialism in development discourse, how did the transition occur?

These questions proved to be a Pandora’s box. First, the figureswere hard to

ignore.Between1980and2002, theurbanportionofChina’s totalpopulation

grew from about 20 percent to about 40 percent. In other words, 250million

peoplewere added to the urban population.1While a 40-percent urban popu-

lationis lowerthantheworldaverageof50percent, thescaleandpaceofurban

growth make the Chinese case exceptional. Between 1978 and 2003, the

number of cities with a population larger than amillion increased from 13 to

49; the number of cities with a population between half a million and one

million increased from 27 to 78; the number of middle-sized and small cities

grew from 174 to 533.2 Byway of basic comparison, China’s 250million new

urbanites in the last quarter century are four times the total population of

the United Kingdom and about 84 percent of the total population of the

United States in 2007. China’s urban population, as of 2006, stands at an

astonishing 577 million. And the increase in China’s urban population from

20 percent to 40 percent occurred in the span of just 22 years, while the same

increase took 120 years in Britain (1720–1840), 40 years in the United States

(1860–1900), and 30 years in Japan (1925–55).3

The eye-popping scale and pace of urban expansion came at the expense of

farmland. A frenzy of land conversion from agricultural to nonagricultural

uses between 1987 and 2003 reduced China’s already limited cropland by

10 to 12 million hectares, about one-tenth of the country’s total.4 While

muchof thedebate overChina’s farmland loss has focusedon its implications

for national food security, it is the process of land rights transfer that exerted

the most immediate and violent impacts on people’s livelihoods. Together,

between 1990 and 2007, farmland conversion and inner-city redevelopment

have displaced between 60 and 75 million people in both urban and rural

areas.5 The new logic of urban expansion seemed to be based on disposses-

sion, which triggered increasingly explosive and widespread social unrest.

With these facts in mind, it became clear to me that the significance

of China’s urban expansion demands more attention. Stated plainly, cities

have taken center stage in the politics of accumulation and distribution

in China today. The physical reality and the political economy of urban

The Great Urban Transformation
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expansion, as well as the ideology of urbanism combine to dominate the

logic of China’s transformation.

What makes the story of China’s great urban transformation even more

intriguing is that the contradictions inherent to industrialization and ur-

banization are compounded by China’s simultaneous transformation from

state socialism to a market-oriented economy. Urban expansion therefore

served as the platformof capitalist accumulation, the restructuring of social-

ist state power, and the changing relationship between the state and society.

On the state/market front, socialist state land tenure continues to dictate

the politics of commodification of land. As local governments act as land-

lords, developers, city planners, and urban boosters, the interconnection

between the state and market consequently shapes the logic of market

regulation and competition in the new economy. On the state/societal

front, massive displacement and dispossession go hand in hand with the

abrupt retreat of the state from social welfare provision. The destruction

both of homes and social protection leads to intensified social contestation,

thus challenging the legitimacy of the state.

China’s triple movement of industrialization, urbanization, and marketi-

zationover thepast threedecadeshardlyprovides a caseof gradualism, aword

often used to compare China’s reforms with Russia’s “Big Bang” reforms in

the early 1990s. With this book on Chinese cities, I hope to contribute to the

understanding of the radical and profound transformation in China today.

Notes

1. See Lin, George C. S., ‘The growth and structural change of Chinese cities’ 2002

and Zhou, Yixing, and Laurence J. C. Ma, ‘China’s urbanization levels’, 2003.

2. Song, Yan and Chengri Ding, Smart Urban Growth for China, (2009), p.1.

3. Lu, Dadao et al., Zhongguo quyu fazhan baogao—chengshihua jincheng ji kongjian

kuozhang (Report on China’s regional development: Progress in urbanization and

spatial expansion 2006). For US data, see also http://www.census.gov/popula-

tion/censusdata/table-4.pdf. The exact figure is 19.8 percent in 1860, and 39.6

percent in 1900. For Japan, see http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/ListE.do?

bid=000000030587&cycode=0. This set of data shows that the Japanese urban

population grew from 21.5 percent of the total population in 1925 to 37.3

percent in 1950, and 56.1 percent in 1955. Therefore, it took Japan more

than 25 years, but less than 30 years, to reach the 20 percent growth in urban

population.

4. The figures of land loss vary greatly, depending on the sources andmethods of data

collection. This figure is from the following: Ho, Sammuel, and George C. S. Lin,

‘Emerging Land Markets in Rural and Urban China,’ 2003; Lichtenberg, Erik and

Chengri Ding, ‘Assessing farmland protection policy in China,’ 2008.
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Beijing; in Shanghai, between 1991 and 2006, about 4 million were displaced.

For information of peasant displacement see Yu, Jianrong, ‘Protection of pea-

sants’ land rights and urbanization in China,’ 2006,Wang, Guolin, Shidi Nongmin

diaocha (Investigation of Peasants Who Lost Their Land 2007. For data on displace-

ment in Beijing, see ‘Aoyun jingji’ (Olympic Economy) <http://big5.bjoe.gov.cn/hayjj/

wz/200705/t176957_2.htm>, and He,Qinglian, ‘Cunchaiqian xingwei kan zhongguo

zhengfu xingweide heishehuihua’ (Mafia behavior of Chinese government from the

perspective of demolition and relocation), 2005. See also, ‘Report at the national meeting

on demolition and relocation’ by Director of the Department of Housing and Real Estate,

Ministry of Construction, Xie, Jiajin, October 16, 2001. Online. See <http://law-lib.com/

fzdt/newshtml/22/20051028192134.htm>, accessedNovember 28, 2008. For numbers

of displacement in Shanghai, see Shi, Mi (forthcoming), ‘The Evolving Law of Disputed
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Chapter 1

Land and Urban Politics

Land has moved to the center of local politics in post-Mao China. It now

shapes the restructuring of Chinese state power and radically impacts state–

society relations.

The origin of this change came in 1988, when the country’s land leasehold

market was formally established, thereby separating land ownership from

land-use rights. The change did not affect the bifurcation of land in China

into urban and rural categories, nor did it overturn the state ownership of

land enshrined in the PRC Constitution and the Land Management Law.1 It

did, however, allow urban land-use rights to be leased at a profit for a fixed

period of time. Rural land, according to the same set of regulations, belongs

to village collectives, but cannot be legally leased out for profit. Nevertheless,

a significant black market for rural land has taken shape in highly industria-

lized areas like the Pearl River Delta and the Lower Yangtze River Delta.2 Land

has thus been commodified in the cities and the countryside, though its

ownership is not privatized under either category. These market-oriented

changes set the stage for massive urban expansion and fueled skyrocketing

land values in the 1990s. As a consequence, land quickly came to dominate

China’s politics of accumulation and distribution.3

The politics of accumulation under state-land tenure unfolds as intra-state

competition for land control and land rents intensifies. This competition has

reconfigured thepowerdynamicsbetweenthecentral and local governments,

betweenruralandurbangovernments,andalsobetweenthestatebureaucracy

and the peasantry. The resultant power dynamics subsequently shape the

land-centered accumulation project in which various state actors are domi-

nant. Further, the emergent power dynamics condition themanner inwhich

the landmarket is regulated, deregulated, and reregulated.

Land-centered accumulation has also become the main aspiration, the

tacit and explicit mandate, and the key strategy behind local state building.
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Local state leaders seek to legitimize themselves as urban promoters and

builders, and urban agendas dominate local development policy, while local

politics predominantly revolves around farmland conversion and industrial

or commercial development projects. Urban construction has therefore

expanded from an accumulation project to a territorial project of local

state building. Urban modernity, more than industrial modernity, now

captures the political imagination of local state leaders. I call this dynamic

the “urbanization of the local state.”

The urbanization of the local state defines the relationship among

the local state, the market, and society. It also triggers three types of

distributional politics that challenge the legitimacy of the local state’s

urban identity and its projects. The first is a politics of resistance, calling

for property and social rights. Forced eviction and inadequate compensa-

tion in urban redevelopment projects has been the primary trigger of

widespread contention and social activism in the urban core. The second

is a nonconfrontational politics for economic rights in which land-owning

village collectives at the rapidly developing urban fringe bargain with the

urban government, profit from urban property markets, and define and

defend their territorial autonomy under metropolitan governance. I call

such nonconfrontational dynamics “village corporatism.” The third type of

distributional politics concerns more than 50 million displaced peasants in

rural areas. Displaced peasants share with their urban counterparts griev-

ances over forced and violent eviction and inadequate housing compensa-

tion, as well as demands for property and social rights. However, while the

number of peasants pushed off their land in the last twenty years has been

growing, and land-related rural protests are increasingly frequent and vio-

lent, peasants’ mobilization remains largely fragmented and localized.

I attribute the gap between the peasants’ destitution and their lack of

successful mobilization to the politics of deterritorialization.

Responding to the current politics of distribution, various social groups

in different places adopt different strategies for self-protection. Through

their actions, territoriality takes different forms, and achieves different

results. I use the term “civic territoriality” to highlight my bottom-up

approach to understanding territory and to capture the spatial dynamics

in the distributional politics of land.

In the politics of land-centered accumulation and legitimation, local

states are built and transformed by urban agendas. In the politics of distri-

bution, social groups act upon and react to urban transformation. Both the

local state and society actively shape urban processes and are transformed

by them. Here, I place these two key concepts—the “urbanization of the

The Great Urban Transformation
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local state” and “civic territoriality”—in the broader context of relevant

literature.

Urbanization of the local state

“State-led urbanization” revisited

Students of Chinese cities often label Chinese urban processes “state-led

urbanization.”4 The thesis of state-led urbanization, framed by the state-

market dichotomy, can be summarized as follows: the state’s planning

power, its persistent land tenure, and control over rural–urban mobility

supercede the market and dictate the direction and pace of urban growth in

Chinese cities. The “state-led urbanization” argument correctly points to

the centrality of the state, especially the local state, in urban expansion. Yet,

the argument assumes a passive role on the part of the city, whose dyna-

mism is “led” by the state. I propose that the urban process is an integral

part of the local state. It actively shapes the dynamics of the local state,

which, in turn, shapes the territorial logic of the state at large. While the

local state mobilizes its resources to try to expand the city, the struggle over

urban expansion defines, legitimizes, and consolidates urban-based local

state power. For sure, there are many cases of unsuccessful, scandalous, and

even disastrous projects developed by the local state, some of which have

de-legitimized and destabilized local governments and their overly ambi-

tious and/or incompetent leaders. Nevertheless, successful or not, urban

construction has become the key mechanism of local state building. Local

accumulation is dependent on land sales and development, while the local

state apparatus grows along with urban expansion. Further, local state

leaders aspire to be landowners, planners, financiers, and builders, all at

the same time. As a result, local politics centers on the politics of urban

development projects, which define the dynamics of the local state and its

relations with the market and society. It is the dialectical “urbanization of

the local state”—more so than the linear concept of “state-led urbaniza-

tion”—that characterizes the relationship between the local state and the

urban process in China today.5

The state, land, and territoriality

In this book, the state is not assumed to be either a static or a coherent actor,

as the term “state apparatus” might imply.6 Instead, the state is treated as

Land and Urban Politics
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multitudinous power processes among segments that claim to be, and are

claimed by others to be part of the state, and which have complementary,

competitive, and/or contradictory mandates and constituencies. State

power, therefore, should be treated as interrelated processes of “multiple

centers of authority-building.”7

Currently, the local state at various levels is among the most important

authority-building centers in China. In the literature on the Chinese state

in transition, Jean Oi’s (1992) “local state corporatism”8 captured the criti-

cal role of the local state in the phenomenal economic growth in post-Mao

China. Michael Burawoy (1996) further suggested that local state corporat-

ism sets China apart from other transition economies like Russia.9 Here,

I expand from Oi’s treatment of the local state as an economic agent to see

the local state as a territorial project with physical, political–economic, and

ideological implications of state power restructuring.

Territoriality, defined as spatial strategies to consolidate power in a given

place and time,10 is the most important aspect of the local state’s power

strategy. Instead of identifying the local state as an agent to the principality

of the central state or a crisis manager,11 I view the local state as a territori-

alization of state power. Hinsley (1986) has framed territoriality as “local

state sovereignty” and sees the local state as the site that brings together the

“sovereignty abstraction” and the “territorial concrete.”12 In other words,

the local state plays a more active role than merely being an agent of the

central state. Its “territorial concrete” is a constituitive element of power,

materialized through access and control over land, resources, and popula-

tion. Instead of seeing the local state as a subsidiary to the central state,

I treat the process of local state-building and territorial control as an integral

and defining element of the dynamics of the state.

The processes that characterize the local state’s territorialization, defined

as the occupation and domination of a territory, are highly contested. They

involve negotiating and strategizing to define and defend jurisdictional

centers and boundaries and reduce gaps between nominal and actual au-

thority over the jurisdiction. In the contentious processes of territorializa-

tion, the local state develops its agenda and finds its own agency. Territorial

contestation is unusually intense when the status of the state is uncertain,

as in post-reform China, where local state territorial jurisdictions change

frequently and local state power is under-defined. This uncertainty leaves

considerable room for local state actors to try to redraw, expand, and

consolidate territorial control.

Land is among the most concrete of all the “territorial concretes” in that

it provides the foundation of local state territoriality. The modern local
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state’s regulatory authority is mainly exercised through land-use planning

and zoning, as well as taxation on land development and land transactions.

Land is among the most regulated of commodities.13

In China, under state-land tenure, the state not only regulates land use

and transactions, but also owns land and profits directly from land rents. In

post-Mao China, urban land-use planning has replaced economic planning

as the main vehicle of state intervention in the local political economy.

Land rents have become one of the most important sources of local state

revenue since the 1990s. Development projects, especially high-profile

ones like high-tech parks, Special Economic Zones, high-rise clusters in

Central Business Districts, or gigantic NewCities, are all built by local states.

The erection of massive physical structures and infrastructure projects in-

tensifies the territorial presence of the local state, and provides a visual

manifestation of its governing capacity. Organizationally, new urban pro-

jects justify and secure local state sprawl. To administer the flood of

projects, existing agencies are expanded and new agencies established to

take charge of land supplies, construction approval and certification, and

demolition and relocation. Project-based agencies are also created to man-

age the construction of highways, airports, new industrial zones, and new

towns. After these projects are completed, the agencies stay on to manage

these territorial additions to the local state, thus helping to consolidate its

expanded territorial authority.

As land rents become one of the most important sources of local revenue

and capital accumulation, local state leaders identify themselves as city

promoters and devote themselves to boosting the property value. Property

prices are used to measure the success of urban development, and are

openly referenced by local leaders as a primary political mandate. Mayors

don suits and embark on road shows to promote real-estate projects in their

cities, and compete with one another to hire advertising gurus for help in

developing “urban strategic development plans” aimed at improving the

image of their cities and boosting property values.

City marketing and property value boosting are performed at both the

ideological and political levels. High-profile urban projects and property

values are viewed as indicators of modernization, which in turn measure

the political achievement of local state leaders. The local state builds its

territorial authority, and finds its political identity in urban modernity.

To the extent that the local state fails in urban accumulation and legitima-

tion, as with the many development-related scandals and the abandon-

ment of development projects due to financial problems, it also fails in

state-building. In sum, the local state is built, and can be un-built by urban
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projects on physical, economic, political, and ideological fronts. Thus, the

local state is urbanized in China’s great urban transformation.

Space, power, and a typology of local state urbanization

The thesis of the urbanization of the local state is also my answer to the

theoretical and methodological challenge of prioritizing the role of space in

the study of society and space. I share Henri Lefebvre’s (1991, 2003)14 critique

of the tendency todownplay space in social science. Toooften, space serves as

a passive container of sociopolitical processes that tends to reflect, but rarely

initiates sociopolitical agendas or commands an independent logic. Also, as

geographers like Neil Smith and Cindi Katz (1993)15 have shown, space in

many social-science literatures is treated as an all-encompassing element that

transcends every field of inquiry, while the actual connection between physi-

cal and discursive space remains underdeveloped. To emphasize the active

role of space, I use the urbanization of the local state to conceptualize urbani-

zation as an active spatial force shaping the power process of the local state. In

order to build a theoretical connection between the physical and the discur-

sivedimensions of space, I stress that theurbanized local state ismade andun-

made by the interconnectedphysical, territorial, and ideological construction

of urbanism.

A theoretical stance that treats space as an active force, and one that

connects material space with discursive space leads me to operationalize

this project through spatial concepts. These spatial concepts, in turn,

emerged out of China’s urban experience. China’s current urban expansion

follows three main trajectories:

� The first is an inward contraction of the inner-city areas that command

the highest property values;

� The second is an outward expansion into villages at the urban fringe of

the metropolitan region where the potential for increases in property

value are the greatest;

� The third is the rural fringe of the metropolitan region, where townships

and villages convert and lease out farmland for scattered industrial and

commercial projects.

Before delving into the space-power relationship of these three types of

places, a clarification of the term “metropolitan region” is in order.

The question of metropolitan regions has long been controversial in

urban studies. Traditional Western urbanists held the view that a
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metropolitan region is composed of an urban core and its suburban ring or

“commuting zone.”16 Others, such as Richard Walker (2008) and Bernad-

ette Hanlon et al. (2006) have argued that the diversity within, and inter-

connection between the city and the suburb is much more complex than

the dichotomous model of urban core and suburban periphery can convey;

moreover, the model also underestimated the multilayered interaction

between the city and the country.17 Laurence Ma et al. (1987), Yixing

Zhou et al. (2005), and George Lin (2006), among others, have tried to

answer the question of what constitutes a city and a metropolitan region in

the Chinese context. They point out the challenges of studying Chinese

cities, which have multiple boundaries and definitions.18 Kam Wing Chan

(2007) helpfully drew a conceptual diagram to illustrate how administra-

tively defined cities, especially large cities like Beijing, Shanghai, and

Chongqing, are, in fact, regions that include a high-density urban core

and an extensive rural area (Figure 1.1). Within this city-region, there are

urban places of varied size and administrative rank, all of which are sub-

ordinated to themunicipal government situated in the urban core. Some of

A

B

Region

City district

Street (sub-district) NBS-defined urban areas

County

Figure 1.1 Kam Wing Chan’s conceptual diagram of the spatial/administrative

structure of a typical large city in China

Source: Chan (2007:5).
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these city-regions are enormous, as with Chongqing at 82,300 sq km

(nearly the size of Austria), Beijing at 16,578 sq km, and Shanghai at 6341

sq km.19 While almost all large Chinese cities followed this model of city-

region since the 1950s, Chan argues that they do not fit the definition of a

metropolitan region, because their outer fringe remains predominantly

agricultural and well beyond the “commuting zone.” In other words,

these large Chinese cities are administrative products that hardly qualify

as genuine metropolises. For Chan, the bold line in Figure 1.1 showing the

boundary of the municipal jurisdiction as a city-region is not the boundary

of a metropolitan region.

In this book, I conceptualize the “metropolitan region” in a different

manner. Instead of seeing the metropolitan region as a spatial unit defined

by economic integration, I treat it as territorial dynamism, in which the

administrative order sets the parameters for the restructuring of state power

within the region. In a highly hierarchical state structure, the scale and

scope of local state power corresponds directly to bureaucratic rank and

jurisdictional boundaries. Local state leaders’ territorial ambitions, which

may exceed their jurisdictional rank and boundaries, must be affirmed and

legitimized by adjusting ranks and redrawing boundaries through annexa-

tion, mergers, and detachment. Although jurisdiction does not determine

the exercise of power, it shapes and is shaped by the politics of accumula-

tion and legitimation in the place. A prominent Shanghai-based geogra-

pher, Junde Liu, has coined the term “jurisdictional economy” to

emphasize the importance of jurisdictional boundaries in the organization

of local economy and polity.20 Because of the connection between the

administrative order and territorial politics, I choose to follow the adminis-

trative boundary of large municipalities to define the “metropolitan re-

gion” in this book, notwithstanding the gap between its status as a “city”

and the uneven level of urbanization within the jurisdiction. The “metro-

politan” quality of the term, therefore, has a strong connotation of the

central city’s territorial dominance, particularly when it comes to a legiti-

mate claim over land. Therefore, the line marking “region” in Chan’s

diagram (Figure 1.1), which is also the jurisdictional boundary of the mu-

nicipality, coincides with the boundary of what I am calling the metropoli-

tan region in this book. In other words, while Chan separated the

administrative and economic definition of the metropolitan region, I treat

them as interconnected forces in my analysis of territorial dynamism.

Within the metropolitan region, I use the urban core, the urban fringe,

and the rural fringe to highlight the three areas of territorial dynamism and

to build a typology of local state urbanization. Figure 1.2 shows the way
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Figure 1.2 Conceptual diagram of the territorial structure of a metropolitan region

(which coincides with a large municipality) and the typology of place in this study



I conceptualize the territorial structure of a metropolitan region, and the

three types of place in this study. For each type of place, I identify the power

vectors between the most active state agents. In inner-city areas in major

cities like Beijing, the relevant power axis is between the municipal govern-

ment, which seeks to consolidate control over land within its jurisdiction,

and high-ranking state agencies that occupy and control premium land

parcels in the urban core. At the urban fringe, the main state actors are

urban and rural governments, which compete over land for conversion to

industrial–commercial projects and commodity housing. At the rural

fringe, the struggle is between the township government and villages.

Though the townships are positioned at the bottom of the Chinese state

hierarchy, they nonetheless represent state authority in villages. This inter-

mediary position between the state bureaucracy and the peasantry enable

townships to broker deals in the illicit land markets for construction of

industrial and residential projects.

The sets of state actors in these three types of places are engaged in

different territorial politics and development projects, which characterize

the territorial restructuring of post-Mao China. But that is only half of the

story of this book. The second half concerns the society, which is spatially

conceptualized as “civic territoriality.”

Civic territoriality

Territory is often associated with state sovereignty in geopolitical literature,

and is aligned most closely with the nation-state. But territory is contested

not only between the ruling elites of the state, but also between the state

and society. Moreover, social actors develop territorial strategies that may

contradict the state’s own territorial logic. For example, local governments

use urban redevelopment powers to destroy, displace, and rebuild, while

inner-city protesters make legal, historical, and moral claims over their

rights to property, housing, and livelihood in the city. Similarly, as an

urban government initiates expansion in neighboring villages, villagers at

the rapidly growing urban fringe strategize to avoid displacement, take

advantage of urban real-estate markets, and even manage to secure a rela-

tive territorial autonomy. Meanwhile, in the remote rural fringe areas, large

numbers of displaced villagers lose economic, social, and cultural resources

and become deterritorialized.

In all three cases, territoriality is central to different social actors’ cultiva-

tion of resources and collective identities, to the framing of grievances and

demands, and to the choice of collective actions. Territoriality also shapes

the results of their struggle, leading to territorialization or deterritorialization
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in varying degrees. I call social actors’ conscious cultivation and struggles to

form their own territoriality at both physical and discursive levels “civic

territoriality.” I emphasize that territoriality, when viewed from the ground-

up, is as much a tool of resistance as it is of dominance.While the local state

uses urban construction to consolidate and legitimize its territorial authori-

ty, societal actors use territorial strategies for self-protection. These territorial

struggles have become a critical platform for emerging social activism. The

notion of civic territoriality brings society to the center of territorial politics,

and places it at the root of social actions.

Just as the state is not a homogeneous entity, neither is society. Social

actors’ territorial struggles and strategies vary in different places. Before

going into the typology of civic territoriality. I will first review geo-

graphers’ works on the relationship between location, place, and territory.

Clarification of these concepts can help to elucidate the concept of civic

territoriality.

Location, locale, place, and territoriality

John Agnew (1987) has defined “place” as composed of three elements:

location, locale, and sense of place.21 A place has a physical “location”; it is

a “locale” ifwe include thematerial setting and its social relations; and there is

a “sense of place” that represents people’s emotional attachments. Geogra-

phers such as Tim Cresswell, David Harvey, Doreen Massey, Don Mitchell,

andGeraldine Pratt have elaborated further on the politics of place, especially

the exclusiveness and inclusiveness of place; and on the place-making capa-

bility of marginalized peoples. Place has social, political, cultural, and ideo-

logical meanings on top of the physicality of location and locale.22

Most analysts agree that location, locale, and place are not separate

components, but are interconnected layers of meanings. At the core of a

place is its location: where it is on the surface of the earth. The second

layer is the material environment and its physical elements like rivers,

roads, and buildings, which turn a location into a locale. The history and

subjective perception of the locale makes a locale a place. I would add

to this a fourth layer: “territory.” The struggle over the control and occupa-

tion of a place turns the place into a territory. Territorialization is the

politicization of place. The territoriality of society refers to the dynamics

of society’s struggle over place making in a locale; it also involves struggles

over relocation and dislocation. Society’s strategization to define and

defend theoccupation and control of aplace iswhat I call “civic territoriality.”

Civic territoriality involves processes of territorialization, deterritorialization,
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and reterritorialization, as well as the possibilities of building society’s own

territorial logic and autonomy.23 Here, autonomy refers to the degree of

control over the social, political, and physical construction of place, which

is gauged not by separation from the dominant force, but by the level of

control over the connection with it, as proposed by Robert Lake (1994) and

James Defilippis (1999).24

While the urbanization of the local state focuses on land-centered accu-

mulation and legitimation politics among various state actors, civic territo-

riality conceptualizes land-centered distributional politics initiated by

society. In what follows, I elaborate further the three types of land-centered

distributional politics that contribute to turning places into territories.

Typologies of civic territoriality

The three types of place that define local state urbanization each produce

their own distributional politics. In the inner city of metropolises like

Beijing, for instance, protests are initiated by long-term residents evicted

to make room for redevelopment projects. This group of urban residents

writes letters and visits government offices (xinfang and shangfang) to lodge

complaints, or launches administrative litigation against relevant branches

of the local state government and their allied developers. They demand fair

compensation and adequate relocation based on titled ownership of pri-

vately owned homes and on the right to a livelihood in the city.

Inner-city protesters frame their grievances and strategies in territorial

terms. Their place identity is activated in the process of forced eviction,

and in the face of a loss of livelihood. They use territorial strategies to assert

their entitlement to their inner-city homes, neighborhoods, and urban

services. Though uneven, the results of their actions have slowed down

inner-city destruction and increased compensation rates. I do not foresee a

more fundamental transformation of state–society relations directly pro-

voked by inner-city residents’mobilization, and I am reluctant to leap to the

conclusion that inner-city residents’ protests mark the emergence of an

“urban social movement” that promises to change the power structure of

the city, as defined by Manuel Castells (1983).25 Yet, it does indicate

the beginning of a changing discourse in which accumulation through

dispossession is no longer hidden behind the slogan of “development is

the absolute principle”; nor is massive urban displacement considered

unanimously a historical necessity on the road toward a higher modernity.

Inner-city activists and their version of civic territoriality have put forth a

territorial agenda toward redefining the state-dominant property rights
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regime in the inner city and toward recognizing urban residents’ social

rights to the city, regardless of their property ownership status.

A second type of distributional politics emerges at the urban fringe

triggered by the expansion of the metropolitan urban center. Unlike the

confrontational resistance in the inner city, the distributional politics at the

urban fringe features nonconfrontational bargaining and negotiation be-

tween urban governments and villagers. In the rapidly expanding southern

metropolises like Guangzhou and Shenzhen, for example, land-owning

village collectives have skillfully bargained with urban governments. Tak-

ing advantage of the urban government’s desperation for high-speed and

low-cost urban expansion, villagers in the urban fringe have managed

to stay in their village homes and share the fortunes of the growing urban

real-estate market. In these villages, which are dubbed “chengzhongcun” or

“villages in the city,” villagers and village collectives intensify their use of

village land by developing and renting out residential and commercial

projects. Based on reinforced collective identity, consolidated collective

assets, and restructured corporatist organization, these villages have gener-

ated what I call “village corporatism” in the expanding metropolitan re-

gion, and achieved a degree of territorial autonomy. It is a relatively

successful case of territorialization.

Most peasants, especially those at the rural fringe of metropolitan areas,

are not nearly as fortunate as corporatist villagers in the southern metro-

polis. Their struggle for livelihood marks a third type of distributional

politics: the politics of deterritorialization. Between 1990 and 2002, an

estimated 50–66 million peasants lost all or part of their farmland and

homes to local government land grabs and development projects. Protests

launched by aggrieved peasants have been on the rise since the late 1990s.

In 2005, the Ministry of Land and Resources recorded 87,000 protests

related to land grabs, a 6 percent increase from 2004.26 Like their inner-

city counterparts, peasants protest against forced eviction, demand fair

compensation, and request adequate relocation by going through the “let-

ters and visits” system, and by initiating litigation against government

agencies, officials, and developers. Despite their grave plight and the large

number of aggrieved peasants, these protests remain largely fragmented

and localized. A territorial explanation posits that when peasants lose

their land and are forced to relocate, their economic base deteriorates,

collective organization disintegrates, and collective identities are ruptured.

Physical relocation thus leads to economic, social, and cultural deterritor-

ialization. Forced relocation makes it difficult to avoid deterritorialization;

and deterritorialization makes sustainable mobilization a daunting task.
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Many dispossessed and displaced peasants have resorted to individualized

modes of protest, such as physically occupying homes and farms slated for

demolition thus becoming so-called “nail households” (dingzihu). While

the corporatist villagers’ territorialization is built upon reinforced collectiv-

ity, displaced peasants’ deterritorialization is exacerbated by individualized

strategies of self-protection.

Finally, the varied politics of accumulation, legitimation, and distribu-

tion amid urban transformation also produce one another. Competition

over land among various state actors affects and is affected by societal

responses to land grabs. For instance, in the early 1990s, when inner-city

resistance to rampant redevelopment and massive displacement began to

take shape and to slow down redevelopment projects, and as state work

unit, or danwei, land holders proved resilient in the face of moves against

their land control, municipal governments shifted their focus for land

development from the inner city to village land at the urban fringe. In

doing so, they sought to expand the metropolitan region outward, and to

capitalize on both the legitimacy of development zones and on the rela-

tively low political and economic costs of appropriating village land. By the

late 1990s, the “development zone fever” and industrialism was cooling

down. Amid the failure of rural collective industries, and the dramatic surge

in peasant protests against land grabs, policy discourse started to shift from

Deng’s “development is the absolute principle” to Hu and Wen’s concerns

over the “three agricultural problems” and building a “harmonious socie-

ty.” But this turn of political discourse did not produce a linear result

of greater protection of farmers and farmland. Rather, it created a new

platform for power struggles and opened a historical opportunity for

higher-level local state entities such as municipal governments. Under

the emergent discourse, rural townships and their illicit industrial parks

became scapegoats in the new campaign for farmland protection in the

2000s. Municipal governments, with their greater political legitimacy and

organizational resources, took the opportunity to move even more aggres-

sively into the rural hinterland and build new towns of a greater scale on

land previously controlled by rural township governments.

By the mid-2000s, urbanism largely took over industrialism as the basis

for political legitimacy and policy discourse. The decline of rural collective

industries, the expectation of fast returns from urban projects, and the

glamour of urban modernity led local state leaders to pepper their policy

reports with jargon like “city branding,” “urban marketing,” and “global

cities.” The basis for local state-building has conclusively shifted from

industrial parks to urban spectacles. These urban projects took two general
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forms. One was the revival of inner-city redevelopment on a grander scale

than during the previous decade, with brands like “Multinational Corpora-

tion Headquarters” and “Global CEO Clusters.” These commercial–residen-

tial mixed-use projects were expected to boost property values for

municipal and district governments. The second entailed farmland conver-

sion at the rural fringe of the metropolitan region to create “New Cities.”

New Cities tended to be far larger than townships’ industrial estates of the

1990s, ranging up to more than 100 sq km, and affecting much larger

numbers of jurisdictions and residents in the rural hinterland.

As the project of urban accumulation and legitimation through massive

destruction and dispossession got underway, the politics of distribution has

grown even more contentious and widespread in the cities, the country-

side, and areas in-between. The interwoven politics of the urbanization of

the local state and civic territoriality tell the tale of the great transformation

in post-Mao China.

Research design and data collection

This project has stretched out from 1996 to 2007. It did not flow from a

singular research proposal that outlined each step from the beginning to

end. Instead, this project was a process shaped by the great transformation

of China itself from an agrarian to industrial, rural to urban, and socialist to

capitalist-like polity and society. Following the completion of my first book

on overseas Chinese investment in China and its impact on rural industri-

alization,27 I turned my attention to the process of breakneck urbanization,

focusing especially on the relationship between the local state and land

development. Also at this time, the development gap between the coastal

and inland regions became increasingly pronounced, as a result of deep-

ened market reforms. Thus, I extended my research sites from the three

major coastal metropolitan regions (Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou) to

include three inland cities: Chengdu (capital of Sichuan Province), Chang-

sha (capital of Hunan Province), and Zhengzhou (capital of Henan Prov-

ince), and districts, cities, counties, and townships under their jurisdiction.

In these inland cities, I found anxious local state leaders desperate to catch

up with the prosperous coastal cities, and taking even more precipitous

measures than their coastal counterparts to grab land and secure land rents.

Between 2003 and 2007, I also visited Nanjing (capital of Jiangsu Province)

and Jinan (capital of Shandong Province) and returned to Beijing, Shanghai,
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and Guangzhou once again to reassess the changes in these metropolises.

Figure 1.3 shows the places I conducted interviews in China for this research.

It was during this period that widespread instances of contentious poli-

tics triggered by land grabs began to flare up across the country. As the scale

and frequency of protests launched by displaced inner-city residents and

Figure 1.3 Sites of interviews in China (Cartographer: Darin Jensen)
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peasants mounted, I expanded my inquiry from the local state’s urban

strategies to society’s responses to, and active participation in urban trans-

formation, and from the politics of accumulation to that of distribution.

My analysis of society’s self-protection is mainly based on fieldwork in the

metropolitan regions of Beijing and Guangzhou.

The long gestation of this project has its advantages and disadvantages.

On the plus side, I feel more confident making generalized statements

about China’s urban dynamics. I have visited some of my sites multiple

times at different stages in their development process, and have witnessed

changes on the ground. At the same time, the project’s wide spatial spec-

trum means that it does not attempt in-depth study of a single city, or

systematic comparison between two or three sites. Instead, I am able to

build the analytical and comparative axis on a typology of urban places and

territorial dynamics.

To cohere with my emphasis on the importance of cities in understand-

ing China’s transformation, I use place as the analytical anchor. I identify

three types of places and their territorial dynamics that I consider salient

to the analysis of China’s urban transformation. These are: redevelopment

in the urban core, expansion at the urban edge, and farmland expropriation

at the rural fringe of the metropolitan region. To each of these three, I apply

materials from different research sites collected at different times to outline

the changing institutional and historical conditions and the power dynam-

ics among the main players. Accordingly, I have structured this book

in three parts, each part dealing with one type of place and territorial

politics. For each type of place there is a chapter on the local state’s strate-

gies of accumulation and legitimation, and one on society’s strategies for

self-protection.

While the place-based typology of territorial politics between state

and society has general applicability in China, the empirical information

in each chapter is inevitably place-biased. To address this bias, I have

integrated a large amount of secondary data from news sources, official

reports, and Chinese academic and policy research papers that point to

similar phenomena in different regions. While most of the secondary data

does not provide sufficient information for systematic comparison withmy

own data, my long-term observation of China’s urban transformation has

helped to evaluate the secondary data factually, and thus to qualify my

generalizations. I also read the data discursively, so as to reflect on China’s

changing social and political discourses on urban processes.

That this project extended over such a long period, and incorporated so

many disparate sites is really the outcome of a set of compromises, one of
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which derived from the topic itself. There are many widely accessible

sources of information concerning policies, plans, and institutions of

urban development in China. Most large cities count among their tourist

sites grandiose exhibition halls featuring sophisticated, three-dimensional

models of the future city. In a similar vein, developers are eager to take

visitors on tours through their projects and to explain their future plans.

Urban planning officials are always ready to cite statistics on the pace and

scale of urban construction in their cities, and are generous in offering glossy

brochures intended for prospective investors depicting the city’s economic

zones and industrial parks. There are also published laws and regulations on

land use, urban planning, land conversion and circulation, as well as demo-

lition and relocation compensation to which researchers can refer. In other

words, much of the data on urbanization is low-hanging fruit.

Yet, when it comes to the very real struggles among state actors over land

or the operation of local state-sponsored development companies, informa-

tion is not nearly as readily available. The exciting topic of the city’s spec-

tacular future can quickly turn into a prohibitively sensitive subject. The

stream of land-related political scandals that have brought down thousands

of local officials in recent years has made it even more difficult to gather

specific information. Hurdles are thrown up almost as soon as one attempts

to enter into this fraught territory. I have experienced a sudden freeze in

cooperation from local officials in the middle of fieldwork because a high-

ranking local leader was detained in a corruption investigation. Due to the

fluidity of the political context in which research of this type is conducted,

research sites and interviewees frequently chose me, rather than vice versa.

I was compelled to conduct research where I had solid contacts, who then

introduced me to others with whom I was able to build a mutually trustful

relationship. I spent more time with these people talking about the parts

of the story they were familiar with andwilling to disclose. That connection

may or may not have led to other interviews in the same place. Due

to the sensitivity of the topic, carefully nurtured information networks

and informant chains were far more brittle and tenuous when compared

with my earlier study of Taiwanese manufacturing investment in southern

China. As a result, the information gathered for this project was inevitably

fragmented. My task then has been to reassemble disparate threads into

a comprehensible tapestry. While all researchers wear tinted lenses and

make compromises, I found ethnographic work on the politics of land devel-

opment especially challenging.While born out of frustration, as noted in the

Prologue, this book was executed with compromises. I only hope that my
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own frustration and compromises do not obscure my attempt to present the

fascinating complexity of China’s great urban transformation.

Organization of the book

The two main questions I raise in this book are: first, how does the state

and society shape and become shaped by the unprecedented urban transfor-

mation of post-Mao China? And, second, how does space, in the form of

territoriality, play a role in these contested processes? To explore these ques-

tions, I organize the book into three parts around the three types of place

mentioned earlier. I consider these three types of place to be key sites in

China’s urban transformation. As urbanization is a dynamic process rather

than a static condition, these three types of place—the inner city, the urban

edge, and the rural fringe—arenot three isolated containersofhumanactivity

and politics. Rather, they constitute a spatial continuum from the most

concentrated, high-density urban core to the lower density, transitional

zone between the urban and the rural, then on to the rural edge. The bound-

aries between them are constantly shifting, and the dynamics within one

place often trigger changes in others. The place-based typology also has a

strong temporal component. The inner city speaks most strongly for this,

because it has the longest-established settlements and infrastructure, the

most entangled land rights, and the highest stakes in land-rent competition.

The land battle in the inner city is between the socialist past and the present

market economy. The politics of land development in the urban edge, on

the other hand, is a grab in the present for a bet on the future. Local govern-

ment leaders bet on the future by grabbing land at the fringe as reserves

for future urban expansion. Through massive infrastructure investment,

they connect the existing urban core with projects on the urban edge for a

profitable future. At the rural fringe, the temporal element is trickier. Rural

township leaders’ low status in the bureaucratic hierarchy is the root cause of

anxiety over their future power positions. To cope with the uncertainty,

township leaders try to squeeze as much as possible from the present, hence

the large number of small-scale, scattered development projects aimed at

immediate profits.

In each of the three place-based parts of the book, I devote a chapter to

the politics of accumulation and legitimation of local state actors, paired

with a chapter on the politics of distribution initiated by a social group.

While the place-based typology and the pairing of state and social actions is
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by no means exhaustive, this structure serves the dual purposes of anchor-

ing the story line in spatial terms, and providing a theoretical frame for the

political economy of urban transformation in China.

Part I, Redevelopment of the Urban Core focuses on the core area of

metropolitan cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, and provincial capitals

like Changsha and Nanjing. Chapter 2 focuses on land battles in the urban

core between high-ranking state units (or socialist land masters) and mu-

nicipal governments. It argues that while the socialist land masters occupy

premium land parcels inherited from the planned economy, the municipal

government’s authority is reinforced by a modernist discourse, Western

urban planning doctrines, and recent policies that grant authority over

state-owned urban land to the territorial government. Rather than settling

the matter of power in the city, however, municipal leaders’ granted au-

thority is tested and defined by their political, regulatory, organizational,

and moral capacity in negotiations with those above, within, and below

them. The municipal government’s regulatory capacity is especially

challenged by a fragmented real-estate industry that includes players from

state, nonstate, and in-between sectors.

Chapter 3 examines two types of grassroot resistance in Beijing triggered

by inner-city redevelopment. One concerns property rights protests

launched by pre-Revolution private homeowners; the other focuses on

residents’ rights protests by long-term inner-city residents displaced by

redevelopment projects. The homeowners succeeded in recovering their

pre-Revolution homeownership, and their protests quickly escalated to

challenge the more fundamental issue of the state’s exclusive claim over

land and land rents. The displaced residents, on the other hand, framed

their grievances and demands not as property owners, but as residents

whose livelihood is rooted in the inner city. While both groups used

legalistic and territorial strategies to negotiate with the state, and to expand

mobilization networks, the expansion of their demands from property

rights to residents’ rights is particularly meaningful in the pursuit of citi-

zenship rights.

Part II, Expansion of the Metropolitan Region shifts the geographical

focus from the urban center to the urban edge. The type of land at issue

here is rural land owned by the village collective. Chapter 4 outlines the

land battles between expansionist urban governments at the municipal

and district levels, and rural governments at the county and township

levels. The struggle between urban and rural governments is set in the

historical shift in which industrialism has largely given way to urbanism

since the late 1990s. Drawing on the changing political discourse, urban
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governments havemoved to incorporate scattered industrial estates formerly

controlled by rural governments. As a result, the urban fringe becomes a

primary site of capital accumulation, territorial expansion, and consolidation

vital to urban governments’ local state-building projects. The urban govern-

ment’s logic of property-based accumulation and territorial expansion is

materialized through massive-scale mega projects like “New Cities” and

“University Cities” built on former village land in the outskirts of the city.

Chapter 5 turns to the villages located at the urban fringe that have

actually benefited from urban expansion, and looks at the nonconfronta-

tional form of socialmobilization in those sites. Rapid urban expansion since

the 1980s has turned many “villages by the city” into “villages in the city”

and has transformed villagers from vegetable farmers to rentiers, taking ad-

vantage of immigrant-fuelled rental housing markets. These “corporatist

villages,” as I term them, are most successful in Guangzhou and Shenzhen.

Corporatist villages are able to enjoy relative territorial autonomy under the

expansionist regime of the metropolitan government because of their skills

in bargaining with the local state, their strategic location, recollectivization

of the village economy, and reinforcement of village identity. These southern

corporatist villages thus represent a successful case of territorialization.

Finally, Part III, Urbanization of the Rural Fringe moves farther out to the

rural edge of the metropolitan region, where the influence of the metropol-

itan government over its immediate hinterland gives way to low-ranking

township governments exercising informal power over rural land. Chapter

6 focuses on land politics in rural towns. Acting as power and property

brokers between the state bureaucracy and peasants, township leaders try

to avoid scrutiny from above while intensifying downward control over

village land to develop illicit industrial, commercial, and residential pro-

jects. Townships’ power and property brokerage is exemplified by their

issuing of home-ownership certificates that attract buyers of affordable

homes, but are not recognized by the state. Townships’ limited formal

power is secured through construction projects and expanded through

the operation of the black market for property.

Chapter 7 looks at peasants who lost their land to urban expansion in the

last three decades. It seeks a territorial explanation for the gap between

the magnitude of peasants’ grievances and the frequency of protests

on the one hand, and peasant’s mobilizational capacity on the other. It

argues that the mobilizational capacity of peasants is undermined by

the snowball effect of forced relocation. Forced relocation often leads to

the deterioration of villagers’ household financial status, disintegration

of village organization, and rupture of collective identity, all of which
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contribute to village deterritorialization. More specifically, relocation pro-

duces deterritorialization through nebulous compensation negotiations

that undermine mutual trust within villages, phased demolition and relo-

cation that gradually destroys the physical environment as well as village

solidarity, and switching peasants’ status from members of village collec-

tives to urban residents, thereby splitting the villagers’ interests. These

moves weaken the villagers’ potential for successful collective action.

Chapter 8 broadens the scope of this book and makes programmatic

connections both between the urbanized local state and China’s emerging

territorial order, and between civic territoriality and the prospects for grass-

roots mobilization in Chinese cities and the countryside. Both issues are at

the center of the recent property crisis and rural reform. On the former,

I propose that while state power is restructured through the double move-

ment of power decentralization and reconcentration among competing

local states, leading cities of metropolitan regions have come to dominate

the new territorial order. On the latter, two theoretical connections can be

made between civic territoriality and social activism. The first responds to

debates on the relative importance of community and class in urban social

movements; the second examines rural collectivism and suggests that
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while collective land ownership persists in China, peasants’ collective orga-

nization and identity, which are integral to rural collectivism, have been

paradoxically dismantled to a significant extent.
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Chapter 2

Municipal Governments, Socialist Land

Masters, and Urban Land Battles

In June 2000, a district chief in Changsha, the capital of Hunan Province, took me

on a tour of the city. He repeatedly referred to the land under the direct proprietary

control of the district government as “his land.” Knowing my background in city

planning, he also asked for suggestions on developing “his” 500 mu here and

“his” 1200 mu there.1 Before the city tour, I had attended a luncheon with him

and two urban planning officials, a government banker, an architect, and a local

developer. The district chief tried to persuade the developer to abandon a project for

a high-density mixed residential-retail complex on a corner lot in the city center.

He said the district government had plans to build a landmark government office

tower on the highly-symbolic site. But the developer, who was connected with the

military, said there was no way for him to change the plan now that the founda-

tion work had already started. The district chief was clearly disappointed, ending

the luncheon without the customary round-the-table-toasting. So, as he ticked off

his prized possessions of land during the city tour after luncheon, I realized his

control over urban land, nominally under his jurisdiction, was, in fact, far from

total. The urban government’s territorial authority and land control must be

earned as much as granted.

This chapter2 tells the tale of land-centered accumulation politics in the

core area of large metropolitan cities like Beijing and provincial capitals like

Changsha, Jinan (capital of Shandong Province), and Nanjing (capital of

Jiangsu Province).3 These cities host multiple state authorities, including

high-ranking ones, within their jurisdictions. For example, Beijing hosts

both central government and municipal government institutions, and

Changsha provides space for provincial and municipal governments, as

well as some central government units. For municipal governments, the

presence of the high-ranking state and provincial agencies in its jurisdiction

is amixed blessing. It is a political privilege, for sure. Yet the presence of state
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units that are not under the jurisdictional authority of the territorial gov-

ernment presents a significant challenge. There is considerable tension

between the functional (tiao) and territorial (kuai) state systems, and the

urban core areas of these cities, where the state agencies concentrate and

where the land commands the highest commercial values, are at the center

of the drama. Competition for premium land in the urban core is funda-

mental for the territorial government to consolidate its jurisdictional au-

thority. Land competition also transforms the high-ranking functional state

units, such asmilitary units, from landusers to formidable contenders in the

new property market. Land redevelopment in urban centers has thus be-

come the site for the restructuring of the tiao-kuaimatrix of the state power.

The backdrop to this drama is the state’s urban-land tenure. Although

constitutionally enshrined, the state’s ownership of land has remained

unclear in its actual implementation. The law does not specify who

within the state sector might represent the state, legitimately exercise

ownership rights, and profit from land rent. As rapid urban expansion

fueled an upward spiral in the commercial value of urban land in the

1990s, especially in the core areas, intra-state competition over the exercise

of ownership rights intensified.

Two sets of state actors are most active in this intra-state competition for

land. The first consists of the territorial local government and its leaders.

While the State Council has nominal ownership rights over all urban

land in China, territorial governments have regulatory authority over

land-use planning, immediate access to state-owned urban land in their

jurisdictions, and local knowledge. In this chapter, I focus on themunicipal

governments, with reference to district governments at times.4 A second set

of state actors comes from vertically organized functional state agencies

that dominated the tiao-kuai power matrix under the command economy.

These consist of central-level government agencies, party and military

units, utility providers, universities, research institutions, large hospitals

and state-owned enterprises (SOEs). These state units are physically located

within the jurisdiction of municipal governments, while being subject to

the vertical administrative control of the tiao.5 As representatives of the

central state, they have exclusive use and management rights over the land

they occupy. Since the 1980s, they have expanded their use rights over land

granted under the socialist system to de facto ownership rights in the new

land leasehold market, becoming what I call “socialist land masters.”

The land-centered politics of the urban core therefore unfolds as an intra-

state battle over land by these two sets of state actors—municipal govern-

ments and socialist land masters. Their land battle, in turn, conditions
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municipal leaders’ strategies toward territorial consolidation and market

regulation.

Socialist land masters

The role of socialist land masters must first be placed in the context of the

development industry in China. The Chinese Development firms have

wide-ranging ownership and management structures. Officially, there are

two types of development firms: “primary” and “secondary” developers,

defined by their access to land. Those that have direct access to land are

“primary” developers; those that do not are “secondary” developers.

Municipal or district governments and state agencies in charge of

construction establish primary development companies. They are granted

official authority to initiate the process of land-use rights transfer from

current land users, such as state-owned factories or rural villages, to

other users for new projects. They also have the financial responsibility

to turn the so-called “raw” land into “cooked” land,which entails relocation

and compensation negotiation with current land users, as well as invest-

ment in site clearing and infrastructure installation to prepare the site

for new construction. After the primary developers “cook” the “raw” land,

they turn over the parcels to the land bureau of the municipal government.

The land bureau then lists the parcels undermunicipal registration to affirm

the municipality’s land rights, and auctions these rights out to secondary

developers.

Operating alongside legitimate primary developers, in a sizable adminis-

trative gray zone, are other state actors that do not possess formal or

full authority to engage in such ‘primary’ development activities, but do

so anyway through various means. Socialist land masters are among the

most active and powerful in this gray zone.

Under the socialist land-tenure system in the prereform period, a variety

of urban land users, including SOEs, military units, and others listed previ-

ously were allocated land through administrative channels according to

central capital investment plans. These state institutions were subject to

the vertical tiao budgetary and personnel control that was largely beyond

the reach of local governments. As urban land users, they not only held the

use andmanagement rights over the land theyoccupied, but acted as de facto

owners who could make decisions about exchange and transfer of the

land they occupied. Several socialist legacies give these socialist landmasters

Municipal Governments, Socialist Land Masters, and Urban Land Battles

35



two major advantages in the current round of competition for control over

urban land.

The first of these is locational advantage. The socialist land masters,

especially the industrial enterprises, often occupy premium land in

the heart of cities. Motivated by the idea that the socialist city should be

a production center and not a consumption center, economic planners

allocated centrally located land to high-profile SOEs in the 1960s and

1970s. By the early 1980s, industrial enterprises and warehouses occupied

about 30 percent of the core area in Chinese cities, a percentage far higher

than inmost capitalist cities at the time.6 For example, about 5 percent of the

total urban area of Beijing municipality, the core of the city was home to 55

percent of Beijing’s state-owned factories.7 In Shanghai, nearly 60 percent of

the state-owned factories were located in the central part of the city, and

almost 70 percent of industrial workers worked and lived there in 1982.8

A second advantage these socialist land masters enjoy is simply

the quantity of land they control. In the past, because the danwei (work

unit) functioned as the primary channel for social-welfare distribution,

land was allocated not only for factories, warehouses, and office structures,

but also for employee housing, health clinics, day-care centers, and schools.

The logic of soft budgetary constraints also meant that SOEs and other state

danwei bargained hard for more land than they could use because land

came at little cost.9 These entities might occupy several city blocks. On

the eve of the establishment of the land leasehold market in 1988, danwei

compounds occupied large portions of urban cores.10 Ten industrial bureaus

in Shanghai, for instance, controlled more than a quarter of the city’s

industrial land in the 1980s, and established themselves as super land

masters in the 1990s.11

When the pace of urbanization was slow and land rights were rarely

transferred for profit, such a system of urban land control posed few pro-

blems. But the emergence of an urban land-lease market in the 1980s

marked a dramatic shift. Rapid industrialization, urban expansion, and

economic diversification have greatly intensified the competition over

land in the urban core.

The land leasehold market, formally established in 1988, effectively

separated land-use rights and ownership rights. Though ultimate state

ownership remained unchanged, land-use rights could now be legally

transferred as land leases tradable in the market by negotiation, tender,

or open auction.12 Urban land has thus become commodified, even if de

jure privatization of land remains outlawed. By creatingmarket-like compe-

tition for land, and opening up the possibility to profit from rising land
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rents, the commodification of land spurred socialist land masters into ac-

tion. They established land-development companies, and expanded their

rights to include the rental and transfer of land under their control.

The socialist land masters’ large land reserves in the center of the city

are now paying off. As a low-risk strategy, many of them simply transfer

land-use rights to commercial developers and profit by collecting rent. One

analyst estimated in 2001 that only a minority of the land development

companies in Beijing, about 1200 out of 4000 plus, actually engaged in

development projects.13 The rest sold their land-use rights to commercial

developers who did not otherwise have access to the premium land parcels.

An informal network of land brokers has emerged to facilitate land circula-

tion in cities. Among the successful brokers are former staff members from

land-owning state units, and officials with connections to relevant govern-

ment agencies.14

Enterprising and resource-rich socialist land masters have further

expanded their land reserves by consolidating land parcels from many

1. Traditional courtyard housing encroached by new buildings in inner city Beijing

(June 2004)
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different work units under the same administrative head, or by using

insider connections to purchase additional land from SOEs facing bank-

ruptcy. Strong financial backing by the vertical xitong has made such land

accumulation possible. Thus, throughout the 1990s, ambitious land

masters built up land reserves by leveraging the xitong system’s financial

power and by assembling, parcel-by-parcel, large tracks of premium urban

land through intra-state transactions. One of the largest development

group companies in Beijing, Capital Land, has seven listed companies;

one of them is listed on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange. The general

manager of Capital Land, Liu Xiaoguang, who is seen as a guru in Beijing’s

real estate circle, is the former vice chair of Beijing’s Economic Planning

Committee, which had the authority to approve land development pro-

jects. In 2003, Capital Land claimed to have land reserves of 450,000 sq m,

the largest holding in Beijing.15

As a result, nominal state ownership of urban land has not prevented the

emergence of a highly parcelized pattern of land control and management

under various socialist land masters. The fragmentation of land control has

its roots in the planned economy, but takes on newmeaning in the context

of a commodified and competitive urban land system in the post-reform

era. In the 1990s, the socialist land masters would become the most formi-

dable players in the urban land market, and the major challengers to

municipal governments’ regulatory capacity and territorial consolidation

projects.

Municipal government territorial consolidation strategies

Since the early 1990s, urban governments across China have adopted

strategies to consolidate their control over urban land. These include

the promotion of Western urban land economics against socialist land

allocation doctrines, establishment of new government agencies to stream-

line land management, and urban redevelopment projects devised in the

name of “modernization.” I call these City Rational and City Modern

strategies.

The city rational strategy

A horizontal, territorially oriented urban land management regime began

to emerge in the late 1980s, symbolized by the establishment of the

Ministry of LandManagement in 1986. Local bureaus of landmanagement
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were established in ensuing years, and were placed under the supervision

of municipal, district, and county governments. The local bureaus were

granted authority to prepare annual land-use plans, allocate quotas for

farmland conversion into non-farm uses, issue permits for land conversion,

and monitor land-lease sales.16 In 1998, a revised Land Management

Law stipulated that all administratively allocated land parcels must first

be transferred to the municipal government before being leased out to

developers. With these provisions, municipal governments were formally

recognized as the exclusive representative of the state in exercising the right

to transfer land and to profit from its commercial use.17

However, legal recognition of municipal government’s authority over

urban land does not guarantee the successful exercise of such delegated

authority. It is politically risky for municipal authorities to initiate direct

confrontation with powerful socialist land masters over illicit land deals.

Instead, municipal governments have sought doctrinal legitimation from

Western urban planning guidelines. The argument advanced is that urban

planning is fundamentally about realizing the exchange value of land in

themarket and about allocating land inmarket-efficient ways. Accordingly,

the land that yields the highest rent should be used for activities that

generate the highest market value. Since there is a rent gradient from the

urban center to peripheral areas, centrally located land lots should go to the

highest bidders who can generate the highest value from the land.18 High

rent-generating projects are usually real-estate ventures like luxury hotels

and condominiums, retail boutiques, and office-retail complexes, not

mammoth communist-style factories with belching smokestacks.

Since the late 1980s, Chinese urban planners have been trained in

schools using American city planning textbooks.19 Because the principle

of efficiency in urban land use dovetails with the development discourse in

contemporary urban China, the new generations of city planners have

enjoyed the political support of municipal government leaders. Together,

municipal officials and city planners argue that money-losing state fac-

tories and nonprofit institutions like schools and hospitals should be relo-

cated away from the city center to make room for banks, hotels, retail

shops, high-end commercial housing, and office towers. The rapid growth

of the service sector in many large cities in the 1990s has added urgency to

address the problem of suboptimal use of urban land.20 China’s city plan-

ners often compare New York, London, and Tokyo to large Chinese cities to

drive home the idea of inefficient land-use patterns in socialist cities, and

they echo municipal officials’ calls to correct the situation through a more

“efficient” use of urban land based on exchange value.21
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The ‘city rational’ idea also finds its expression in zoning, which specia-

lizes and separates land uses for different categories of urban activities.

Modern urban planners argue that the danwei land-use pattern fragments

land and wastes precious resources, and that the mixed land use of indus-

trial, residential, commercial, and service in danwei compounds makes

it costly to provide adequate public facilities, which often require a large

area devoted to relatively uniform types of use in order to achieve econo-

mies of scale. Also, the mixed land-use pattern in large danwei compounds

makes it impossible to establish a proper land rent gradient for the city as

a whole. The planners urge tearing down the walls of the danwei com-

pounds and integrating them into a unified urban land planning and

zoning system coordinated at the municipal level.22 In short, in the city

rational project, municipal governments adopt the doctrines of efficiency,

centrality, and spatial sorting embodied in capitalist land-use planning

to strengthen their position against socialist land masters in the competi-

tion for premium urban land.

The city modern strategy

Another way municipal officials try to take the city back from socialist land

masters is by initiating redevelopment projects in the old neighborhoods of

the urban core. For decades, many old neighborhoods in Chinese cities

have suffered from a host of problems including high residential density,

deteriorating and increasingly unsafe structures, inadequate sanitation

facilities and kitchenettes, and nonfunctioning neighborhood sewage sys-

tems. To modernize, municipal governments across China have launched

massive urban redevelopment projects in urban core areas since the early

1990s. They have established their own land development companies, and/

or used land as equity shares to partner with commercial developers in

undertaking such projects.

But danwei compounds in the urban center are off limits to municipal

urban planners. Municipal officials are blocked from entering the gated and

guarded compounds. They find it difficult to conduct land surveys and to

gather updated information on land use and land transfers. Residents in

such compounds, most of whom are employees, form a tight-knit commu-

nity and are often reluctant to cooperate with municipal officials and

planners. Danwei leaders, who answer to their supervisors in the vertical

system, resent what they perceive as unwarranted outside intervention

from lower-ranked municipal and district government officials.
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So municipal officials avoid danwei compounds backed by powerful

land masters, and instead initiate urban renewal projects in neighbor-

hoods that are not attached to large state units. As developers supported

by the municipal government tear down old structures and build new

ones, the municipal government redraws the physical boundary of its

authority and reclaims its proprietary and regulatory power over valuable

urban land. Redevelopment projects usually start with land surveys and an

official designation of some buildings as “unsafe” (weifang). Then follows

the demarcation of “redevelopment zones,” land-value appraisal, title veri-

fication, and cadastral registration. Detailed plans for land use and redevel-

opment are made for each redevelopment zone. Licenses are issued for

land-use conversion, real-estate development, construction, marketing,

and sales of the projects. Each of these seemingly mundane administrative

procedures serves to reinforce the municipal government’s control over

the marked land, and the process of its commercial development. The

redevelopment does not change the nominal ownership rights of the

land by the state. Yet, it affirms the municipal government’s proprietary

rights and reinforces its regulatory authority over clearly marked urban

space and defines the reach of municipal authority.

Through this process, the municipal government attains proprietary

rights over specific and clearly marked urban land parcels. One immediate

consequence is that it becomes a signatory to leases with developers.

Through land surveys and cadastral registration, it updates its records of

individual land parcels, and legally incorporates them into the urban land

management system. The claim to proprietorship, more accurate informa-

tion, and regulatory authority reinforce one another in stablishing the

municipal government’s firm control over the urban space. By the end of

the redevelopment process, if everything goes smoothly, the municipal

government will have a clearer inventory of the land it “owns.” It can

then decide which parcel can be sold or exchanged with whom, at what

price. Transaction and development can be taxed accordingly.23

For the municipal government, urban redevelopment is about de-

molishing the old urban spatial structure and installing a new one under

municipal management. It is both a spatial and political project aimed at

territorial consolidation. Through this process of modernizing the city, the

municipal government tries to reclaim control over valuable urban land.

The rush to develop urban land generated a property crisis in the mid-

1990s. After Deng’s historic visit to Shenzhen in the spring of 1992, “devel-

opment fever” swept the country. Not only did building in urban core areas

intensify, a huge amount of farmland on the urban fringe was converted to
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nonfarm uses. Construction booms at the urban core and fringe created

property oversupplies. By the end of 1993, it was estimated that 30–50

million sq m of built floor area was vacant nationwide. Another 50,000

ha hectares of land were undeveloped.24 In 1994, Premier Zhu Rongji

announced an austerity policy, severely cutting the sources of real-estate

finance. Many booming coastal cities were left with skeleton hotels, office

towers, and half-finished condominiums.

The crisis in the real-estate market in 1994 proved to be a turning point in

the urban land battle. Municipal officials blamed socialist land masters and

the fragmentation of the land supply for the excesses of the real-estate

bubble. Municipal policy analysts reported that the oversupply of property

was created by “too many suppliers without a central coordinator in the

market.”25 The first step toward a solution was to identify a “coordinator,”

or market regulator. The municipal government, as the newly designated

manager of state-owned land, so the argument went, was eminently suited

to play such a role. In what follows, I outline the municipal government’s

market regulation strategies and their contradictions, starting from a sketch

of the property market.

Municipal government market regulation strategies

The development industry and the property market

Primary and secondary developers are the main producers in the develop-

ment industry. Though only primary developers are entitled to legally

transfer land lots from original users and develop them, socialist land

masters also build on lots they occupy in the urban core, and then expand

to the urban fringe, where they negotiate directly with villages and build

new factories and commodity housing. In other words, many socialist land

masters are illicit primary developers. Land and territorial struggles between

municipal leaders and socialist land masters in urban cores, as outlined

earlier, can be seen as the battle between two types of primary developers,

one legitimate versus one illegitimate, yet powerful.

Aside from the primary developers, there are a large number of secondary

developers. Secondary developers only have the authority to engage in

projects on already “cooked” land. They can be established by any type of

government unit or private investor. In the case of governmental secondary

developers, finances are derived from bank loans, the budget of the state

unit, transfers earmarked for other expenditures, funds collected through
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their own employees, and/or contractors’ shares in the project. They build

housing or commercial projects on lots they occupy or obtain through

networks, and come to depend on the projects to provide employee hous-

ing, additional workspace for the growing unit, and rental income to boost

their own revenues. It is not uncommon to find hundreds of such develop-

ment firms operated by various units under a singlemunicipal government.

Their internal coffers (xiao jinku) are inaccessible to municipal-level offi-

cials. For example, there were 623 development companies established by

agencies under Beijing municipality in 1995; 108 of them were owned by

state danwei, and 485 were owned by various municipal agencies across

regulatory, service, and public-enterprise divisions.26

Secondary developers also include private firms that have little direct

association with governmental agencies. In the Pearl River Delta in the

south, where the private sector is prosperous, there are quite a few large

private developers who started real-estate ventures in the early 1980s build-

ing commercial housing on low-cost rural land in the urban fringe. They

obtained cheap land through connections with rural cadres. They also

adopted Hong Kong developers’ prepayment scheme, in which home-

buyers put down a large sum as down payment before construction

began. This practice significantly lowered the entry threshold for small

developers, and eventually helped some to grow big by the end of 1990s.

In cities like Beijing, Jinan, and Zhengzhou, and central cities like Chang-

sha, Nanjing, and Wuhan, private development firms were much smaller

and fewer. They became visible only in the early 2000s, during the housing

boom. Many of these firms were established by former managers at state-

owned development companies or former officials from planning and land

management bureaus.27 While private developers in the south started by

building joint ventures with rural cadres for land supplies, their northern

counterparts tended to keep strong roots in the state sector where they

gained professional experience and political connections.

The distinction between primary and secondary developers and between

state and private sectors, however, is not always fixed or clear. Most primary

developers, legitimate and illegitimate, tend to keep land parcels they have

cooked and become secondary developers engaging in project production

and sales at much larger profit margins. In other cases, private secondary

developers collaborate with municipal or district governments to gain

access to well-located raw land parcels and take the lead in site clearing

and relocation negotiation, like primary developers.

The inextricable entanglement of the state, semistate, and private sectors

in the development industry was made more complex in the late-1990s,
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when both primary and secondary developers were restructured. A large

number of primary developers turned into shareholding companies with

multiple shareholders, including central ministries, local governments, and

foreign investment institutions. Some went public, and are listed on stock

exchanges in Shanghai, Shenzhen, and Hong Kong. Many have their new

shareholding structure only partially separated from state shareholders.28

Smaller state agency-sponsored secondary development firms were priva-

tized through open sales, management buyouts, employee shareholding,

and through mergers and acquisitions.29 At the urban fringe, some villages

also recollectivized their land and financial resources to engage actively in

the expanding urban real-estate market (see Chapter 5).

The restructuring of the development industry was undertaken for a host

of reasons. Among themwas the pressure brought by central policies aimed

at restructuring SOEs to improve efficiency, and separate government units

from their profit-making operations. Also, the more robust among state-

sponsored firms pushed for restructuring to gain greater independence.

Other factors included the need to diversify sources of finance, including

funds from international institutional investors, and the failure of small-

and medium-sized township and village manufacturing enterprises, which

then sought new business opportunities in real estate. The diverse set of

reasons behind the restructuring set firms on equally diverse paths of

reform that cannot be understood simply as “privatization.” Out of this

mixed bag of reasons came complex outcomes that contributed to a more

intertwined and convoluted relationship between the state and the private

sector.30

Further, the development industry has its own sets of complexity. Long

product cycles, the need for large amounts of capital, unpredictable

policy changes in zoning, finance and taxation, and fluctuation in other

speculative markets make the development industry especially risky. As a

risk-alleviation strategy, development firms often diversify their project

portfolios and establish multiple independent project-based companies.

These project-based companies may have multiple investors, again with

diverse ownership backgrounds. For example, an upscale shopping mall

in Beijing may have a consortium of investors: the municipal Bureau of

Commerce, which occupied the site originally; a Hong Kong developer

responsible for project design, planning, and management; the investment

company of the district government where the mall is located; the

development arms of another municipal government unit, and a primary

contractor from Hangzhou responsible for construction as well as a signifi-

cant portion of the operation capital for the project. The diversification
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occurs in both directions, as individual firms diversify their investment

portfolio to spread risk, and individual projects take investment from mul-

tiple stakeholders as a means to share risk. Diversification brings a highly

decentralized structure to the industry as a whole, compounding the

complexity of the industry in Chinese cities. A high-level manager at

one of the largest development firms in Beijing admitted that his company,

despite its “leading” position in the industry, contributed only about 3 per-

cent of the total floor area under construction in Beijing between 2002

and 2004.31

The diversification of actors in the development industry has occurred

in parallel with a growing complexity and specialization in the division

of labor among firms. In addition to the standard collaboration between

the financial institutions and development firms, development networks

also include land brokers, loan brokers, companies specialized in relocation

negotiation, planning and design firms, construction contractors, interior

contractors, and marketing and sales agencies in both first-hand and

second-hand markets. These firms, which also vary in ownership structure

and size, are embedded in the web of the development industry. Their

behavior and strategies are informed as much by the scale and scope of

the firm as by its ownership structure.

Also important in China’s development industry is the role of individual

urban residents, who play the dual role of consumers and investors in

the housing market. More than 70 percent of the real-estate development

in China today is in housing.32 Government housing policies that abol-

ished welfare housing and made mortgages available to urban homebuyers

have also been crucial to the expansion of housing production and con-

sumption. High demand for housing for its use value is coupled in

the Chinese context with high household saving rates and limited invest-

ment channels, which raises the exchange value of housing. Housing as

a form of investment and venue for speculation adds an important dimen-

sion to the fragmented real-estate market. The dialectical nature of housing,

which embodies elements of risk-taking speculation and long-term finan-

cial and personal security, continued to draw individual and institutional

buyers and ramped up property prices, especially in major metropolitan

regions. In the housing-centered property market, investors, producers,

and consumers have generated a milieu of investment and speculation,

based on the shared expectation of high returns and optimism over the

continuous growth of urban economies and the property market.

In short, underpinning China’s state-land tenure is a fragmented system

of land supplies. Parallel with the commodification of land is a highly
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2. Housing trade show in Beijing (August 2004)
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decentralized development industry. And, along with urban expansion

come players of diverse backgrounds in the real-estate market. The diverse

backgrounds of market actors reduce the analytical potency of the state/

private dichotomy, and raise the question of how a regulatory regime

operates in such a market. If state agencies also participate in the market,

what kind of regulatory logic is at work? And how does such logic shape

municipal governments’ regulatory strategy and affect their regulatory

capacity?

Land-market regulation in Chinese cities takes on two salient features.

The first is the mutual reinforcement of city governments’ regulatory ca-

pacity and proprietorship of land. The second is the overlapping strategy of

market regulation and state-agent discipline.

The market monopoly strategy

The objective of urban redevelopment is to reclaim urban land parcels in

piecemeal fashion. But municipal leaders’ ambitions go beyond mere

possession of land pieces. They wish to become super landlords, who

own, plan, sell, develop, and regulate all land in the city. Many municipal

government officials I have met agreed that territorial governments should

be made the “real landlords” of their cities. For them, proprietorship is the

guarantee of full regulatory control over land use and access to land rents in

a fragmented and increasingly commodified urban land system. There was

a palpable sense in my interviews with officials that power originates in the

possession of measurable, usable, and tradable land parcels under their

jurisdiction.

Land is essential to local accumulation through its direct connection

with government revenue. As revenue transfers from the central govern-

ment have been drastically reduced in the new budgetary regime of fiscal

decentralization, municipal governments rely on locally generated revenue

to cover infrastructure construction, government overhead, social welfare,

education, and other expenditures. In this context, land-derived revenue

streams become especially important, as they provide direct and increas-

ingly significant contributions to the local state’s coffer. It is estimated

that land-derived revenue accounted for 30–70 percent of total revenues

for most municipal and submunicipal governments in the late 1990s.33

Land revenue comes from two sources. The government-as-regulator

derives revenues from taxes and surcharges on land appreciation and

transactions from various development projects. The government-as-pro-

prietor collects receipts from direct land-lease sales and from renting
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government-built industrial and commercial structures. The latter source of

revenue is more stable than the former because of tax evasion and avoid-

ance. It also costs less to collect revenue from direct sales or rents than from

taxes and surcharges. Most importantly, revenue from lease sales is outside

the formal state budgetary system, and is thus fully retained in the local

coffers.34As a result, local budgetary autonomyhas come to dependon land-

derived revenue, especially receipts from land-lease sales.

To facilitate effective accumulation through land, city governments have

sought to centralize land supplies and land-lease transactions. In 1996,

Shanghai established the Center for Land Development, which was to

function as a land bank for the city. The land bank would purchase land-

use rights, negotiate a profit-sharing plan with current users, and put the

land parcels in a reserve for resale on the market in open-land auctions or

through public tender. A successful land bank could help municipal gov-

ernments centralize land supplies and coordinate land management and

planning.35 In addition, municipal governments hoped to reap a larger

share of the land rent, and establish systematic bookkeeping practices for

land taxation.

This attempt at centralized land supplies was in alignment with the

recent central government policy. In 2001, the State Council announced

a national policy to set up Centers for Land Reserves.36 In May 2002, the

Ministry of Land and Resources issued the No. 11 Ordinance, which made

open-land auctions and public tenders mandatory for commercial develop-

ment projects. In the open-land auction and public tenders organized by

municipal Centers for Land Reserves, developers have to pay the official

rates for land leases, which are on average eight to ten times higher

than privately negotiated prices.37 Open auctions also mean higher com-

pensation rates for relocated residents, larger down payments, and fixed

payment schedules.38 Developers also have to comply more strictly with

land-use regulations, like the density measure called the Floor-Area

Ratio (FAR), which is critical to profit margins and to controlling land-use

density. It sets upper limits on the total floor area that can be built per unit

area in a particular site and land-use zone. The higher the FAR, that is, the

larger the maximum floor area permitted in a given parcel, the greater

the potential profit will be for the developer. Stricter FAR regulations

and other similar measures impacting land prices, development costs, and

profits, led to the No. 11 Ordinance being called a “land revolution.”39

The integration of a municipal regulatory regime and proprietorship

serves the dual purpose of unifying the territorial order and consolidating

the land-centered regime of accumulation under municipal leaders.
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The effectiveness of this strategy of regulation through monopoly is para-

doxically conditioned by the integration, rather than the separation of the

role of the state and market. Also, municipal leaders’ own financial and

political capacity sets limits to the success of such a strategy.

An example of this can be found in the case of the so-called “8–31 Cut-

off.” In 2004, a new national policy was announced in which the govern-

ment threatened to reclaim land parcels that were leased, but were either

not paid for or undeveloped for more than two years. Under the plan, the

municipal Land Reserve Centers were to put these reclaimed land parcels up

for open auction. The deadline for the municipal government to reclaim

these land parcels was set for August 31, 2004. But the “8–31 Cut-off” was a

lot of bark and little bite. In a newspaper interview days after the cut-off, the

director of the Beijing Center for Land Reserves openly admitted that it was

still difficult for the municipal government to reclaim these land parcels.

Even if an agreement could be reached between land leaseholders and the

municipal government, the cost of reclaiming land was often beyond the

means of the municipal government. Regulations required that if the re-

claimed land parcel had already been cleared, the municipal government

must compensate the developers who carried out the preliminary work to

clear the site, including costs associated with compensation and relocation

of evicted residents, leveling the land, and installing power and water. It

was also politically risky to try to reclaim parcels held by developers with

high-level connections. The director said the municipal government had

neither the administrative, financial, nor the political clout necessary to see

the policy through.40

The mediocre results of the drive to centralize land supplies through the

land bank led city governments to ramp up their efforts. Instead of solely

relying on regulatory institutions like the Land Reserve Centers, they

moved to control the more profitable segment of land development. In

November 2002, the Shanghai Municipal Government announced the

establishment of the Shanghai Real Estate Group Company. It was to be

the largest developer in Shanghai. The company was established by the

municipal government headquarter and the Shanghai Communist Party

Committee to merge the municipal land bank with development firms

established by municipal government agencies. A press report described

the Shanghai Real-Estate Group Company “the super aircraft carrier” in

Shanghai’s property market to be deployed in battle against the “great

alligators”—the powerful socialist land masters and their developers.41

In 2007, the Beijing Municipal Government followed suit with similar

grandiose plans.42 In reality, however, the establishment of the Shanghai
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Real-Estate Group Company was followed by highly publicized scandals

over land deals and the removal of government and party leaders, including

Shanghai Party Secretary Chen Liangyu. Both chen and his developer ally,

Zhou Zhengyi were imprisoned.43 Although there was no direct linkage

between the group company and the scandal, it nevertheless damaged

the credibility of the municipal government’s market monopoly project.

It is too early to tell whether Beijing’s attempt will be more successful in

placing the municipal government at the top of the heap in Beijing, one of

the largest and most active property markets in China.

Municipal leaders’ marketmonopoly strategy also faces challenges on the

ideological front. In the new policy discourse of heralding a modern,

service-oriented government, the municipality is expected to be an impar-

tial market regulator, not a stake-holding market participant. As mentioned

earlier, numerous large socialist land masters were transformed into share-

holding companies over the past decade, and now identify themselves as

private firms. Some small- and medium-sized private developers have also

become more visible in the property boom of the 2000s. The new private

sector, consisting of former socialist land masters and their development

firms and smaller developers, now complain about the municipal govern-

ment’s active involvement in land and real-estate markets. They cite con-

flicts of interest, as the municipal government assumes a dual role as market

participant and regulator. In addition, municipal governments find them-

selves accused of violating the “natural law of themarket.”44 The contentious

entanglement between municipal governments and development powers

continue, with the municipal Land Reserves Centers and municipality-run

development companies functioning as bargaining platforms and tools for

market monopoly.

The state agent discipline strategy

The mutual reinforcement of regulatory authority and land proprietorship,

and the dual purpose of regulation and accumulation in the market mo-

nopoly strategy, as outlined earlier, are inseparable from the second feature

of the city’s regulatory regime, namely the overlapping logics of market

regulation and local-state agent discipline.

The two most important elements in China’s land regulation are over-

sight of land-use rights transfers and of conversion of land from agricultural

to nonfarm uses. Most projects need approvals on both counts. Land-use

conversion is regulated through a quota system that allocates land down the

jurisdictional hierarchy from the provincial government to townships.
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Those at the higher levels often take the lion’s share of the quota, leaving

little to rural townships at the bottom. Consequently, most projects in the

rural area are illegal, as townships convert farmland to nonfarm uses well in

excess of their quota allowance (see Chapter 6).

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, authority to approve transfers of

land-use rights laid in different levels of the local government, including

the townships. Lower-level governments retained authority over smaller

land tracts, while higher-level governments made decisions over larger

ones. The fragmented authority over approvals increased bureaucratic

inconsistency and provided space for maneuver. For instance, low-level

governments often divided a large tract of land into several smaller pieces in

order to avoid the scrutiny of supervisory governments. This process was

streamlined since the early 2000s, when lower-level governments’ authority

to transfer land rights was abolished. But this reform did not immediately

create greater coherencewithin the regulatory regime. Power to approve land-

rights transfers at the municipal level remained scattered among several

government agencies, depending on the type of land in question, the current

users, and the typeofnewproject. These agencies,moreover, sometimes have

contradictory interests or mandates, as between the bureaus of landmanage-

ment and urban planning, which belong to separate vertical chains of com-

mand or xitong. The landmanagement bureau takes orders from theMinistry

of Land and Resources, while the urban planning bureau answers to the

Ministry of Construction. The landmanagement bureau carries themandate

over farmland preservation and growth control, while the urban planning

bureau is under constant pressure frommunicipal leaders to plan for growth.

The landmanagement bureau produces annual land-use plans, and allocates

quotas for farmland conversion accordingly. The urban planning bureau

produces yet another set ofplans for urbanexpansion,withoften exaggerated

growth projections. Both sets of plans are legally binding. While the

two agencies share authority to approve land conversion and development

at different stages of a project, conflicts in their mandate often lead to incon-

sistencies in land-use regulation.45 Disagreements prolong the process of

project approval and create legal–administrative gaps in land regulation,

and allow developers to play one bureau against the other in bids for un-

licensed construction and illegal projects. The disagreements are not always

principled, either—they are known to compete with one another to issue

permits to their respective client developers.46

Adding to the challenges facing city leaders, below the municipal gov-

ernment are district governments and county governments. Almost all

submunicipal governments have their own development companies and
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many have more than one such setup. Shanghai, for example, is known for

its powerful district governments, which hold premium land in the central

districts of the city. The Shanghai Municipal Government delegates author-

ity to the district government over land use, including the right to make

land use and urban development plans, approve development projects,

negotiate land-lease sales, and sign leases directly with developers. The

district governments are allowed to retain as much as 85 percent of the

total revenue from land-lease sales.47 As a result, district leaders have aggres-

sively taken on new development projects. Each has tried to create its own

downtown for premium commercial land rents, embarking on ambitious

projects to turn old neighborhoods into new commercial complexes. Thus,

Shanghai and other large cities now boast multiple “Central Business

Districts” (CBDs) built by competing district governments, some of which

donot reflect themunicipality’s development plan. This type of competition

persistently threatens to undermine the property market by creating a glut

of office or condo space. Internal fragmentation also tends to debase the

municipal government’s territorial ambition to unify land supplies under

the municipal leadership. Therefore one critical tool of regulating the

property market is to trim cadres’ formal authority over land, and intensify

the scrutiny over cadres’ Formal authority over land, and intensify the

scruting over cadres’ illicite operations in the property market.

However, the combined measures of market regulation and cadre disci-

pline have created new dilemmas for municipal leaders. The municipal

leader’s multi-purpose market regulation aimed at territorial consolidation

and effective accumulation often run at counterpurposes. The need

to discipline local cadres over land conversion and transfer is often com-

promised by the need to maintain growth and overall GDP performance.

Municipal leaders publicly condemn disorder in the land supply, but

they nevertheless rely on impressive urban construction projects and

the GDP figures they generate to stay in the good graces of their supervisors.

Implementation of the No. 11 Ordinance in Beijing is a telling example

of this dilemma. In 2002, when national policy demanded open auctions

and public tender of land parcels for commercial development projects,

most municipal leaders allowed some kouzi, or exceptions to the new rules.

In Beijing, the Municipal Government left open four such kouzi, allowing

privately negotiated land-use rights transfers for four types of projects.

These included building in the green belt zones, small town construction

on farmland in the urban periphery, reconstruction of unsafe housing

(weifang gaijian), and high-tech industrial parks. As it turned out, most

development projects fell into one of the four categories and were
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supported by suburban counties or municipal districts. Thus, most

land leases in Beijing continued to proceed through closed-door negotia-

tion rather than open auction.48 Shanghai permitted similar exceptions.49

Hence, the overlapping logics of market regulation and local cadre disci-

pline frequently led to compromises on both fronts.

In short, the market monopoly regulatory strategy was compromised

by municipal leaders’ political and financial capacity, and the dual strate-

gies of market regulation and cadre discipline was undermined by political

legitimation rooted in growth.

Urbanization of the local state

How does the land-centered urban politics in China differ from the land

politics in Western capitalist cities, if at all? The capitalist “urban growth

machine” in US cities, for example, is driven by a coalition of local politi-

cians, private developers, and local media and professional groups. This

growth coalition is built on the bedrock of the ideology and institutions of

private property ownership, and private developers seem to play a domi-

nant role.50 In Chinese cities, under state-land tenure, the driving force of

the urban growth machine is competition and coalition among different

segments of the state, while other sectors are much less prominent than

in the American case. Butmy intention here is not to compare two opposite

models of socialist “state-led urbanization” and capitalist “market-led ur-

banization.” Rather, I focus on the territorial politics between different sets

of state actors and their embrace of political, administrative, and market

logics in the struggle for control of land. I would reframe the question from

“does the state play a dominant role in China’s urbanization, and how?” to

“how does urbanism, as a physical and ideological construction, shape and

become shaped by the dynamics of local state-building in Chinese cities?”

The mutually constitutive processes of urban construction and local

state-building can be discerned in several areas. First, land development

shifts the object of political bargaining between the central and local states.

The land-centered regime of local accumulation in the reform era differs

from the regime of accumulation under the planned economy. Under

the planned economy, urban politics was primarily a struggle over budget

allocations divvied out through the vertical tiao system by planners in

Beijing or provincial capitals. But land, as the new object of urban-resource

competition, is eminently local. The immobility of land and its physical

attachment to the territory makes competition over land an inherently
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local affair. Land gives local-state actors an incomparable leverage in this

new round of resource competition and bargaining.

Second, land development is decisive for the local state’s consolidation

of territorial authority and exposes the contentious nature of local state-

building processes. In their competition with socialist land masters over

urban land control, municipal leaders’ success depends on their political

capacity to deal with socialist land masters from above. In their attempts to

centralize and regulate the fragmented local-land market and development

industry, success depends on their regulatory capacity to monopolize the

market and discipline lower-level state agents. Land development has

therefore become the arena of local state-building.

In the literature on local states in post-Mao China, local-state power

is often treated as a natural outcome of top-down fiscal and administrative

decentralization policies.51 But the translation of centrally granted power

into the actual exercise of territorial power is largely missing from the

literature. The concreteness of land and territory help to reveal the con-

tentious process of decentralization, which, as a grand policy scheme, does

not guarantee expanded local-state power. While municipal governments

enjoy the delegated authority to manage urban land and coordinate

the land market, it remains an open question whether municipal govern-

ments will be able to convert such delegated authority into the effective

exercise of territorial power. In this process, municipal leaders face chal-

lenges and opportunities to define and defend the boundaries of their

territorial power, and to test and build their governing capacity. Thus,

land development is the arena for, yet not a guarantee of, local state-

building.

Urban development projects expose the contingencies in local state-

building processes while also conditioning their results. In this sense, the

local state does not necessarily “lead” the process of urbanization, but

rather, the local state itself is urbanized. As landed politics dominate the

municipality, urban land agendas become the primary preoccupation of

municipal leaders. They consolidate their power base through land reserves

and urban construction projects, establish their political identity as urban

builders and promoters, and build political legitimation through urban

modernity, construction-based GDP growth, and city image making.

Despite the conflicts and competition for land among various state actors

in the city, urbanism seems to have provided a unifying ideology for the

political elite.

But what about thosewho are excluded from the urban fortune, andwhose

exclusion is a necessary component of urban accumulation? In the past
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decade, urban agendas have not only dominated state politics, but have set

the parameters for the relationship between the state and society. The relent-

less pursuit of accumulation in the 1980s and 1990s exposed municipal

governments to mounting challenges to their legitimacy as social protec-

tors.52Anew challenge, beginning in the early 2000s, came from the growing

numbers of residents affectedbyurban redevelopment projects. InChapter 3,

I turn to the contentious politics between the urbanized municipal govern-

ment and dispossessed residents in the core of Beijing.
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Chapter 3

Grassroots Resistance: Property

Rights and Residents’ Rights

In June 2006, I met a technician from a state enterprise in Beijing, who was one

of the major organizers of the so-called Grand Litigation of Ten Thousand

Plaintiffs that took the Beijing Municipal Government to court in 2000 for illegal

demolition of inner-city homes. In his early fifties, Lao Shi1 was sharp and

eloquent. He recounted in detail the protest actions he had undertaken since his

own home was demolished in 1996. Lao Shi had taught himself law and helped

many other displaced residents sue the government, which had put him on

the government’s blacklist. During periods of high political tension, as during

the annual meeting of National People’s Congress and Political Consultative

Conference every March, Lao Shi was under surveillance twenty-four hours

a day. Policemen have even escorted him on his long commute between his new

home and work. I asked Lao Shi if he was afraid of what might happen to him. He

replied: “No. Why should I be afraid? I do not disrupt social order and I have been

following the law. Everything I did was legal. It is the government that has

violated the law.”

This chapter is about activists like Lao Shi and their strategies for self-

protection in the process of urban redevelopment. The politics of land-

centered accumulation in the core of large cities presented in Chapter

2 is made more complex by the vigorous politics of distribution initiated

by displaced urban residents. These city residents organize themselves

to challenge municipal governments’ attempts to monopolize urban

land, and to decry neglect of the state as a social protector at the moment

of violent destruction of homes.

Again, municipal governments’ legitimation dilemma is tied to state

land tenure, which is assumed to be a defining feature of state socialism.

In fact, state land tenure was never formally legalized during the Mao era.

The stipulation that “all urban landbelongs to the state” didnot enterChina’s
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Constitution until 1982. Subsequently, with the establishment of the land-

leasemarket in 1988, the state’s land tenurewas further reinforced through its

monopolistic authority over land acquisition and circulation. The legaliza-

tion of the state’s land tenure and the state-controlled process of land com-

modification in the 1980s were followed by accelerated urban growth and

skyrocketing land prices in the 1990s, hence urbanizing the local state, and

fortifying the land-based regime of accumulation.

Local accumulation projects dependent on land acquisition and devel-

opment have spawned twin legitimation dilemmas for urban governments.

The first legitimation dilemma stems from the ambiguity of state land

tenure amid market transition. Under state socialism, private property

was socialized through political campaigns, not legislation, and did not

present a legitimacy issue at the height of state socialism. That situation

began to change, when, beginning in the 1990s, urban governments and

their development branches benefited enormously from skyrocketing land

rents. Widespread social protests began to challenge urban governments’

abuse of their underdefined authority to represent the state’s claim over

urban land and the monopolization of land rents.

The second dilemma posed by the land-dependent local state mode

of accumulation arises through the process of land acquisition, one defined

by physical destruction. Social activism escalates at themoment of physical

destruction of places. Large-scale land acquisition to clear space for urban

mega-projects cannot proceed without abrupt and massive destruction of

homes, jobs, and communities. In the desperate pursuit of rapid accumula-

tion through wholesale destruction, urban governments have been reluc-

tant to take responsibility for social protection.

The twin legitimation dilemmas have generated two types of housing

protests in large cities: property rights protests and residents’ rights pro-

tests. Property rights protestors were private homeowners in the prerevolu-

tionary era, whose property was appropriated by the Beijing Municipal

Government. In the 1990s, these former homeowners launched protests

against the municipal government to demand property restitution. They

framed their grievances historically. Under state socialism, they were ex-

cluded from welfare housing because of their status as members of the pre-

Revolution propertied class. During the period ofmarket reforms, they were

excluded again from the land-lease markets because of the state monopoly

over land rent. Property rights protesters demanded that the government

repay its historic debt and restitute their former property. Beijing’s

property rights protesters were successful in recovering their family

homes after years of struggle. While their success has significant
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implications for other types of grassroots mobilization in China, it is im-

portant to note that their rare success was limited by the sterilization and

bureaucratization of their rights claims.

Residents’ rights protests emerged out of the process of massive

destruction in the absence of social protection. The protagonists in

this case are called chaiqianhu, which means literally “evicted house-

holds whose homes were demolished.” This group of protesters includ-

ed property owners and tenants. Unlike property rights protesters, who

shared a class identity as property owners, chaiqianhu protesters shared

a territorial identity as urban residents. Residency was the physical

anchor for the quotidian support networks of job, family, community,

and urban services—the life-worlds—of city residents. Physical destruc-

tion of homes was thus destruction of the life-world of chaiqianhu.

Based on such framing, protesters demanded reconstitution of their

life-worlds in the city. Central to their demands were not merely legal

rights over private property, but also social rights to a livelihood.

3. Destruction in Jinan (December 07)
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Urban housing protests have been explosive in the inner city. Neighbor-

hoods have high population densities with long-term resident complex

land-use patterns and ownership rights entanglements. Inner-city areas

are also highly coveted for redevelopment because of their premium loca-

tion and high commercial value. Residents in the urban core have been

among the most vocal in challenging the legitimacy of urban governments

and the land-based regime of accumulation. In this chapter, I focus on

property rights protests and residents’ rights protests in the core of Beijing

in the 1990s and 2000s.

Property rights protest

The group that best represents property rights protests in Beijing is comprised

of biaozhunzu homeowners. Biaozhunzu, which means literally “standard-

rent housing,” refers to rental housing at municipal government-imposed

standardized rents. These houses were privately owned in the prerevolution-

ary era and subsequently confiscated by the municipal government and

turned into public housing managed by municipal housing agencies2.

The socialization of private homes dates from the late 1950s, when the

number of state agencies and employees in Beijing grew rapidly and

the municipal government undertook a series of measures to meet the

growing housing demand. In the 1960s, as the socialist construction cam-

paign heated up, the State Council announced, “all private-state joint

ventures should be reconstructed as SOEs, and capitalists’ interests should

be totally abolished.”3 Party officials likened privately owned homes to

private enterprises and set out to reform both under the banner of socialist

reconstruction, or gaizao. The policy of socializing private property and the

subsequent Cultural Revolution politicized property ownership and radica-

lized the campaign against private ownership.4

During the Cultural Revolution, Red Guards posted red signs on the

doors of private homes that read: “Order: Private homeowners should

submit their deeds. Those who disobey this order shall be killed without

exception.” Private homeowners handed over their deeds to avoid further

harassment and humiliation by Red Guards. Upon submitting their deeds,

they received small wooden plaques, acknowledging that they had relin-

quished their property, which they would hang on the front door, hoping

to keep the Red Guards away. Nevertheless, many were subsequently forced

from their homes and from Beijing after struggle sessions.
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As a result of political campaigns during the Cultural Revolution, a

third of Beijing’s housing stock, about 510,000 rooms of courtyard-style

housing belonging to over 80,000 families was converted into rental hous-

ing and came under the management of the Municipal Housing Bureau.5

Homeowners, if lucky enough to stay in their own homes after the

struggle sessions, were forced to give their tenants the larger and brighter

main rooms of the houses, while they were forced to move into the

darker, smaller, damp, and north-facing rooms previously used by servants.

Socialization of private property was thus completed through political

marginalization, social ostracization, and moral degradation of private

homeowners.

Historically framed grievances over double exclusion

In 1983, at the onset of market reforms, the Beijing municipal government

announced a policy to return houses to their former owners. But the

restitution policy had a catch: current tenants had the right to continue

living in the units while paying government-imposed standardized rents,

which were between 5 and 10 percent of market prices. The term biaoz-

hunzu was adopted at this time.6 The owner and tenant were to sign a

government-issued standard lease that specified the rent rates but not the

duration of the lease.7 Biaozhunzu owners felt the municipal government’s

restitution policy offered only nominal property ownership without the

substance of ownership rights, namely the right to use, dispose of, and

profit from their property.

Biaozhunzu owners grievances ran deep. Under socialism, their status as

private property owners was a political stigma that also deprived them of

welfare housing allocation. Neither their work units nor the municipal

housing bureau felt responsible for their housing. As a result, housing

conditions among biaozhunzu homeowners were among the worst in Beij-

ing in the prereform era. The 1983 restitution policy raised hopes but did

not provide homeownership in any substantive sense. Compounding the

resentment, biaozhunzu owners were denied the profits generated from

their property, as land values in the urban center skyrocketed in the

1990s and the municipal government and its development arms reaped

windfall profits from inner city redevelopment. The dual exclusion from

socialist welfare housing in the 1960s and 1970s and from the property

market in the 1990s enraged the biaozhunzu owners.

In the late 1990s, the pace and scale of inner-city redevelopment began to

accelerate. Large areas of traditional courtyard housing within the second

The Great Urban Transformation

64



ring road in Beijing, where most of the biaozhunzu housing was located,

were demolished. The demolitions alarmed biaozhunzu owners in twoways.

First, according to the municipal government’s relocation compensation

scheme, biaozhunzu tenants who lived in houses to be demolished were

offered 100,000 to 200,000 yuan per household in relocation compensa-

tion and some received relocation housing elsewhere. Biaozhunzu owners,

however, most of whom lived elsewhere, were entitled only to monetary

compensation for the building materials of the house, and not for the land.

Nor were they entitled to relocation compensation because they typically

did not live in the house that was to be demolished. In other words, while

tenants were entitled to relocation packages, owners were granted much

less compensation in the event of demolition. Second, demolition essen-

tially eliminated biaozhunzu owners’ property rights. Most biaozhunzu

owners had submitted their titles to the Red Guards during the Cultural

Revolution, so the only proof of ownership was the house itself. The

restitution policy gave owners renewed legitimacy and raised expectations

that they would be vindicated with full ownership rights, as long as the

house existed. But once the house was razed, the only evidence of their

property rights claims disappeared. While the biaozhunzu owners’ grie-

vances originated from the socialist past and intensified during the initial

phase of market reform, it is the contemporary process of massive destruc-

tion of old homes that triggered a sense of urgency to fight back.

Strategies

Collective action did not take shape until the late 1990s, after half

the original biaozhunzu housing had been demolished. Discouraged by

rent-control provisions favoring tenants, many biaozhunzu owners had

abandoned their houses or sold them to the Municipal Housing Manage-

ment Bureau for as little as 150 to 200 yuan per room. Consequently, half of

the 510,000 units fell under direct control of the Housing Bureau and were

demolished to make way for redevelopment projects. By the late 1990s,

with land prices skyrocketing, the stakes involved in losing a house had

grown much higher for the remaining biaozhunzu owners.

Encouraged by the emerging political discourse of the rule of law, and the

drafting of the Property Rights Law, biaozhunzu owners began to demand

recovery of their family property. Legitimacy, they claimed, was granted by

the government’s restitution policy, and their goal was merely policy im-

plementation. They began their protests by filing lawsuits individually

against tenants. The 1983 restitution policy had stipulated that if tenants

Grassroots Resistance: Property Rights and Residents’ Rights

65



or their spouses had allocated housing elsewhere, tenants must return the

biaozhunzu rental units to the original owners. The tenants’ adult children

were to move out of the units as well. Many biaozhunzu tenants had other

housing allocated by their work units. But very few volunteered to give up

and move out of their biaozhunzu housing because of the low rent and the

prospect of earning up to 200,000 yuan in compensation if, or when,

redevelopment came to the neighborhood. Tenants were discreet about

their allocated housing elsewhere in order to keep their cheap rental units.8

The burden of proof to disqualify tenants fell on the homeowners,

leading some to visit tenants’ danwei to inquire whether their tenants had

allocated housing elsewhere and to spy on tenants and their family mem-

bers. But even when they managed to collect sufficient evidence for liti-

gation against their tenants, tenants would plead in court that their

allocated housing elsewhere was too small or inadequate. These conditions

often exempted tenants from the rules regarding the return of their rental

units to the original owners.9 As a result, very few biaozhunzu owners won

cases against tenants.

Biaozhunzu owners came to realize that in order to reclaim their property,

they needed to change their approach; individualized legal actions would

not work. They decided that the key to resolving their problemwas to point

to the municipal government’s commitment to provide relocation housing

for their tenants and thereby to pressurize the municipal government to

force tenants to vacate their houses.

They launched their first collective action in February 2001 through the

xinfang (writing petition letters) and shangfang (visiting government agen-

cies) mediation channels with three initial demands. These were: an in-

crease in rental rates and an eventually lifting of the rent cap; inclusion

of owners in the relocation compensation package; and use of government

funds to relocate the tenants and full restitution of homes to their original

owners. Over a period of four years they insisted on “lawful resistance,”

visiting various government offices10 and writing letters and petitions regu-

larly. They also organized themselves into several shangfang groups and

would go to every prescheduled weekly or biweekly visitor reception day

at different government agencies.

Biaozhunzu owners’ persistent xinfang and shangfang actions were com-

plemented by some less common forms of protest. They submitted an

application to organize a Private Property Owner Association and twice

requested permission from the Public Security Bureau to hold street rallies

involving several hundred people. As expected, none of these applications

was approved,11 but the message seemed, nonetheless, to have gotten
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through. The protesters managed to attract media coverage and support

from activists, artists, and academics whowere concerned about the histori-

cal preservation of the courtyard housing in inner-city neighborhoods.

In August 2001, the Beijing Municipal Government announced that biaoz-

hunzu homeowners were entitled to 15 percent of the total relocation

compensation. With additional pressure, the rate was subsequently raised

to 20 percent. “It was like a tube of toothpaste,” one activist said. “Each time

you squeeze it, you get a bit more.”12

Conditional success

By the end of 2002, pressure on the Beijing Municipal Government

to resolve urban conflicts began to mount. The increasing frequency and

scale of urban protests had slowed redevelopment projects, causing inner-

city protests to become not just a legitimation but an accumulation issue as

well. Beijing’s city leaders began to take steps toward resolving urban social

conflicts and made the restitution of biaozhunzu homes a priority. In 2003,

a new policy entitled owners to full relocation compensation equal to what

biaozhunzu tenants received. Biaozhunzu owners were emboldened by this

success and pressed their case further, extractingmore concessions from the

municipal government, including a rise in rent rates and eventually the

lifting of the rent cap.13

In addition, between 2002 and 2003 more than a dozen guidelines

were issued by various municipal agencies to district offices responsible

for financing and building relocation housing for biaozhunzu tenants.

Some of these guidelines were issued by high-level offices, such as the

Municipal Government Office, which have the authority to coordinate

tasks and assign responsibilities to various functional agencies. Other

guidelines were issued by individual functional departments that dealt

with operational details, such as deriving the formula for calculating relo-

cation compensation, or for determining the eligibility of tenant families

for various compensation and subsidy packages. Seven biaozhunzu protest

representatives were even invited to participate in a “communication

meeting” with government officials organized by the Municipal Office of

Letters and Visits. The purpose of the meeting was to review the biaozhunzu

owners’ suggestions on restitution policies. A public-relations coup for

the municipal government, the move also delivered concrete results for

biaozhunzu owners.

Between September 2003 and February 2004, the first groups of biaoz-

hunzu tenants moved into relocation housing built by the municipal and
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district governments, and 4000 biaozhunzu homeowners, including the

protest representatives, were handed back full possession of their houses.

In 2004, the municipal government listed the restitution of all biaozhunzu

homes on its list of “Fifty-Six Concrete Tasks” that it would prioritize that

year. The government also announced it would spend 2 billion yuan in

housing subsidies and relocation housing for biaozhunzu tenants in order to

persuade them to move out of biaozhunzu units and return the homes to

their previous owners. By the end of 2004, a total of 13,095 units, or 95.7

percent of biaozhunzu homes, had been returned. The term biaozhunzu,

according to the media, “had entered the history books.”14

Biaozhunzu owners’ actions have been the most successful urban protest

recorded in Beijing to date. But their success must be qualified

and contextualized. Since 2000, at the beginning of each year, the

Beijing Municipal Government has announced a list of “concrete tasks”

for the year. While most of the tasks are desirable improvements to the

urban environment, they are also highly visible, performance-oriented,

well-defined, and confined projects. While these projects are spread

widely over policy areas, their associated costs are relatively low compared

with the political gain they provide for municipal leaders. The restitution

of biaozhunzu houses, as one of the Fifty-Six Concrete Tasks of 2004,

was listed side by side with other programs like providing more public

Internet booths and wi-fi access under the “Digital Beijing” campaign,

building more public toilets, and abolishing bicycle license fees.15 The

results of these programs can be measured in quantitative terms, itemized

in achievement reports, and converted to points in municipal leaders’

performance evaluations. Selection of the “key tasks” automatically mar-

ginalizes other pressing issues in the city, and achieving predefined targets

effectively closes the case on the issue at hand. Thus, once the biaozhunzu

matter was ticked off as accomplished, other related issues of property

rights ceased to hold legitimacy and restricted, subsequent pursuit of the

issue. Such conditional success can be illuminated by two more episodes of

property rights protest in Beijing.

The biaozhunzu homeowners’ successful movement occurred at about the

same time as the failure of another group of protesters, called jingzufang

owners. Jingzufang, which means “state-managed rental housing”, was

socialized in the 1950s and 1960s under “policy opinions” and political

campaigns. Jingzufang homeowners also suffered political marginalization

under socialism and were enraged by their exclusion from socialist welfare

housing and from the property market under the reform. They too sensed
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the threat of the loss of their houses as the redevelopment bulldozers

approached, and hoped to regain possession of their family property.

But, unlike the biaozhunzu, which was a local policy specific to Beijing,

socialization of jingzufang was part of a national campaign and was imple-

mented in large cities throughout China. Under the socialization policy, all

private homeowners were to lease their houses to the state, and the state

would reallocate the houses to tenants, hence the term“state-managed rental

housing.”16While the state was responsible for maintenance and kept 60–80

percent of the rental income, homeowners received the rest of the rent.

During the Cultural Revolution, private ownership was heavily politicized

and private property owners were morally condemned. The Housing Man-

agement Bureau stopped paying rents to jingzufanghomeowners at that time,

citing capitalist exploitation. The halting of rent payments to homeowners

was further supported by several central policies that stripped jingzufang

homeowners’ entitlement to rental income, and of their rights to request

the return of their houses. Their rights to use, dispose of, and profit from

property were effectively abolished. Like biaozhunzu owners, jingzufang own-

ers were also excluded from welfare housing under state socialism. But the

reforms of the 1980s brought explicit central policies affirming the state’s

ownership of jingzufang.17

In short, the main difference between biaozhunzu and jingzufang lies at

the root of their political legitimacy at different levels of the state. Biaoz-

hunzu was legitimized by socialist ideology and imposed by political cam-

paigns during the Cultural Revolution. Much of the system’s legitimacy

faded with the market reforms and the official reassessment of the Cultural

Revolution in the post-reform era. On the other hand, jingzufang as a

national policy has enjoyed systematic endorsement by central authorities

even after market reforms began. The political legitimacy of the jingzufang

system was affirmed by a series of central policies that established state

ownership in increasingly explicit language.

The central government’s endorsement of state ownership of jingzufang

provided the legitimacy for local states to exercise authority over prime

tracts of real estate in Beijing. The municipal Housing and Property Man-

agement Bureau subsequently established HousingManagement Centers at

the district levels. These financially independent Housing Management

Centers had strong incentives to monopolize the process of inner-city

redevelopment. They sought to remove residents, clear sites, and sell the

land-use rights to developers for high-yield commercial projects. Because of

the proclaimed state ownership of jingzufang, business-minded officials of

Housing Management Centers could negotiate relocation compensation
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with the current tenants of jingzufang to make them move.18 Many of the

tenants were long-term state employees with extensive connections in

Beijing’s bureaucratic networks; some were high-ranking government offi-

cials in influential state agencies. Because they had lived in jingzufang units

for two or three decades and many had made investments by building

additional rooms in their courtyards, the tenants had come to view rental

housing as their own.When somemoved out of their old neighborhoods in

the 1990s, they leased out the house, further complicating the property

rights entanglements of jingzufang. Meanwhile, officials at the Housing

Management Center would not bother to involve the pre-Revolution jing-

zufang owners in the negotiation process, since their rights were not offi-

cially recognized, nor were they physically occupying the houses in most

cases.

The entanglement of proclaimed state ownership, local state agencies’

interests in these tracts of prime real estate, and well-positioned tenants

made it exceedingly difficult for jingzufang owners to pursue restitution of

their houses. Yet, encouraged by the successes of biaozhunzu owners, jing-

zufang owners began to mobilize in the early 2000s. They adopted similar

protest strategies as biaozhunzu owners, including a shift from individual

litigation against tenants to collective visits and petition letters to govern-

ment agencies, soliciting media attention, and allying with professionals

and preservationists. Nevertheless, the restitution of jingzufang was never

put on the Beijing Municipal Government’s policy agenda, and the collec-

tive actions did not bring them any closer to recovering their property.

The marginalization of the jingzufang issue and the failure of jingzufang

owners’ mobilization serve to illustrate the limits of biaozhunzu mobiliza-

tion as well. The biaozhunzu issue was confined to a particular group

of residents in Beijing, whose experience could not be transferred to other

groups with similar grievances and demands. Nor did the success of biaoz-

hunzu protests represent a challenge to a property rights regime that gives

state representatives the dominant position. On the contrary, it was be-

cause of the bureaucratization and sterilization of the issue that biaozhunzu

owners won their houses back.

The limits of biaozhunzu protesters’ success could also be seen in their

inability to sustain their action. After initial success, biaozhunzu protestors

tried to expand their agenda from property restitution to a more complete

set of rights over the houses they now owned. Biaozhunzu homeowners,

who had just moved back to their inner-city homes after years of struggle,

found themselves under threat of losing their homes once again. In the

mid-2000s, with the 2008 Olympic Games approaching, housing and land
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prices in Beijing continued to soar, triggering a renewed frenzy of demoli-

tion of old houses in the inner city. In response, Biaozhunzu owners

launched a new campaign demanding land-use rights certificates, and a

clarification of “land-use rights”.

Under China’s state land-tenure system, land users have use rights,

but not ownership rights. Private homeowners’ property rights are limited

to ownership of the house. As for the land underneath the house, the

owners have only “use rights”. While the substance of homeowners’

land-use rights was left ambiguous, the issue was neglected and exploited

by urban government officials. During the first twenty years of inner-city

demolition for redevelopment, compensation for dislocated households

was calculated on the basis of relocation costs for tenants and building

materials for owners. The value of the land was not included. Low compen-

sation helped reduce the cost of premium land parcels in the urban core to

about 1–5 percent of their market value.19

Biaozhunzu owners perceived the immense gap between the compensa-

tion they received and the value that the land commanded in the market as

immensely unfair. They demanded to expand their rights over the land, not

just the house. Opting to eschew a head-on confrontation with a funda-

mental constitutional stipulation, they confined their demands to clarifica-

tion of land-use rights. But they argued that use rights included the right to

dispose of the land and the right to profit from land sales. In other words,

by avoiding explicit mention of de jure ownership rights over land, private

homeowners chose to expand the meaning of “use rights” to include de

facto ownership rights. Notwithstanding this rhetorical strategy, the pro-

testers posed a direct challenge to the legitimacy of the land-dependent

regime of local accumulation. Because it touched upon the core of the

mode of accumulation, the new battle proved to be much tougher.

The first step toward the clarification of land-use rights is the affirmation of

such rights. According to the Land Management Law, the Land Management

Bureaus are supposed to issue land-use rights certificates to legitimate land

users. Former biaozhunzu homeowners were entitled to such certificates, but

found that themunicipal government was reluctant to issue the critical certi-

ficates. Without the certificates, the homeowners were in a weak bargaining

position when it came to negotiating demolition and relocation compensa-

tion. As of 2006, only about 200homeowners, including the protest represen-

tatives, out of 40,000 legitimate privatehomeowners, received land-use rights

certificates. There was still a catch. On the certificate, the type of land-use

rights needs to be specified, and there are only four legally recognized cate-

gories to choose from: administrative allocated land, leased land, land as an
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equity share, and rental land. None of the four fits the case of biaozhunzu

houses. Officials of the municipal Land Management Bureau first filled the

blankwith “administrative allocated land”. But administrative allocated land

canbe takenbackby the statewhenever the state claims it. Additionally, small

print on the certificate indicated that the land-use rights certificates could not

be used as collateral for bank loans. Biaozhunzu owners protested again

through letters and visits. At the end the Land Management Bureau and the

owners settled on a compromise that left the land-use rights box blank.20

Their predicament reveals the limits of the biaozhunzu mobilization’s

initial success. As they moved from recovering their family property

to challenging the foundation of the land-dependent regime of local accu-

mulation, property rights protesters joined a broader quest for residents’

rights to the city.

Residents’ rights mobilization

Land-dependent local accumulation is built on the local state’s acquisition

of land. But land acquisition, to borrow an expression from Mao, is not a

dinner party. It involves physical destruction of places and the brutal

removal of residents from their life-support systems of home, work, com-

munity, and urban services. To meet GDP growth targets, local government

leaders are eager to remove all “obstacles” as quickly as possible to make

way for new development projects financed by loans. The destruction of

large numbers of inner-city houses also guarantees the demand for new,

low-cost homes built on the periphery of the city, thus closing the circle in

the metropolitan-wide “economy of demolition”.

The ruthless destruction of homes and liquidation of communities

has been justified through legal and rhetorical measures that place redevel-

opment projects under “old and dilapidated housing reconstruction” pro-

grams, infrastructure construction, or commercial projects for the “public

interest”. The faster the rate of construction, the faster the destruction; the

faster the destruction, the more drastic the measures employed; and, the

more drastic the measures, the greater intensity of the grievances on the

part of households whose homes are demolished. Between 1990 and 2004,

more than half a million households were relocated in Beijing.21 They were

called chaiqianhu, which means literally “evicted households whose homes

had been demolished”. Beginning in the mid-1990s, chaiqianhu began to

take action against eviction and demolition. Unlike the property rights

protesters who shared a common background as property owners, the
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ownership status of chaiqianhu protesters was more diverse. A sample sur-

vey of 600 chaiqianhu protesters found a 4:6 split between tenants and

property owners.22 Unlike biaozhunzu homeowners, what the chaiqianhu

protesters had in commonwas not ownership, but the experience of abrupt

and frequent brutal destruction of their livelihoods and the consequent

instability in their lives. Their collective identity was based on residency

in the city and the loss of territorial attachment. Moreover, unlike property

rights protesters who framed their grievances historically, chaiqianhu

protesters framed their grievances, demands, and resistance strategies

territorially.

Here, “territorial” refers to control over resources and people in a place.

While the state is the usual subject of territorial power in the literature on

geopolitics, I emphasize here that territory and territorial power can also be

shaped by social actors. Place-based collective identity can be sharpened

and activated in the process of resisting the state’s territorial dominance,

and those engaged in this resistance have territorial tools and strategies to

assert their rights to the city.

Territorially framed grievances over life-world destruction

One of the most common grievances of chaiqianhu protesters concerns

“unfair relocation and demolition compensation.” This seemingly straight-

forward framing has at least two territorial implications.

The first implication of chaiqianhu grievances concerned the location

of the demolished house in the compensation calculation. As presented

earlier, under state ownership of urban land, building materials used for

the house were compensated for, but the land was not. If the house to be

demolished was privately owned, the staff of the Demolition Office

would use the official compensation calculation guidelines that con-

verted the total floor area, the number of electricity outlets, the size of

wells in the courtyard, the materials used in the roof, floor, walls, and so

on into monetary equivalents and offered cash compensation in a lump

sum. In this formulation, the houses were treated as territorially detached

and locationally homogeneous structures. The exclusion of land value in

the calculation significantly reduced the total compensation payment.

With the increased demand for land and rampant speculation in the

city, the municipal government could sell the land for as much as a

hundred times higher than the compensation paid out to home-owning

chaiqianhu.
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Home-owning chaiqianhu saw the immense gap between the compensa-

tion they received and the market value of the land as hugely unfair. For

them the issue was not just about compensation for the structure of

the house, but the change in land value due to the locational advantage

of the land on which their house was built. They felt that they had been

denied potential profits from the land due to the government’s deliberate

exclusion of the locational factor in the calculation of compensation.

The issue of the location in relocation compensation were crucial to the

conflicts between local development powers and chaiqianhu.

Another territorially framed grievance was the issue of relocation. In the

1990s, chaiqianhuwere compensated with relocation housing in designated

locations, but the relocation housing was mostly in remote, semi-rural

areas; and relocatees had no choice of where they would be relocatees. For

the Demolition Office, allocating relocation housing was administratively

and economically expensive—the practice was prone to disputes and pro-

longed negotiation. Beginning in the early 2000s, compensation in kind

was largely replaced by cash compensation, which was justified as follow-

ing the market principle and providing greater choice in relocation destina-

tions. But cash compensation in a market-like economy did not provide

greater choice. The majority of chaiqianhu wanted on-site relocation or

relocation within the general area of their original homes. But skyrocketing

property values in the inner city made on-site relocation prohibitively

expensive for most. As the city continued to expand, relocation housing

affordable to chaiqianhuwas located farther and farther from the city center.

The long distance between the old and new homes destroyed chaiqianhu

life-worlds and was at the heart of their grievances about relocation.

In their remote relocation sites, housing conditions were frequently sub-

standard. Basic utilities like running water and drainage were often not

functional. There were also reports of polluted groundwater that caused

serious illness. Residents would ride pedal-powered carts two to three

hours each way to retrieve clean water from city water sources. Moreover,

the abrupt uprooting changed every aspect of family life and caused physi-

cal separation between family members. The majority of chaiqianhuwere in

the middle-low to low income group. By the late 1990s, higher-income

residents, who worked in well-endowed danwei or private enterprises, had

already moved out of dilapidated inner city neighborhoods. Those left

behind were mainly retirees, workers of stagnant state danwei, low-skill

and low-pay serviceworkers, and street vendors. Proximity to the city center

was important for them and their family members to find odd jobs. Moving

to the remote outskirts meant commutes up to three hours each way
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between home and work. The commutes were made worse by poor bus

service and congested traffic between the urban center and remote suburbs

resulting from rapid urban sprawl. Consequently, many chaiqianhu lost

their jobs as a result of relocation, and became a new class of urban poor.

For inner-city elderly retirees, the loss of medical care was a devastating

blow. Retirees were assigned services at public hospitals in the city center,

up to two hours away by bus from the relocation housing. For school-age

children, if they were to continue attending city schools, where education

quality tends to be better, the choice was between a long commute accom-

panied by an unemployed adult or staying with relatives in the city, and

living separately from their parents. Families were often forced to live

separately because members found housing, jobs, and schools in different

parts of the city. Long-term neighbors were also moved to different reloca-

tion housing projects, dismantling the social support network for inner-

city chaiqianhu.

The scene at relocation housing projects is demoralizing, with unem-

ployed middle-aged men and women and elderly retirees idling outside

their shabby buildings in the dust amid unpaved roads and semi-completed

projects. Even when residents were relocated on-site, the housing provided

was invariably of poor quality, mismanaged, and congested. For these

people, relocation has created new urban slums.

There were also people who refused to move because they considered the

relocation compensation insufficient and the process unjust. Police would

take them, often by force, to cheap hotels, or they would take up rental

housing on short-term leases, or stay with relatives for short periods of

time. Many evicted households were simply not relocated. They turned

into urban drifters. According to Fang (2000), by 1998, there were already

more than 100,000 people in Beijing removed from the inner city who had

not yet been resettled.23 In 2005, a major inner-city redevelopment project

in the Dashilan (or Dazhalan) and Qianmen areas created about 20,000

chaiqianhu. With the limited cash compensation they received, most of

the chaiqianhu could not afford to buy new homes in the same area, and

ended up renting temporary housing nearby. The sudden surge of housing

demand produced by the large number of home demolitions in a short

period of time created a crunch in the housing market, pushing rents

higher, and causing more people to join the ranks of urban drifters. In

Beijing, these urban drifters are sometimes referred to as da-you-fei, a term

evocative of flying pests.24

Relocation housing projects create a different type of uncertainty for

chaiqianhu. Many of those who were forced to move to the designated
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relocation housing in the remote urban outskirts had to pay additional out-

of-pocket funds for larger units than the compensation packages would

provide. However, much of the relocation housing on the peri-urban areas,

while cheaper, was illegally built by rural village and township develop-

ment companies on protected farmland (see Chapter 6). These illegal relo-

cation housing projects had neither gone through the legal procedures for

land-use conversion from agricultural to nonagricultural uses, nor through

the procedure for land tenure transfer from village collectives to the state.

Thus, village and township developers could not obtain planning and

construction permission for the project, and could not provide legal title

papers to chaiqianhu homebuyers. Many chaiqianhu discovered to their

chagrin that their new homes were illegal only after they had moved in.

Some of these illegal relocation housing projects were subsequently demol-

ished under a national campaign to recover and preserve farmland. Because

land that has previously been a building site cannot be easily converted

back to farming, such demolitions are mostly symbolic, but they directly

affect the chaiqianhu. Some became chaiqianhu a second time after being

4. Half-destroyed inner city neighborhood in Beijing (August 2004)
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evicted from their relocation housing. Others were misled into believing

that the new homes in the peri-urban zones could be exchanged for

houses in the inner city, only to find out later that they did not possess

the legal ownership of their new homes. To top it all, they owed rent,

property management fees, and contract violation fines to the develop-

ment companies for the new homes.25 Most chaiqianhu refused to pay the

rents for the relocation housing and were taken to court by the develop-

ment company. As the litigation proceeded, banks froze their accounts and

a new round of struggle over housing began.

The destruction of life-worlds was further aggravated by brutality and

violence. Under political pressure to achieve GDP growth and financial

pressure to pay off debt-financed redevelopment, urban government

leaders sought to accelerate the pace of destruction in order to build

and sell the land faster. The pressure often escalated into harassment

and physical violence. Residents who refused to accept compensation

offers were frequently visited by staff from the Demolition and Reloca-

tion Office, followed by repeated harassment, including the cutting off of

water, power, heat, gas, telephone lines, and even roads. Elderly residents

were reported to have died of heart attacks, seizure, and stroke at the

shock of witnessing their homes and neighborhoods demolished. Physi-

cal confrontations between wrecking crews and chaiqianhu were com-

mon. Those who tried to stop bulldozers were routinely arrested and

detained by police.26

If residents refused to budge, more violent measures were employed,

including the use of mechanical diggers to reduce parts of the house

to rubble and to smash furniture while residents were out. In other

cases, home were broken into and demolished in the middle of the night.

In extreme cases, residents were blindfolded and taken from their homes by

force. When the blindfolds were removed, the only thing the residents saw

was the rubble of their former homes. Thugs and migrant workers from

other regions were hired to do this work, making it difficult to identify the

individuals involved and take legal action.27 A special termwas given to this

practice: yeman chaiqian, meaning “savage demolition and eviction.” China

Central TV repeatedly reported instances of yeman chaiqian in Beijing and

other cities.28 A newspaper commentary described the violent demolition

and forced eviction as “worse than the Red Guards’ beating, smashing, and

looting (da-za-qiang) during the Cultural Revolution.”29

Public condemnation of yeman chaiqian has been accompanied by a

counter discourse condemning those who resist demolition as stumbling
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blocks on the road to progress. Chaiqianhu have been repeatedly mocked in

popular and official discourses and affixed the pejorative terms dingzihu, or

“nail households,” and lanluhu, or “tigers blocking the road.” Chaiqianhu

are presented as uncooperative and opportunistic negotiators for higher

compensation and are accused of sacrificing the public interest for personal

gain, and even of causing housing price hikes. By this reasoning, the

dingzihu deserved the harsh measures that the government used against

them and were comparable to tax evaders, unlicensed vendors, and illegal

builders.30 They were blamed for failures in policy implementation and

social disorder. Based on this framing, government officials justified the

oppression of chaiqianhu as merely “pulling out the nails” (bading) or

“crushing the nails” (zading).31

The use of violence weakened the resolve of many chaiqianhu hold-

outs and intimidated others. Furthermore, once chaiqianhu were physically

removed from their homes and the material existence of the houses dis-

appeared, chaiqianhu lost the anchor of their rights claims, making it more

difficult for them to take legal action against developers.32

The violent destruction of houses was also systematically used by de-

velopment powers to accelerate compensation negotiations with chai-

qianhu. Monetary compensation for relocation is based on property

value appraisals conducted by appraisal agencies that were inclined to

produce biased appraisal reports in favor of the Demolition and Reloca-

tion Office, thus lowering the amount in compensation packages.

Many chaiqianhu felt that appraisals were inaccurate and relocation com-

pensation unfair, and took the Demolition and Relocation Office of the

district government to court. The court would order a reassessment of the

value of the property in question in order to examine the compensation

package. To carry out the property value reassessment, however, the

physical existence of the property is crucial. Yet, city policy allowed

demolition to continue even as disputes between chaiqianhu and the

Demolition and Relocation Office were pending.33 This policy gave office

staff a strong incentive to bulldoze houses under dispute as quickly as

possible. Even if a chaiqianhu won the case after lengthy judicial proce-

dures and obtained a court order to reassess the value of the property in

dispute, the house was often already razed, making it impossible to reas-

sess the value of the house and recalculate the compensation. Physical

destruction of the house was therefore sufficient to persuade even the

most stubborn nail households to move.
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Strategies

In the early 1990s, chaiqianhu would protest unfair compensation and

forced evictions individually. They took the district government, develo-

pers, and the Demolition and Relocation Office to court. They also wrote

letters and visited government agencies to lodge complaints. But most

of these individual protests proved ineffective. Some chaiqianhu began to

organize collective litigation against government agencies. By the mid-

1990s, there were already hundreds of litigation groups composed of

thousands of litigants.

Chaiqianhu grievances were diverse, ranging from unfair property ap-

praisal, underpayment or discriminatory compensation payment, inade-

quate relocation housing, destruction of personal property, and physical

injury. Some litigants made demands for material compensation. Others

sought to resolve the conflicts at the roots, by demanding clarification and

redefinition of land-use rights. Still others protested imposed relocation

plans, and demanded the right to choose their place of residency. Contes-

tation over compensation was sometimes resolved through under-the-table

negotiations between Demolition and Relocation Office staff and individu-

al chaiqianhu. The secretive deal-making generated distrust among chai-

qianhu and eventually undermined their solidarity. In the latter case,

those who insisted on redefining land-use rights on principle rejected

better compensation packages offered by the Demolition Office staff or

the developers.

Despite the diversity in grievances and demands, chaiqianhu in different

neighborhoods have adopted similar strategies to protect their residents’

rights. In what follows, I outline three mobilization strategies. These stra-

tegies have had both discursive and legal significance. They also have

strong territorial implications. The first strategy concerns sustaining rights

claims over razed homes; the second concerns delegitimizing eviction and

relocation programs; and the third concerns the building of cross-neigh-

borhood mobilization networks.

Strategy I: sustaining rights claims34

The first type of strategy employed by chaiqianhu involves sustaining

rights claims over inner-city homes that had been razed. This was

organized around the issue of address changes on the residents’ identifica-

tion cards. In 2005, the central government initiated a renewal of Resident
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Identification Cards nationwide. Citizens were required to apply for new ID

cards with their current address on them. In Beijing, relocated chaiqianhu

were requested to register their new addresses on the new ID cards. But

protesters refused to do so, insisting that they would only use their old

address.

Chaiqianhu protesters argued that the ID card is a legal document,

and everything on the card had to be legal. But their new homes were the

result of the government’s illegal destruction of their homes and forced

relocation. They never recognized the new homes as their real homes. They

feared that conceding to the new address on the new ID card would be a de

facto recognition of the legitimacy of government-sponsored demolition

and relocation. By insisting on keeping the old address on the new ID card,

chaiqianhu protesters showed their association with and their rights to the

old homes, even if they had already been razed and turned into office

towers and luxury condos.

The insistence on keeping the old address that no longer physically

existed was not just a discursive strategy. It also had a legal implication.

Chaiqianhu felt that precisely because of the physical disappearance of the

house, they needed a legal document as evidence of their residency in the

location to legitimize their cause. Lacking titles and deeds, ID cards were the

only legal documents they had. They turned to the identity card law and its

implementation guidelines to find that their situation did not fit any of the

conditions listed in the guidelines for change of address on new ID cards.

After challenging officials of the Registration office, some chaiqianhu

received new ID cards with their old addresses.

The dispute over address change on the new ID card signifies chaiqianhu’s

efforts to sustain their rights claims over their long-term residence in the

inner city. While redevelopment powers attempted to erase any association

that former residents may have retained with their old homes, chaiqianhu

strategized to keep the past alive and maintain the presence of the dis-

appeared. The discursive politics of memory and territoriality became inter-

twined with the legal implications of the dispute.

Strategy II: delegitimizing eviction programs

In addition to striving to sustain rights claims over their old homes, chai-

qianhu protesters have also tried to delegitimize the new homes. Litigation

over rent payments for relocation housing is exemplary of this strategy.

Before moving to their relocation housing, many chaiqianhuwere promised

by relocation officials that the relocation housing units were offered in
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exchange for their old homes. But, as mentioned earlier, it was not until

they moved to the new homes that chaiqianhu discovered that they did

not possess legal ownership of the new homes, but instead owed rent,

property management fees, and contract violation fines.35

Most relocated chaiqianhu refused to pay. They argued that the rent could

only be paid to legal owners, but the development companies had obtained

the land illegally and could not produce legal proof of ownership. Following

the same logic, the chaiqianhu claimed that the entire process of demolition

and relocationwas illegal, and that their refusal to pay rent for the relocation

housing was simply an act to end the chain of illegal actions of the govern-

ment and its allied developers. A protest leader pushed the argument even

further by saying that “if a chaiqianhu paid the rent for housing that was

illegally built, then the chaiqianhu’s action became illegal.”36

Again, the discursive strategy to delegitimize development powers carried

legal implications. Many chaiqianhu who refused to pay rent were subse-

quently taken to court by the developers of relocation housing. Developer-

initiated litigation in turn opened the gate for chaiqianhu to enter the

judicial system, which had excluded chaiqianhu litigants since 1995. By

being taken to court by developers, chaiqianhu could gain a foothold in

the legal system as a defendant. Once the court accepted the case, chaiqianhu

could reverse their status from defendant to plaintiff, and sue the govern-

ment-sponsored developer for land-rights violations and demanding ade-

quate compensation. Chaiqianhu used litigation to shift their position from

reactive defendants to proactive challengers of the land-dependent local

regime of accumulation.

Chaiqianhu rights claims over their old homes and their strategic rejec-

tion of their new homes was inseparable from their demand for residency

rights and defense of life-worlds in the city. By the early 2000s, litigation

over rent payments had spread throughout the city, and increasing num-

bers of chaiqianhu had been drawn into lawsuits as individual defendants.

These chaiqianhu had a strong incentive to learn to protect themselves in

court, and became the core members of an emerging cross-neighborhood

campaign of mass legal education in Beijing.37

Strategy III: cross-neighborhood mobilization networks

The national campaign to promote the rule of law that began in the 1990s

provides certain legitimacy to citizens’ gatherings under the name of “mass

legal education.” Several chaiqianhu activists and legal professionals estab-

lished the Center forMass Legal Education in Beijing in 1996 and organized
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numerous mass legal education meetings. These meetings were held in

neighborhoods facing demolition and in newly built relocation housing

complexes. Meetings took place on weekday evenings or during the day on

weekends, and attracted up to 100 participants each time. At the meetings,

self-taught activists would deliver lectures on the issues that were directly

relevant to the audience’s immediate concerns, including laws related to

demolition procedure, compensation calculation, and land-use rights. Lec-

tures were often followed by heated discussion.

The meetings provided more than information and education. They also

served asmobile and decentralized nodes ofmobilizational networks. Along

with the legal education campaign, activists organized an unprecedented

collective litigation with 10,357 plaintiffs to sue theMunicipal Land, Hous-

ing and PropertyManagement Bureau in 2000.38Known aswanren dasusong,

or “Grand Litigation of 10,000 Plaintiffs,” the suit included fifty-seven

subgroups from various districts and neighborhoods in Beijing.39 This

cross-neighborhood network continued to expand, despite the fact that

the Municipal Court never accepted their case. The seven representatives

of wanren dasusong have continued to take the case to the Municipal Court

every year since 2000. They also undertook another collective action

dubbed the “grand petition and revelation” (wanren dajubao), getting over

30,000 signatories in 2003, and another “grand revelation” on a similar

scale in 2005. In the latest “grand revelation” letter addressed toCommunist

Party leaders, the CCP Disciplinary Committee, and the National People’s

Congress, the protesters demanded a redefinition of land-use rights and

residents’ civil liberties. They condemned official corruption in land

deals and singled out Beijing’s party secretary between 1997 and 2002, Jia

Qinglin, who ranked fourth in the pecking order of the CCP Politburo in

2002, as the individual responsible for the corruption that led to the plight

of chaiqianhu in Beijing.

At the height of their mobilization, particularly at the outset of the

“grand litigation,” legal education meetings were held daily in various

neighborhoods. After initiation of the litigation and later of the “grand

revelation,” representatives held information meetings to explain the

litigation and revelation letters, and to report to followers on the progress

of the case. They would also analyze the shifting political climate and

its possible impact on their case. After the initial lectures, activists were

often invited back for further discussion. These meetings helped dissemi-

nate legal information, educate followers, and raise consciousness and

expectations. The face-to-face meetings were also important for recruiting

followers and building group identity. The mobile, irregular, and
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fragmented nature of their network seemed to have allowed the activists to

continue meeting without the authority’s active repression.

By 2003, the number of cases of violence against chaiqianhu reportedly

dropped, and the scale and pace of demolition in the inner city slowed. It is

difficult, however, to establish a direct causal link between chaiqianhu

mobilization and these signs of changes. Nor can we predict with great

confidence that chaiqianhu’s legal mobilization will blossom into a full-

scale urban social movement that promises “qualitative change in urban

system, local culture, and political institutions,” as defined by Manuel

Castells (1983).40 Moreover, Beijing chaiqianhu protesters have couched

their demands and strategies in terms compliant with the state-delineated

legal order, risking what radical legal scholars would consider imprison-

ment within the state-sponsored ideology of law as the basis for legitimacy,

and that the activists risked losing their political imagination. So what

promises did Beijing’s housing protests bring, if any, and what is the

territorial implication of their protest?

Civic territoriality in the inner city

As discussed in Chapter 1, I call social actors’ collective struggles to build

their own territoriality at both the physical and discursive levels civic

territoriality. I emphasize that territoriality, when seen from below, is

as much a tool of resistance as of dominance. While the local state uses

urban construction to consolidate its territorial authority, societal actors

use territorial strategies for self-protection. Civic territoriality brings society

to the center of territorial politics, and sees territoriality as the platform of

social activism.

In inner-city Beijing, chaiqianhu protesters have framed their grievances

and demands in territorial terms. Their place-based identity is sharpened

and activated in the process of forced eviction and in the face of the loss of

livelihood. Place-based identity in turn is translated into grievances and

demands framed around location and relocation. The location of old

homes in the inner city, where land values continue to increase, is crucial

to protesters’ demands for fairer relocation compensation. The relocation

causes grievances because of the brutal rupture of livelihoods once the

residents are forced to move to designated relocation sites far away from

urban services, social support networks, and jobs.

Place-based identity is also a part of the discursive and legal strategy

for protesters’ collective actions. The controversies over address change
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triggered by the ID card renewal program, as well as the rent payment

litigation are all examples of chaiqianhu protesters’ employing territorial

strategies to delegitimize forced evictions and to assert their entitlement to

inner-city homes and neighborhoods.

The territorial consequences of these strategies are found at the organiza-

tional and discursive levels. In the case of the “Grand Litigation of 10,000

Plaintiffs” and the “Grand Petition and Revelation,” legal actions func-

tioned as a basis for cross-neighborhood networking in Beijing. Although

the network was loosely organized and the legal educationmeetings moved

from neighborhood to neighborhood, it is likely that the mobile and

irregular nature of the network has sustained it without inviting repression.

The decentralized, mobile network could well be a territorial effect that

helped to sustain the collective action.

At the discursive level, the territorial effect is in the politics of rights

redefinition and recognition. While pre-Revolution private homeowners

won back their homes, they began to push a more fundamental agenda

of land ownership instead of home ownership. Meanwhile, chaiqianhu

protesters, including homeowners and tenants, framed their demands not

just as property ownership rights but as residents’ rights to the city, thus

broadened legal claims for property rights to a moral claim for residents’

entitlement. Their efforts went beyond the prevalent, state-sponsored legal

order, reflecting the beginning of a changing discourse in the 2000s. Capital

accumulation through dispossession and livelihood destruction is no lon-

ger hidden behind a billboard that reads “development is the absolute

principle.” Nor is massive urban displacement unanimously viewed as a

historical necessity on the path to higher modernity. Inner-city activism

and its version of civic territoriality have put forth a territorial agenda

toward redefining the state-dominated property rights regime in the inner

city and recognizing urban residents’ rights to the city regardless of their

property ownership status. Civic territoriality, therefore, is an integral part

of the quest for citizenship rights. The mobilization for property and resi-

dents’ rights in Beijing is central to what T. H. Marshall has outlined as civil

and social citizenship rights.41 By focusing on the territorial dimension of

the framing and strategies of housing protestors in Beijing, I hope to

demonstrate the connection between urban and citizenship struggles.

For sure, resistance is not the only form of societal self-protection or the

only way to build civic territoriality. In Chapter 5, I introduce a different

type of civic territoriality not built on confrontational resistance, but skill-

ful negotiation, which helps strengthen villagers’ territorial autonomy. In

addition, the optimistic conclusion that I have drawn in this chapter is not
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always applicable to other types of grassroots resistance. In Chapter 7,

I further examine the process of deterritorialization of dispossessed pea-

sants in the remote rural edge of the metropolis.
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Chapter 4

Metropolitan Governance, Real-Estate

Projects, and Capital Accumulation

In August 2004, I met with the director of the Bureau of Land Management of a

rural county under Beijing Municipality. The county was incorporated into a

municipal district three years earlier, and had recently completed a new express-

way connected to central Beijing. The new district was in the news at that time for

its successful land-lease sales through open auction to one of the largest and most

aggressive development companies in China. The development company had

bought 77 acres of land from the district for 905 million yuan, an unprecedented

sum, to build luxury “villa” in this sleepy agricultural district. I asked the director

why the developer had invested in his district. The director responded candidly:

“Who’d want to deal with the troublemakers in Beijing’s old hutongs if they can

easily find much larger pieces of land here?” I pressed him on who the trouble-

makers were in Beijing. He replied, “Of course, it is those danwei and hutong old

residents who play tough when bargaining for relocation compensation.” Then he

added, “Everyone knows it is easier to deal with peasants than urbanites.”1

In this chapter I shift the geographical focus from the urban core to the

urban fringe of the metropolitan region. In the urban core areas, the type of

land in question is state-owned land. At the urban fringe, the battle is

mainly over rural land owned by village collectives. In the urban core, the

leading contenders for land parcels are socialist landmasters andmunicipal

governments. At the urban fringe, competition occurs between urban gov-

ernments at the municipal and district levels and rural governments at the

township and village levels. While the reconfiguration of the socialist tiao-

kuai power matrix sets the parameters for land politics in the urban core,

China’s longstanding rural–urban tension frames the land politics at the

urban fringe.

China’s rural–urban divide, which is reinforced by the household regis-

tration, or hukou system, is a well-documented legacy of the communist

93



regime.2 There is also extensive literature on the transformation of the

rural–urban divide in the post-Mao era. While rapid rural industrialization

helped to reduce the rural–urban divide in the prosperous areas of the Pearl

River Delta and the lower Yangtze River Delta, the overall rural–urban

income gap has grown nationwide, especially since the 2000s.3 While

observers paid much attention to the increasing rural-urban gaps in post-

reform China, the tension between the rural and urban government has

been largely neglected. I believe that such tension has become a critical axis

in China’s territorial power restructuring since the 1990s and at its crux is

the massive conversion of rural land at the outskirts of the city especially in

industrialized areas.4

In this chapter, I examine the race between rural and urban governments

to convert and develop farmland. While rural governments rode on indus-

trialism and thrived on small and scattered development zones in the

1980s–1990s, urban governments have been consolidating its control

over the rural hinterland and launched mega urban projects at the urban

fringe in the 2000s. The shift from industrialism of the 1990s to urbanism

of the 2000s signifies the formation of an urban-dominant territorial gov-

ernance system in China, reinforcing the urbanization of local states and

their politics.

Urban dominance in territorial governance
and land control

During the Maoist era, China’s urban and rural areas were governed by sepa-

rate systems. Within each province were municipal governments that admi-

nistered only the urban areas of prefectures and counties.5 Since the majority

of the Chinese population and most of the country’s land were rural at the

time, prefectures and counties commanded greater influence than municipa-

lities over rural resources.

This rural-oriented territorial governance underwent a reversal to an

urban-centered system in the early 1980s. Based on the principles of com-

prehensive regional planning and rural–urban integration initiated in

1982, provincial governments began to convert rural counties and prefec-

tures to urban status by upgrading their territorial ranking or merging them

with existing municipalities.6 When a prefecture is merged into a munici-

pality, rural counties (and the townships under them) that were previously

under prefectural administration enter the jurisdiction of the newly created

municipality.7 These new prefecture-level municipalities are, in fact, city
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regions that include urban centers and vast rural hinterlands within their

jurisdiction. The key element of the jurisdictional restructuring was to place

the rural hinterland under the administrative authority of municipal gov-

ernments in a system called “shi guan xian” (city-governing counties) or

“shi dai xian” (city-leading counties).8 The hierarchical supervision in Chi-

na’s territorial and bureaucratic system gives the municipal government

increased personnel and budgetary autonomy from the supervising provin-

cial government, as well as commanding authority over its rural hinterland

and subordinate rural governments at the county and township levels.

Higher-ranking municipalities, including the provincial-level municipali-

ties of Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin, and Chongqing, as well as provincial

capitals like Changsha, Zhengzhou, and Nanjing have also converted

rural counties into municipal districts and incorporated large areas of

rural hinterland with the jurisdiction of the municipalities.9 Figures 4.1

and 4.2 show the large proportion of rural hinterland under the jurisdiction

of large municipalities like Beijing and Nanjing.

“Regional integration of rural and urban areas” has thus shifted the

control over rural resources from rural to urban governments. Of these

resources, land is the most critical. Urban government control over rural

land is further reinforced by a set of legal and administrative institutions.

First is the regime of land tenure. The Constitution of People’s Republic of

China stipulates that urban land belongs to the state and rural land to the

collectives; yet, the state retains ultimate claim over “all land in China.”

The Land Management Law further stipulates that the state can requisition

any land when it is in the “public interest.”10 Under this principle, those

who represent, or claim to represent the state, such as urban governments

and state danwei, are able to requisition rural land. Although collective land

requisitions need to be based on the “public interest,” the lack of definition

of “public interest” has been taken not as a constraint, but as an excuse of

land grabs. In the name of the public interest, urban governments are able

to expropriate farmland to build commercial housing complexes, industrial

zones, wholesale and retail markets, golf courses, and amusement parks.11

A second institutional basis for urban governments’ control over rural

land is their monopoly of the land market. When China’s land-leasehold

market was formally established in 1988, a clear distinction was drawn

between ownership and use rights. The latter was given a price tag and a

fixed period of leasing. But the land-lease market applies only to state-

owned land. Village collectives are not allowed to lease rural land to outside

investors.12 Rural land can be leased out only after it is transferred to state

ownership through an urban government. The transfer from collective to
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state land involves lengthy approval procedures and premium fees paid to

land management bureaus. And only village collectives, not individual

villagers, can initiate land-lease sales.

Parallel to the legal institutions regarding land rights is a new land man-

agement regime that emerged in the mid-1980s. A new Ministry of Land

Management was established in 1986. Local Bureaus of Land Management

were established in the ensuing years. The bureaus at the municipal and

district levels are formally recognized as the exclusive representatives of the

state in land management.13 The bureaus are granted authority over farm-

land conservation and are accordingly granted authority to prepare annual

land-use plans, set quotas, and issue licenses for farmland conversion. They

are also empowered to requisition and transfer land from collective to state

ownership and to monitor land-lease sales.

At the center of land management are quota allocations for farmland

conversion. The Ministry of Land Management draws national annual

land-use plans and allocates quotas for farmland conversion to individual

provinces. Provincial land management bureaus allocate the quotas

Beijing

Jurisdictional
Boundary of
Beijing
Minicipalitycenter

ring road 5

ring road 4

ring road 2

Figure 4.1 Large areas of rural hinterland under Beijing Municipality. Cartographer:

Darin Jensen
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down the territorial hierarchy to subprovincial local governments. Urban

governments bargain with their supervising government agencies for

larger quotas, while townships at the bottom of the hierarchy are usually

left with little allocation for farmland conversion. This system, in turn,

renders rural governments’ farmland conversions automatically illegal in

most cases.

Nanjing

center

Jurisdictional
Boundary of
Nanjing
Municipality

Figure 4.2 Large areas of rural hinterland under Nanjing Municipality. Cartographer:

Darin Jensen
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Finally, urban governments have the authority to draw legally binding

urban development plans. These plans are drawn on the basis of population

and economic growth projections, which are often inflated. Inflated

growth projections, in turn, help to legitimize urban expansion into rural

land, to justify the incorporation of large areas of collective land into

planned urban areas, and to freeze land-use conversion by townships and

villages. Urban governments therefore come well-equipped for the battle

over rural land.

Land battles have gone through two stages and can be characterized

by two types of land development. In the 1990s, rural land conversion

was dominated by kaifaqu (development zones) projects aimed at indus-

trial development. Since around 2000, the new model has been the xinch-

eng (New City), which is a much larger mixture of residential, office,

and retail space at the fringe of the city. These two types of development

reflect the changing territorial politics at different stages of rural land

conversion.

Development zones in the 1990s and their predicaments

“Development zone,” or kaifaqu, was the buzzword of 1990s China. In

1992, Deng Xiaoping’s “southern tour” to Shenzhen, the first Special Eco-

nomic Zone in China, was widely interpreted as a green light for deepening

market reforms. Deng’s visit to Shenzhen triggered a nationwide “develop-

ment zone fever.” It was estimated that by 1993 there were over 6000

kaifaqu nationwide, occupying 15,000 sq km of rural land, exceeding the

total built-up area of all the cities in China.14

Modeled after the Special Economic Zones,15 kaifaqu were said to aim at

promoting rural industrialization, foreign investment, and technology

transfer, as well as job provision. The kaifaqu fever of the 1990s reflected

a highly decentralized pattern of industrialization in China’s countryside

that was paralleled by the development of the so-called Township and

Village Enterprises (TVEs). The TVEs are collective enterprises owned and/

or managed by townships and villages, which were much acclaimed as the

engine of the first wave of growth in the post-Mao period.More than half of

the kaifaqu were initiated and developed by rural governments at the

county, township, and village levels for their TVEs.

The geography of kaifaqu establishments echoed the pattern of industrial

decentralization. Located in villages and towns, they fell under the control

of rural governments and were highly dispersed. To develop them, villages
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and townships converted farmland and built industrial estates and residen-

tial complexes for rent, or illegally sold land-use rights to outside devel-

opers. The race to convert farmland into kaifaqu by rural governments was

so fierce that it was dubbed the “land enclosure movement” by commen-

tators in the media and policy circles.

In 1994, responding to signs of an overheated economy, Premier Zhu

Rongji launched fiscal austerity programs and tried to cool the develop-

ment zone fever. Subsequently, the Ministry of Land and Resources took

various actions, including a six-month freeze on farmland conversion in

1997. These measures seemed to have slowed the pace of the “land

enclosure movement” by the end of the 1990s. But, beginning around

2000, a renewed and even stronger wave of development zone fever

gripped China.16 This time, the scale of the development zones was

considerably larger, from 1 to 3 sq km in the early 1990s to 10 to 20 sq

km. By 2003, the total area designated for development zones nationwide

was estimated to have reached 36,000 sq km, compared with 15,000 sq

km in 1993.17 Lin and Ho (2005) reported that of the 18,100 hectare of

illegal land conversion and sales recorded in 2002, 76 percent were under-

taken by state agencies and collectives.18 As to the illegal authorization of

land conversion, county governments were responsible for nearly half of

the total, while townships and villages were responsible for 11 and 31

percent, respectively.19 Po Ren (2003) suggests that the so-called new land

enclosure movement (xin quandi yundong) of the early 2000s was predom-

inantly initiated by governments at the county level, and especially the

township level.20 By 2002, among the 3837 registered kaifaqu in China, 68

percent were approved by local governments at the municipal, district,

and county levels, and more than half were operated by townships and

villages.21

Over time, the economic and political viability of the kaifaqu strategy

was brought increasingly into question. According to the Ministry of

Land and Resources, in the 900-plus provincial-level kaifaqu nationwide,

only 13.5 percent of 2 million hectare of designated Kaifaqu area was

actually developed.22 In other words, more than 85 percent

of the converted and vacated land was “baking under the sun.” These

were only the official figures. In interviews, county and township planners

and leaders admitted that some of their kaifaqu were not included in the

official data.23

The demise of kaifaqumust be understood in the context of the changing

economic and sociopolitical discourse of the late 1990s and early 2000s.
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First, kaifaqu were not the effective growth generators that local govern-

ments had expected. The mid-1990s saw waves of industrial restructuring

in rural China. The widely heralded small- and medium-sized TVEs with

low technology and capital thresholds began to lose their advantages in

increasingly competitive domestic and international markets. Many TVEs

turned into financial liabilities for local governments and many went

bankrupt.24

As the small manufacturers, who were themajor tenants in kaifaqu began

to decline, local governments and developers found it increasingly difficult

to attract outside investors. In response, local governments would offer

land for free in exchange for an investment commitment. The political

logic was that land-lease sales and development projects in kaifaqu could

boost local GDP growth figures and help local leaders’ performance evalua-

tions. But the final result was stagnant local government revenues and

swollen local government debt.25

In other words, while selling kaifaqu land cheap was politically advanta-

geous in the short term, it was an ineffective approach for local accumula-

tion and eventually became a political liability. In the media, local

government leaders were criticized for their myopia and the immense

losses in state assets as a result of their reckless offers of rural land at

extremely low prices. Failed kaifaqu dotted the countryside.

One might have expected that such ineffective accumulation tactics

would have sent local governments back to the drawing board to revise

their strategies. Yet, the economic factor alone was hardly sufficient to

induce change. Another driving force came from the changing sociopoliti-

cal discourse at the turn of the millennium that began to stress the “three

agricultural problems” and the central policy of land-oriented “macroeco-

nomic adjustment and control.”

Rural unrest triggered by land grabs was on the rise in the early 2000s due

to violent and forced eviction of peasants and unfair compensation. In July

2002, a township head of Hubei Province, Li Changping, wrote an open

letter to Party Secretary Wen Jiabao to reveal three interrelated agricultural

problems: decline in agricultural output, deterioration of rural villages, and

destitution of peasants. The letter triggered a wave of public discussion in

the media and intellectual circles about peasants’ desolation, local cadre

corruption, and social injustice, after decades of relentless growth at the

expense of peasants. The “three agricultural problems” were then placed at

the top of the central government’s policy agenda under the newHu Jintao-

Wen Jiabao regime. In addition to the concern over social instability in rural

areas, the central government and party leaders were alarmed by the
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connection between massive farmland loss and national food security, as

well as the enormous loss of state assets through low-level cadres’ illicit

farmland conversion and land-lease sales.

Land issues also gained political momentum through the discourse of

“macroeconomic adjustment and control.” In 2000, a new run of macro-

economic expansion began in the wake of the 1997 Asian financial crisis.

The upturn of the early 2000s was generated mainly in the real estate

sector.26 After danwei housing was abolished, real-estate markets, especially

the commodity-housing sector, grew at 30 percent a year and became the

engine of growth in many cities. The rapid expansion of the early 2000s

soon raised central leaders’ concern over a possible overheating of the

economy. In 2003, as GDP growth reached 10 percent, another run of

macroeconomic adjustment began.27

As in earlier occasions, the central leadership announced a series of

macroeconomic policies to try and cool the economy. But this round of

macroeconomic contraction differed from earlier similar moves in impor-

tant ways. For the first time, land was brought in as a primary policy tool for

macroeconomic adjustment. Along with the other tools of monetary and

fiscal control, such as tightening credit for property development projects

and second homebuyers,28 control of land supplies was considered a funda-

mental cure for excessive investment. This land-focused macroeconomic

adjustment and control method was followed by a series of policies and

government actions.

In March 2004, the Ministry of Land and Resources and the Ministry of

Supervision jointly announced the No. 71 Document, which stated that

privately negotiated land leases would be invalidated and, if leasing fees

were not fully paid and official development approvals not obtained by

August 31, 2004, the land parcels in question would be reclaimed by the

state to be put in the land reserve.29 Farmland conversion and land-use plan

revisions were frozen for six months.30 Following this, a decision from the

State Council was passed that tightened control over farmland conversion

and transfer through more rigorous approval procedures. Premier Wen

Jiabao announced the decision in a nationally televised conference in

December 2004.31 The Ministry of Land and Resources subsequently an-

nounced eleven supplementary ordinances, announcements, and opinions

concerning farmland protection and compensation rates.32

In addition to policy announcements the central government took a

series of actions against the chaotic development. The authority to approve

farmland conversion and lease sales was transferred from rural tomunicipal

and provincial governments at the end of 2003.33 In 2004, the Ministry of
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Land and Resources and six other central agencies sent joint work teams on

land auditing tours to various provinces and municipalities. The organiza-

tion of a joint force of seven ministries was unprecedented. Rural kaifaqu

were the main target of the central government’s investigation campaign.

Land parcels that were leased out but not fully paid for, not officially

approved, or not developed within two years were taken back to the state

land reserve system. The action resulted in the abolition of 4813 kaifaqu, or

70 percent of the 6866 kaifaqu nationwide. In terms of land area, about

24,900 sq km, or 64.5 percent of the total area earmarked for kaifaqu, was

ordered into the state land reserve.34

The unprecedented attention given to land issues seemed to have effec-

tively put local officials on alert. A local government official commented:

“Once the central government elevates the policy to the level of macroeco-

nomic adjustment and control, we know that they are serious this time.”35

Indeed, the State Council’s decision explicitly stated that local government

and party cadres would be held responsible for farmland conservation and

rational utilization of land.36 Farmland conservation became a major crite-

rion in local cadres’ performance evaluations.37

As a result, kaifaqu were no longer the embodiment of modernity and of

local leaders’ political achievements. Instead, they were evidence of the

peasants’ plight and local cadre corruption. Slogans declaring “develop-

ment is the absolute principle” and calling for “deepening market reform

and improving the material conditions of people’s lives,” which were fre-

quently seen on the walls of kaifaqu in the 1990s, were replaced by new

slogans demanding “growth management” and “rational utilization of

land.” As the new whipping boy in official discourse, kaifaqu were easy

targets for attack.38

In short, the concept of kaifaqu lost momentum by the end of the 1990s

and was unable to fulfill the task of effective accumulation for local govern-

ments. The small and scattered industrial establishments neither contributed

to sustainable rural industrialization nor to local government finance. The

emerging sociopolitical discourse of “three agricultural problems” and “mac-

roeconomic adjustment and control” also made it increasingly risky for

county and township leaders to convert village land for kaifaqu projects.

‘New Cities’ in the 2000s: new players and new strategies

Weakened rural governments and the decline of rural industrialism did not

slow down the conversion of rural land, however. In the 2000s, a new set of
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players with greater political and economic clout began to dominate the

process of conversion, sale, and development of rural land. These were

urban governments at the prefecture or subprovincial levels. In this chap-

ter, I refer to them by the general term “urban government.”

As mentioned earlier, urban governments have authority over a hier-

archically organized set of jurisdictions that include urban districts and

rural counties and townships. In other words, rural governance falls under

the authority of the urban government.

For urban governments, the scattered kaifaqu of the 1990s and early 2000s

represented a major challenge to their territorial authority over the rural

hinterlands within their jurisdiction. Many small, rural kaifaqu were neither

administered by urban governments,39 nor did they go through the formal

approval procedure for farmland conversion and project construction.

The fragmented kaifaqu development in the 1990s exposed the urban

governments’ limited authority over their territory. Yet, as urban popula-

tions and economic diversity grew, the need to expand into the rural

hinterlands became imperative, not only for industrial growth but also

for expansion of all types of urban functions, including housing,

5. Zhengzhou New Town (May 2006)
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commerce, and services. Bolstered by the new discourse against kaifaqu and

legitimized by new macroeconomic adjustment policies, urban govern-

ments came up with a new set of strategies to consolidate rural land for

urban expansion.

These new strategies were epitomized by xincheng (New City) projects at

the urban fringe. While kaifaqu were mainly industrial estates, xincheng

promised a new city built on rice paddies. Because kaifaqu were framed in

the language of industrialization, the measure of their success was growth

in industrial output. By contrast, xincheng were carried out as mixed-use

real-estate projects to build new urban space for commercial, residential,

cultural, and administrative activities. Their success was measured by prop-

erty value increases. Where kaifaqu builders commodified farmland, xinch-

eng planners and developers treated the totality of urban space as a

commodity.40

By the early 2000s, xincheng had replaced kaifaqu as the buzzword of the

era. The xincheng fever was encapsulated with a new jargon calling for

“chengshi yunying,” translated approximately as “urban operation andman-

agement.” Developers called themselves “chengshi yunying shang” (busi-

nessmen of urban management). Urban government leaders aspired to

follow the principle of urban operation and management to transform

the city. But urban government leaders were concerned with more than

urban management. Chengshi yunying was a version of urban entrepreneur-

ialism, with a clear purpose to “create value in the city.” “Value” referred to

property values, and the way to create property value was to follow the logic

of the real-estate market.41 Unlike kaifaqu builders in rural townships and

villages who brokered small pieces of farmland for sale or rent, ambitious

urban government leaders have acted as the chief planners and developers

of mega-urban projects.

A trio of strategies can be found in xincheng projects forming a synchro-

nized set of accumulation programs directed toward place production,

place consumption, and place marketing.

Place production: creating locational advantage

The primary logic of real estate is location. Urban governments have long

used planning, zoning, and infrastructure investment to create locational

advantage and to increase property values in designated places. In urban

infrastructure plans, the designation of transit routes and the allocation of

urban services (schools, hospitals, sports facilities, parks) all affect property

value and the potential for increases in value. Zoning as a tool of modern
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urban planning is used to define the type and intensity of land uses. Zones

that have a strong commercial appeal and high quality of life command

high land rents. While new and upgraded transit systems and other urban

infrastructure help open up real-estate frontiers and increase property va-

lues, zoning stabilizes values.

Urban planning was also popular with rural government leaders in the

1990s. But in the 1990s, planning was employedmostly to justify rural land

enclosure for kaifaqu, while zoning wasmainly a tool to categorize land and

put a price tag on parcels.42 Development plans sought to sell rural land at

its current worth instead of increasing the value of land; detailed subdivi-

sion plans and coordination were generally absent. In many cases, individ-

ual townships and villages would build their own small roads, but the roads

were not incorporated into regional transit networks, making it difficult to

connect the scattered industrial estates with major urban centers. This led

to the failure of many kaifaqu projects. Even where kaifaqu attracted invest-

ment, local governments had little control over the direction of land devel-

opment once the land-use rights were sold to developers, and local

government could benefit little from property value increases after devel-

opers took over the land.

In xincheng projects, urban planning was approached more proactively

and strategically. Old-fashioned economic planning ( jihua) and urban

planning (guihua) were replaced by strategic planning (cehua), a term bor-

rowed from business management and marketing. Real-estate developers

and marketing gurus were hired to advise mayors on directions of urban

operation and management. Strategic urban planning is now the sine qua

non for pioneers on China’s new real-estate frontier. As Li Yuanchao, the

Party Secretary of Nanjing Municipality candidly pointed out:

The urban government does not always have control over all urban land; urban

planning has thus become the most precious and important resource for the urban

government. Good planning is a source of tremendous wealth. . . .Nanjing’s Hexi

New City Plan has gained attention and attracted investment worth 12 billion

yuan. . . .Urban planning facilitates urban management and improves the level of

modernization.43

Indeed, Nanjing’s Hexi project serves as a good example of city government

initiatives to generate locational advantage at the urban fringe. Nanjing

was the on-again, off-again capital of imperial China for almost 500 years

since the third century, and is now one of twelve “super-large cities”

(chaoda chengshi) in China, with a population of 7.4 million, as of 2007.44

Located 291 km west of Shanghai, Nanjing’s growth in the 1990s was
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slower than that of Shanghai and other cities like Suzhou and Wuxi in the

lower Yangtze River Delta.45 In 2001, Nanjing was chosen as the site of the

Tenth National Games. Nanjing municipal leaders seized on the opportu-

nity to “wake up the old city that has been asleep for too long.”46 In 2002,

the Nanjing party secretary announced the new Hexi xincheng develop-

ment plan on the western bank of Yangtze River, which divides Nanjing

into two parts. While the eastern part of the city was highly urbanized,

Hexi, literally “west of the river,” had long been a backwater. Like Shang-

hai’s Pudong area prior to the 1990s, land in Hexi was undesirable.

With the expansion plan for the Hexi xincheng, municipal leaders and

planners are determined to transform the image of Hexi to an up-an-

d-coming new city center. Hexi xincheng was to become a new urban

center, zoned for modern corporate office buildings, public monumental

projects like museums, universities, and sports centers, upscale commer-

cial establishments, residences, hotels, and other tourism-convention

facilities.

6. Commodity housing in Hexi New Town (May 2006)
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The planned Hexi xincheng covers an area of 56 sq km, 14 sq km larger

than the total area of the old city. Echoing the principle of urban operation

and management, the executive chief of the project committed himself to

“promoting real estate development and increasing land values.”47 Between

2001 and 2004, a new underwater tunnel for rapid rail transit was built to

connect the new city with the old. Another 100 km of roads, thirty-seven

bridges, and seven connecting canals were constructed.

Key to Hexi xincheng is the strategy to increase the government’s share on

the newly generated property values. Leaders of Nanjing municipality had

learned their lesson the hard way. In the mid-1990s, the government an-

nounced plans for several “new cities” with a total area of 94 sq km at the

eastern fringe of the city, and to build a subway that would connect the old

city center with the new cities. The announcement immediately triggered

land battles among developers, who rushed to negotiate joint development

projects with villages and townships located along the planned transit line.

Land prices rose more than tenfold in one year. Some developers earned

windfall profits from commercial housing projects built along the subway

line, and themunicipal government, which had invested in the transit line,

was mocked for “working for the developers.”48 Nanjing municipal leaders

were shrewder for the Hexi project. They first drew the general urban

development plan and incorporated large areas of village land into the

plan. Incorporated rural land was turned into state land and put in munici-

pal reserves. Then the government announced the plan to build Hexi xinch-

eng and a second subway line from the old city. The municipal government

borrowed heavily to make the initial investment in infrastructure, and

announced the transit system to pique investor interest. The initial infra-

structure construction made the plan convincing, allowing the municipal

government to begin to sell land-use rights along the new line. Asmost land

parcels with good prospects were already in the hands of the government,

developers, investors had to go through municipal open land auctions and

pay a premium price for the land.49

As the opening anecdote of this chapter shows, development sites at the

metropolitan fringe save urban governments from becoming mired in land

rights entanglements, compensation payments, and high political costs of

inner-city redevelopment projects. In turn, the relative ease, low risk, and

low cost of appropriating village farmland help city governments accumu-

late large land reserves. Land reserves are critical to real-estate operations for

several reasons. First, land is the most critical raw material in urban devel-

opment, but supply of land, especially premium land, is highly unpredict-

able. Large land reserves are a way to minimize risks, and assure steady
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expansion of xincheng projects. Second, the spatial logic is compounded by

a temporal concern: reserves allow for the building of multiphased projects

over a long period of time. The initial phase of a xincheng project may

occupy a few square kilometers of land, but a much larger area of land,

usually several times larger than that of the initial phase, is normally set

aside for future development as property values increase with the growth of

investment and population density. Land reserves ensure long-term returns

that justify huge initial investments in infrastructure. Banking enough land

to accommodate multiphased development projects is crucial for achieving

economies of scale in infrastructure provision, construction costs, and

property management. Large land areas that can accommodate multi-

phased projects make it possible to develop a multifunctional new city

with diverse and complementary urban activities. For example, industrial

projects attract workers who create demand for new housing; increasing

population, in turn, creates demand for more commercial services. Finally,

land reserves are integral to project finance. Because most xincheng projects

are heavily financed by bank loans, reserved land can be used as collateral.

In addition, in order to maintain cash flow and manage bank-loan pay-

ments effectively, developers need to simultaneously have multiple pro-

jects at different stages of the product cycle. Projects currently at the selling

stage are used to service loans for projects at the construction stage. This

financial strategy can be effective only with sufficient land reserves.50

Place consumption: the economy of demolition and relocation

Mass production of new urban space requires mass consumption. As more

than 80 percent of the new projects in the 2000s have been primarily

residential, sufficient demand for new housing needs to be created. Hous-

ing demand is stimulated by policy moves, such as granting urban resi-

dency (hukou) to rural migrant homebuyers in the city, as many cities and

towns did in the 1980s and 1990s, and by abolishing danwei welfare hous-

ing and providing low-interest mortgages for commodity housing, as has

been done since the late 1990s. Massive and systematic demolition of old

housing through urban redevelopment also makes purchasing new homes

imperative. The causal connection between massive demolition of old

homes and the creation of demand for new housing is popularly known

as the “economy of demolition and relocation” (chaiqian jingji). It is an

explicit strategy of “urban operation and management.” In a press inter-

view, the executive mayor of Chengdu in Sichuan Province explained his
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calculation as follows: “Every square meter of housing that I demolish will

create a demand of 2.5 to 3.0 square meters of new commodity housing.”51

In cities like Chengdu, Wuhan and Nanjing, where the demand for new

housing comes mainly from local buyers, the volume of demolition and

relocation has an immediate impact on the local housing market and hous-

ing prices. In Nanjing, for example, in order to guarantee stable demand for

new housing projects, the municipal government lowered mortgage rates

from 2 to 0.75 percent, and granted Nanjing hukou to homebuyers from

outside of the city.52 The government also launchedmassive housing demo-

lition and relocation in the old city. Between 2001 and 2003, 80,000 homes

were demolished. Households received compensation payments ranging

from 1000 to 5000 yuan per square meter, which were locked in special

accounts earmarked for new home purchases. About 37 percent of the

compensation payments went directly to the market for new housing.

Although a majority of those relocated could not afford new housing and

went to the second-hand housing market, their moves nevertheless helped

boost the demand for existing homes and enabled original owners to pur-

chase new housing. Most households relocated from inner-city areas could

not afford new homes on-site and were either assigned relocation housing

or they purchased new homes in urban fringe areas. In other words, inner-

city redevelopment created a demand for new commercial housing at the

urban periphery where the xincheng projects were located.

A variant of xincheng projects, called University Towns (daxuecheng),

gained popularity among expansionist city leaders, beginning in the mid-

2000s. These massive projects incur heavy indebtedness and involve high

risks. Despite the “economy of demolition and relocation,” the market

demand for upscale commercial housing andoffice space in the urban fringe

is quite uncertain. In fact, many xincheng projects planned by expansionist

city governments, such asGuangzhou’s ZhujiangNewCity failed because of

insufficient demand for the large number of posh apartment units far from

the urban center. The lack of market demand caused the project to flounder

and it became a political liability for the municipal leader.53

University Towns have breathed new life into new city schemes. They

are, by definition, towns built for universities, most of which are located in

large cities. Most universities in China went through a process of campus

mergers in the early 2000s under a policy of university consolidation.

Minor and specialized universities and colleges were incorporated into

the leading universities of the city.54 Meanwhile, in the 1990s and 2000s

came a surge in university enrollment, induced by a policy of self-reliance

in university budgets. Campuses lowered the entry threshold for students
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in order to boost university revenue from fees and tuition. Expanded

enrollment was also a result of increasingly competitive job markets and

the increase in urban household incomes, which made it more urgent and

affordable for parents to invest in their children’s higher education. As a

result, university enrollment increased from about 2 million in 1990 to

more than 15 million in 2005, averaging 14.4 percent growth annually.55

Large universities also began to devote parts of their central city campuses

to commercial development while expanding into the suburbs.

Amid macroeconomic contraction in the early 2000s, education and re-

search were among the few types of land use that enjoyed strong political

legitimacy. Building new University Towns of 10 to 20 sq km ormore turned

out to be a viable territorial expansion strategy. New campuses helped the

universities accommodate the swelling numbers of students, the majority of

whom live in or around the campus, while the sudden influx of 30,000–

100,000 students brought instant life to the new city. By contrast, in conven-

tional new towns, housing projects often remain vacant for an extended

period of time. The lack of people and commercial activity in huge, empty

new towns can become a political and economic liability, whereas dorms and

campus buildings in university towns are politically legitimate, and are im-

mediately filled with students trapped in the urban fringe, far from the city

center. College students and staff provide a captive market for commercial

establishments. New campus buildings also give providers of power, water,

means of transportation, and telecommunication the incentive to invest in

utilities and services, making the new university town more livable than

many suburban projects.56

University towns also face easier relocation negotiations with peasants.

In the University Town in Jinan, Shandong Province, which I visited in

December 2007, relocated peasants rented out extra rooms in their reloca-

tion housing units to students. Unlike the corporatist villagers presented in

Chapter 5, whose central location attracts countless migrant workers and

entrepreneurs as tenants, university towns are too far from jobs and com-

mercial centers. University students fill the void. Cheap rooms in substan-

dard relocation housing are affordable for college students, and the rents

are an important source of income for relocated peasants. In short, univer-

sity towns enjoy immediate success thanks to large public universities that

serve as motivated investors and large numbers of students corralled into

the new town. After the initial stage, as students bring life to the new town,

investors are attracted to its commercial projects, office parks, and luxury

condos in subsequent development phases. Jinan’s university town, for

example, is a part of a 43-sq km “university and high technology town,”

110

The Great Urban Transformation



which plans to include 12 universities accommodating 240,000 students,

high-tech parks, convention and entertainment centers, hotels, residential

projects, hospitals, and other commercial establishments.57

Place marketing: spectacles and “New Urbanism”

Competition between cities for outside investment is not new to China.

Kaifaqu projects often offered favorable investment packages to investors,

including generous tax breaks, low-cost land, and subsidized utility and

infrastructure provision. Most important in the era of kaifaqu were aspects

mainly tied to production costs, such as investment packages, labor costs,

and production-related infrastructure. In the 2000s, with the shift to xinch-

eng as the preferred local development strategy, and with the shift in

priorities from industrial output to property values, competition between

cities became a far more sophisticated operation of image production and

city marketing. The new economy, according to the media and business

magazines, is an “economy of spectacle,” or yanqiu jingji. The image of

modernity and prosperity that gets public attention is expected to attract

investors and visitors, and thus boost property values.58

Spectacles can be created by spotlight events like the 2008Olympic Games

in Beijing, the 2010World Expo in Shanghai, annual international trade fairs

in Guangzhou, and high-tech fairs in Shenzhen. These spectacles are system-

atically exploited. To host the 2010 World Expo, the Shanghai Municipal

Government has established a new agency called theWorld Expo Bureau and

a new government-ownedWorld Expo Investment company, and drew up a

special Detailed Subdivision Plan of the 6 sq km-plus site for the Expo in

central Shanghai, supported by the new Shanghai World Expo Land Reserve

Center in charge of land acquisition and lease sales. The excitement over the

international event, along with the urban government’s commitment of

astronomical infrastructure investments, and the removal of 18,000 house-

holds and 270 enterprises from the site, which lies in the city center, have

triggered a veritable real-estate frenzy. Since 2002, upon announcement of

the 2010 World Expo, Shanghai has experienced its largest building boom

and property value hikes since the 1980s. Between 2002 and the end of 2004,

the average housing price in the city increased by about 60 percent. The real-

estate fever was cooled only slightly after the central government started to

tighten land and credit supplies in mid-2005.59

Similarly, the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing boosted property values

in the western part of the city, where the sports facilities are concentrated.

A government official estimated that property values had increased between
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20 and 30 percent.60Other cities havemaneuvered to organize spectacles on

a smaller scale, like the 2005 Tenth National Games in Nanjing and

Wuhan’s 2006 Eighth National Art Festival. Just as the Tenth National

Games inspired the Hexi xincheng project, the Eighth National Art Festival

gave rise to Wuhan’s Hangyang xincheng project in 2003. Hexi xincheng

became the hot spot for property sales in Nanjing in 2003 and 2004. The

average price of housing more than doubled from 2000 yuan per square

meter in 2002 tomore than 5000 yuan per squaremeter in 2004. As prices in

Hexi New City rose, the average housing prices in older parts of Nanjing

were also boosted.

But major events are one-offs that do not necessarily sustain excitement

and investment. Cities require spectacles that provide a longer-term effect on

the image of the city as a growth center. Visually striking monumental

structures, such as the tallest building in the world, the country, or the

region, are a favorite among government leaders, as exemplified by Shang-

hai’s 94-story (460-m) World Financial Center and the twin towers planned

by the Guangzhou Municipal Government for its Zhujiang xincheng project.

Establishment of Central Business Districts (CBD) is another long-term

strategy in the quest for image creation and real estate accumulation.

High-density urban cores, where business services and high-end retail is

concentrated, enjoy premium land rents, often the highest in the city.

CBDs and their high-rise offices have come to symbolize modern business

and global connections far removed from the socialist and industrialist

past. The image of dense urbanity also appeals to young, urbane profes-

sionals, who aspire to live and work in a milieu of cosmopolitan flair and

sophistication. Since it takes years to complete a CBD project, the city

government begins to cash in on the project early on by making the plan

itself a spectacle. Pictures of the mayor shaking hands with brand-name

foreign planners and architects in charge of project design are regularly

splashed across the front pages of local newspapers and feature on TV

programs, against backgrounds of colorful maps showing the promise of

the city’s future. Cities also race to build glitzy, room-sized models of urban

development plans with future CBDs and skyscrapers as centerpieces. The

flashy exhibition centers become a part of the urban spectacle, charging

high entrance fees to tourists.

The CBD symbolizes modernity and potential property-value increases.

More than half the projects in the CBDs are luxury condos, with retail space

located at the ground floors. Developers invent new terms, like Central Living

Districts (zhongyang juzhuqu, CLDs,), Central Cultural Districts (zhongyang

wenhuaqu, CCDs) for residential projects with private schools or galleries
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attached, and Recreational Business District (xiuxian shangwuqu, RBDs) for

complexes with residential space, personal services, hotels, and restaurants.

According to a survey commissioned by the Ministry of Construction,

by 2003, thirty-six cities were planning or building CBDs in their xincheng

projects. Among these cities were Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin, and Chongq-

ing, ten provincial capitals, including Wuhan, Chengdu, Nanjing, Jinan,

and Fuzhou, and large coastal cities like Shenzhen, Xiamen, Dalian, and

nine other prefecture-level, and even county-level cities like Xiangfan,

Huainan, Wenzhou, and Wuyi.61 Even projects located two hours’ drive

from the official CBD are advertised as being located in the “pan-CBD” area.

Other projects farther away from the center are referred to as “upper-CBD,”

“lower-CBD,” or “in the backyard of a CBD.”

The keyword in theCBD fanfare is “central.” It refers not only to physical,

but also to social and cultural centrality in order to appeal to investors and

buyers. It signifies an emerging cultural discourse of “neo-urbanism,” often

mentioned in Beijing and Shanghai fashion magazines. Displaying all the

acumen of capitalist marketers, developers in Beijing pointed out: “Selling

houses is not selling a commodity but a lifestyle.”62 And not just any

lifestyle, but a new urban lifestyle promoted by design professionals, adver-

tisement agencies, and real-estate developers. The images of amodern urban

person arenot necessarily homogeneous, as reflected in the diverse names of

commodity housing projects, some of which borrow names from luxurious

Western resorts like “Seventeen-Mile Drive” of coastal California, while

others appropriate traditional Chinese symbols of political and cultural

status like Royal Garden. The new housing projects echo and shape the

urban dwellers’ visions of modern living.

From industrialism to new urbanism

In this chapter, I have focused on the evolution of land politics at the urban

fringe from the 1990s to the 2000s (see Table 4.1). Whereas kaifaqu repre-

sent a high degree of decentralization over land control and the active role

of rural governments in the 1980s and early 1990s, xincheng projects repre-

sent city governments’ efforts to consolidate the territorial authority over

the rural hinterland in the 2000s.

Based on a chronological and typological analysis, I made two inter-

connected arguments concerning the relationship between land and state

power restructuring in the rural and urban interface areas. The first concerns

the shift from parallel systems of rural and urban governance under Mao to
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urban governments’ dominance over rural areas in the post-Mao era. The

second suggests that urban governments’ control over rural areas is built on

land development at the urban fringe through an integrated logic of the state

and themarket, inwhich the city government strategizes for territorial expan-

sion are intertwined with real-estate strategies of place production, consump-

tion, and marketing. The result of these dynamics is the formation of new

urbanism in post-Deng China.

Thisnewurbanism ismore thana real-estatemarketing strategy.Compared

withMaoist policy that associated urban agendas with industrial production,

the new urbanism embraces a regime of accumulation and legitimation

founded on land rents. Compared to rural industrialism during the first

phase of China’s reforms, new urbanism is distinctive in its privileging of

place production over industrial production. As city leaders rely on urban

expansion for territorial consolidation, accumulation, and legitimation, and

identify themselves as city builders and boosters, and as urban construction

Table 4.1 Comparison of Development Zone of the 1990s and New City of the 2000s

kaifaqu (Development Zone) of
the 1990s

xincheng (New City) of the 2000s

Political discourse Industrialism Urbanism

Main local state
actors

Rural County, Township, and
Village governments

Cities at the prefecture level and
above

Role of state actor Collective enterprise managers Urban promoter and developer

Project type Industrial parks and small scale
housing complex

Mixed-use “new cities” that include
residential, commercial and service

Spatial pattern Small-scale, scattered in rural
hinterland

Large-scale, concentrated around
urban fringe

Strategy Offering favorable investment
packages and low land prices to
industrial investors

Engaging in urban place
production, marketing, and
consumption

Role of Urban
Planning

Passive justification of farmland
conversion for industrial uses

Active incorporation of rural land
as urban development reserves;
creating locational advantage to
increase property values

Measure of success Industrial output and GDP
contribution from industrial
output

Increase of property price; GDP
contribution from real estate and
infrastructure investment

Implication for
Urban-centered
Territorial
Governance

Unmanageable decentralization
led by undisciplined rural cadres
in townships and villages

Consolidation of territorial
authority in the hands of large
municipalities that function as
leading cities of metropolitan
regions
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dominates local development agendas, urban modernity, rather than indus-

trial modernity, has become the hegemonic ideology of the new era.

Yet, urbanism, like any -ism, is more of an orientation of action and

ideology than a static condition or achievement. Urbanism facilitates and

is facilitated by the changing power dynamics among state actors and their

relationship with capital. While not all urban projects succeed, urbanism

nevertheless defines and confines the local state. urbanism underlies the

political-economic and cultural logic of urbanized municipal government

in the urban core, as elaborated in chapter 2. In this chapter, I have outlined

the urbanized politics between the rural and urban governments at the

urban fringe.

In what follows, I again turn to society. I examine society’s response to

rapid urban expansion. Diverging from inner city residents’ confrontation-

al resistance to displacement, as depicted in chapter 3, villagers at the urban

fringe managed to bargain with the urban government and share a piece of

the growing urban real estate market.
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Chapter 5

Village Corporatism, Real-Estate

Projects, and Territorial Autonomy

On December 27, 2006 in Guangzhou, capital of Guangdong Province, I found

myself in the office of the party secretary of Shuping Village.1 Mr. Deng and I met

in his spacious office on the ninth floor of a twenty-two-storey building in

Zhujiang New City, an emerging new commercial center to which Shuping Village

had contributed much of its land. In return, Shuping was granted development

rights to a piece of land in the New City. I asked Deng what his goal was as party

secretary of the village, which was now called Shuping Sanwan Group Company.2

A bright-eyed, shorthaired, stocky man in his late forties, his answer was brief and

clear: to increase the value of the village-shareholding company from 350 to 500

yuan per share, and to successfully see through the redevelopment of Shuping

village.

These two seemingly mundane goals of a village head are not to be taken

lightly. The share value that Deng referred to relates to the “shareholding

cooperative company” that the village had established on the basis of

collective assets, in particular the village’s land. The “old village redevelop-

ment” project centered on converting old village houses into commercial

projects. Share values of the shareholding company are now central to the

livelihoods of the villagers, after 98 percent of the village’s land was lost to

urban expansion. The redevelopment project is integral to the distribution

of profits generated from redeveloping the remaining 2 percent of the

village land, which was converted from farmland at the urban fringe to

commercial land in the newly developed subcenter of metropolitan

Guangzhou. At the heart of Secretary Deng’s comment was the critical

issue of the place of villages in the growing metropolis and villagers’ share

of profits from the booming urban real-estate market. These matters, in

turn, are directly linked to the village’s territorial autonomy under metro-

politan governance.
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Shuping Village is a “village in the city,” or chengzhongcun. “Villages in

the city” refer to villages at the urban fringe that originally surrounded the

city. As the city expands into farmland and urban structures grow around

the villages, they become villages surrounded by the city, or villages in

the city. Physically, some villages in the city have grown into new subcen-

ters of the expanding metropolitan region. As farmland is converted to

urban uses, former peasants continue to live in the residential parts of the

village. While villages in the city can be found in most rapidly growing

Chinese cities, the largest ones are in major southern metropolitan regions

like Guangzhou and Shenzhen. Villages in the city make up more than

20 percent of Guangzhou and 60 percent of Shenzhen’s planned areas,

and are home to about 80 percent of the millions of migrant workers and

entrepreneurs who have flocked to these cities since the 1980s.3

Villages in the city are different from neighborhoods in the core of

cities like Beijing in at least three ways. First, the latter neighborhoods are

built on state-owned land, while villages in the city retain constitutionally

recognized collective rights over village land, which gives villagers leverage

when bargaining with expansionist urban governments. Second, while old

neighborhoods in northern urban cores are steadily shrinking, villages

at the fringe of southern cities are moving targets geographically and

historically, as the metropolis continues to expand. The village by the city

today can be the village in the city tomorrow. Finally, inner-city neighbor-

hoods in northern cities are well-integrated into the urban governance

system through work units and residents’ committees, while the gover-

nance of villages at the urban fringe remains in the hands of village collec-

tive organizations and largely beyond the control of the metropolitan

government.

The village in the city represents territorial compromise in the process of

metropolitan expansion. Even as villages are swallowed up by large cities,

peasants managed to eke out a share of urban wealth through real-estate

operations and maintained relative autonomy within the urban territory.

In the Pearl River Delta, the villages in the city have organized shareholding

companies as amode of economic and political organization that integrates

accumulation and distribution systems within the village. I call this system

“village corporatism.” Village corporatism differs from state corporatism

(Stepan 1978) or local-state corporatism (Oi 1992). While state corporatism

takes a top-down approach to resolve legitimation crises, and local-state

corporatism focuses on accumulation projects led by local political and

economic elites, village corporatism focuses on villagers’ initiatives from
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the bottom-up and covers accumulation and distribution.While state corpo-

ratism seems to be an institutional device, village corporatism is historically

rooted in the lineage systems of southern villages. Amid rapid urban expan-

sion, corporatist strategies represent an opportunity for peasants to carve out

a space of autonomy in the increasingly urban-centered metropolitan gover-

nance.

The village in the city

The story of villages in the city starts from the unprecedented pace of urban

expansion in southern China, especially in Guangzhou and Shenzhen.

Between 1978 and 2003, the built-up area of Guangzhou grew from 87 sq

km to more than 240 sq km, a threefold expansion. Shenzhen grew from a

village of 2.9 sq km in 1979 to a city of 713 sq km planned area in 2006.4

The pace of metropolitan expansion was breathtaking, but the puzzle is

how the metropolitan government managed to obtain such large amounts

of rural land for urban expansion in such a short period of time.

One obvious answer is the application of violent land grabs, which began

with the demolition of villages and relocation of villagers. Demolition crews

were known for their brutality and intimidation. From time to time, how-

ever, enraged villagers attacked demolition crews. Physical confrontation

and injury to either side is politically costly. Confrontations also threaten

to interrupt the demolition process and slow construction. To prevent an

escalation of conflict and facilitate the smooth operation of development

projects, local governments began to deploy hundreds of government em-

ployees to accompany demolition crews to the sites to demonstrate the

government’s authority. Hired security guards, armed police officers in

armored vehicles, and even helicopters were deployed as a show of force

and were made available in case of confrontations. For local cadres respon-

sible for carrying out demolition and forced relocation, the job could be as

tense as warfare—and wars are costly, financially and politically.

As it turned out, a more efficient way to obtain rural land was to offer

concessions to the peasants. In Guangzhou and Shenzhen, city govern-

ments opted to leave a small portion of village land in the hands of villagers

as “reserved construction land” (liuyongdi) and “reserved housing sites”

(zhaijidi). To win the cooperation from villages, the government would

“return” a certain percentage of the appropriated land back to the village

as “reserved land,” in addition to cash compensation. In the 1980s,
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government units that appropriated village land were responsible for

providing jobs to landless villagers. For every mu of land, the government

unit had to provide 1.5 nonfarm jobs. Villagers at first acquiesced to the

“land-for-jobs” scheme, because nonfarm jobs enjoyed higher social status

and better and more stable income. With limited education, however,

landless villagers often ended up taking on low-skill, and low-paying

jobs.5 They also lost their residential status, which entitled them to village

welfare and contract land allocation. Some even lost their homes.

In the early1990s, as the scale and pace of land appropriation picked

up, it became more difficult for the government to exchange poorly paid,

nonfarm jobs for increasingly valuable village land. At about this time, the

scheme to offer reserved construction land was introduced in Guangzhou.

Under this scheme, the city government would return a certain percentage

of appropriated land to the village. The going rate was 5–8 percent of the

total area of appropriated land; it rose to 10–12 percent as real-estate values

soared, and villagers became less willing to give up their land. In Shenzhen,

the government had to offer 15 percent of reserved construction land for

villages to win their cooperation, perhaps due to pressure from above to

build an exemplary modern city to suit its image as the first Special Eco-

nomic Zone as fast as possible.6

In essence, reserved construction land is about the distribution of rents

rather than the recognition of land ownership. It is not an affirmation of

the village’s collective ownership, which remains ambiguous in law and

easily abused in practice. Instead, it is a piece of clearlymarked land that the

village can develop as a way to share the fortunes generated by urban

expansion. The urban government uses its planning power to rezone the

land parcel, so the village can convert it from farming to more lucrative

industrial and commercial uses without having to pay onerous conversion

fees or being accused of converting land illegally. The government also

converts the reserved construction land from its original category as collec-

tive to state-owned land so that the village can legally transfer use rights for

profit. The trade-off is that the village must consent to the city’s claim over

the rest of its land. As land values continued to increase throughout the

1990s and the 2000s, and villages in the city continued to profit from the

reserved land, the scheme proved helpful in facilitating the city govern-

ment’s expansion plans.

Another part of the package is a deal between the government and

individual village households in the form of “reserved housing land,” or

zhaijidi. Reserved housing land was originally established under rural
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collectivism.While village farmland and infrastructure land were under the

control of village collectives, individual households were allocated land for

their own housing. Legally, reserved housing land belongs to the collective;

in practice, individual households have a claim over their homes and

the land beneath. Under the contracting system in the 1980s, when farm-

land allocation to individual households could be adjusted periodically,

and even taken away from violators of specific policies such as the family-

planning policy, reserved housing land was a more certain possession of

individual households. During the process of land appropriation in the

1980s and 1990s, the Guangzhou and Shenzhen governments agreed that

villagers’ reserved housing land would be kept intact. In exchange, the

urban governments were relieved of the burden to provide relocation

housing to villagers. As a result, unlike villagers facing urban expansion

in the north, villagers at the fringe of Guangzhou and Shenzhen could stay

in the original village site.

Villagers’ territorial strategies

For villagers in the city, the reserved construction and housing lands are

governments’ promises that have to be materialized through their own

actions. Individual households build high-density rental housing on their

reserved housing sites, maximizing the floor area on the small lots in order

to secure land rights and profit from them. Village collective organizations

are authorized to take charge of reserved construction land and seek to

develop the land to consolidate their control. This consolidation of control

is woven into a general restructuring of village collective organization and a

reinforcement of village collectivity.

The village in the city is a physical expression of a territorial pact between

villages and city governments, designed to smoothen the process of appro-

priation of collective land for rapid urban expansion. As the village collec-

tive organization and individual villagers accumulate fortunes from real

estate, the territorial autonomy of the village is reinforced by continued

occupation of the village site, renewed collective identity with the village,

and the evolving self-organization of villagers around their collective for-

tunes. In what follows, I elaborate on two facets of the territorial autonomy

of villages in the city. The first is at the level of individual households, and is

focused on reserved housing land; the second, at the level of the village

collective, and is focused on reserved construction land.
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Strategies of individual households

Under the land-appropriation plans of the urban government, individual

village households were left with a piece of reserved housing land.7

This policy was to rid the government of the responsibility to provide

relocation housing for villagers. Villagers would use family savings and

cash compensation from land appropriation to rebuild homes, and rent

out the extra rooms to rural immigrants. Immigrant workers were attracted

to the centrally located, cheap housing in the villages in the city, while

immigrant entrepreneurs rented space on the ground floor to run small

shops. Rents then became the major source of income for most villagers in

the city.

By 1993, as the nationwide construction fever peaked and a growing

number of migrants poured into Guangzhou and Shenzhen, villager-land-

lords rebuilt their houses up to five or six stories high, violating building

7. Tall buildings on small lots, a Village in the City, Guangzhou (June 2004)
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codes that set the maximum at three stories or 80 m in height.8 Urban

governments made repeated attempts to control the upward expansion of

villages in the city and threatened to demolish illegally built floors.

In addition, government leaders in the late 1990s started talking about

the importance of redeveloping the congested villages in the city. In the

policy discourse, villages in the city had become eyesores and hotbeds for

crime and disease.

But the government’s threats had a reverse effect. Campaigns of building

code reinforcement invariably triggered a rush of construction in the vil-

lages in the city. Villagers believed that the faster they built, the greater the

immediate profits they could make before the government made good on

its threats. In addition, the more they built on reserved housing land, the

8. “Thread-like sky” of Village in the City, Guangzhou (June 2004)
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more difficult it became for the city government to launch redevelopment.

In 2000, one village in Guangzhou saw ten new housing frames erected in a

single night after the municipal government announced redevelopment

plans for villages in the city.9 Many houses reached eight stories tall in

Guangzhou, and ten in Shenzhen.

As a result, population densities in the villages in the city became ex-

tremely high. In Shenzhen, the average population density of a village in

the city by 2004 was 230,000 per square kilometer.10 In Guangzhou, by

2000, the villages in the city housed more than 3 million people and

occupied 80 sq km, or 26.2 percent of the city’s built area, with

an average density of 37,000 residents per square kilometer.11 Shuping

Village, one of the largest villages in Guangzhou, had reached a population

density of 174,450 per square kilometer, about twenty-five times greater

than Tianhe (5574 per square kilometer), the fastest growing municipal

district of Guangzhou, where Shuping Village is located. The population

density of Shuping Village was about 200 times higher than the national

average for urban areas.12 For a comparison, New York County, the most

densely populated county in the United States, which overlaps with the

Borough of Manhattan, had 27,267 residents per square kilometer as of

2007, about one sixth of Shuping’s density.13

The high population density of villages in the city left little land for streets

and public spaces. Space between buildings became so narrow that they

were called “hand-shaking buildings” or “kissing buildings,” suggesting

that people in adjacent buildings could shake hands with, or even kiss one

another from their respective windows. The widest streets in Shuping Vil-

lage, for example, are 3 m wide; the narrowest is 0.7 m.14 The narrow streets

and tall buildings block most of the sunlight, creating another descriptive

term for this type of streetscape: “yi xian tian,” or thread-like-sky which

means that the sky between the buildings is as thin as a piece of thread.

Intensified use of reserved housing land was intended to maximize rental

income. This economic logic was intertwined with a territorial logic. Villa-

gers built on the reserved housing land to convert an abstract agreement

with the urban government into a material project under their own con-

trol. Villagers felt that while their high-density housing might violate

building codes, it did not breach the gentlemen’s agreement with the

urban government. The additional floors might be illegal, they argued,

but their attempt to maximize rental income was not illegitimate because

they were acting in the same economic spirit as the government

and developers. Further, they did not build beyond the boundary of their

reserved lots, which they saw as the dividing line between the
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government’s turf and their own. Within their own turf they believed that

they should have the final say about the use of the land.15

This sense of legitimacy was reinforced by villagers’ interpretation of the

law. To explain his stand on the issue of legality, one villager used the

expression of “fabu zezhong” to mean that the law should not, and could

not penalize the majority.16 As long as most villagers, including the village

head, participate in the practice, the cause is justified and the majority

has justice on its side.

At the same time, the practical effect of the construction rush was

tomake it more difficult for the urban government to buy back the reserved

land.17 Shuping Village’s former village head estimated that it would cost

the government more than 2 billion yuan in cash compensation for the

total built area of 100 million sq m of Shuping Village. To redevelop all the

forty-plus villages in the center of Guangzhou City, the municipal govern-

ment would need more than 80 billion yuan in cash compensation, more

than the cost of the Three Gorges Dam.18 Redeveloping villages in the city

has therefore become prohibitively expensive for the government; and the

longer it waits, the greater the increase in land values, making it even more

difficult to negotiate with the villagers. The villagers’ high-density housing

has effectively discouraged attempts to redevelop the villages in the city.

In some cases, villagers’ territorial concerns surpassed economic ones,

as evidenced by what critics called the “blind construction rush.” The loca-

tional advantage ofhousing siteswithin the village is not even. Buildings that

face commercial streets commandhigher rents because the bottom twofloors

can be used as commercial space. For those located near the center of the

village, far from the major roads and commercial activities, rents tend to be

low, and vacancy rates can be as high as 50 percent. Yet, most villagers in the

core of the village added floors to their houses regardless of high vacancy

rates. Urban planners see this “irrational behavior” as a demonstration of

market failure and criticized villagers for their “blind construction rush.”

Similar construction patterns have also been found in villages that are less

well-located. According to a recent survey of villages in semirural areas in the

Pearl River Delta, where rental housing was not in high demand, villagers

would still borrowand spend200,000–300,000yuan tobuildnewhousingon

their reserved housing land after their farmland was appropriated. Calcula-

tions show that, unlike villagers in well-located villages in the city who could

recoup their investmentwithinfive years, itwould take at least thirty years for

those in semirural areas to begin to see net returns.19

But villagers follow a different logic. They believe that construction on the

land is the only way to assert their claim to it. If the government decides to
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reclaim the reserved housing land, the structures on the housing landwould

provide the villagers better leverage to bargain for higher compensation.

Alternatively, the compensation could make it too expensive and difficult

for the government to carry out redevelopment plans in the first place.20 Tall

structures on site helps to prolong the negotiation process, and delay demo-

lition and relocation. Increasing the intensity of land use serves as a form of

insurance against government appropriation.21 A planner pointed out

that in the best scenario, it takes two years to complete a relocation negotia-

tion with a village in the city.22Normally it takes much longer, if completed

at all. The process can stall redevelopment plans for more than a decade, as

has been the case in Guangzhou.

Strategies of village collectives

An equal, if not more important factor in the capability of villagers to

impede government plans is the village’s collective control over reserved

construction land, which can be used for much larger real-estate projects.

9. Corporatist village’s collective real estate project, Guangzhou (June 2004)
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Reserved construction land is managed by the village collective and

cannot be divided among village households. It is usually the most impor-

tant collective asset. It is considerably larger than individual reserved hous-

ing land and is usually located along commercial streets, making it suitable

for larger commercial projects, such as hotels, restaurants, and retail mar-

kets that command much higher rents.

Reserved construction land is crucial to the territorial autonomy of vil-

lages in the city for two reasons. First, hotels, restaurants, and shopping

malls give the village a physical, political, and economic presence in

the expanding metropolis—they are statements of the village asserting its

rightful place in the city. Many of the prominent projects are joint ventures

between village collectives and large private or government-sponsored de-

velopers. These venturesmake itmore difficult for the urban government to

intervene in village business without disrupting the entangled interests of

the economy at large.

Second, reserved construction land is pivotal for village self-organization.

Management of this collective asset helps restore village leadership weak-

ened by the household contracting system. Profits generated from reserved

construction land are also the main source of income for the village and its

welfare programs, which reinforce villagers’ dependence on the village

organization. The reorganization of the village collective to manage re-

served construction land and the distributional regime derived from the

land reinforce the collectivity, while a reinvigorated sense of the collective

helps, in turn, to fortify the territorial assertion of the village in the city.

SHAREHOLDING COOPERATIVE SYSTEM

At the center of village collectivity is the shareholding cooperative

system built on nondivisible common property in reserved construction

land. Communal land is not new to southern Chinese villages. Lineage

corporate land holdings have been a central theme in ethnographic studies

of Chinese village organization, especially southern villages. Access

to lineage land for settlements and cultivation was an important definition

of village membership. Moreover, lineage members are entitled to

welfare benefits generated from lineage land. The management of, and

power over lineage land holdings was intertwined with power structures

of the village, and lineage property was thought to be positively associated

with village solidarity.23 On the eve of the communist revolution, land

in many villages in the Pearl River Delta was 30–40 percent communal

land under the control of village lineage organizations. Under Maoist

The Great Urban Transformation

132



agricultural collectivism, communal land was further institutionalized

through strong party-state intervention. The household contracting system

in the 1980s was revolutionary in breaking down the communal land

system and giving individual households control over their own lots. But

the practice of household land contracting system varied over different

parts of rural China.

As pioneers in rural industrialization in post-Mao China, villagers in the

Pearl River Delta began to pool contract land for larger development pro-

jects, and to convert farmland to small factories in the early 1980s. Some

factories were run by one or several households, while some were village-

owned collective enterprises.24 Urbanization proceeded in a highly decen-

tralized manner as rural industries grew in small towns and villages. In the

1990s, migrant workers and entrepreneurs continued to pour into the

delta, looking for places to build factories and to live. Meanwhile, many

small-scale rural industries were subject to increasingly fierce competition.

Villagers concluded that rather than run the factories themselves, it would

bemore profitable and less risky to collect rents and let themigrants run the

factories. To that end, they began to lease out land parcels or factory

buildings to investors and manufacturers from other regions.

To accommodate industrial production and clustering, villagers pooled

land parcels into larger industrial estates. Village collectives would “lease

back” the contract land from individual households and build industrial

estates or commercial housing. In exchange, villagers would receive equity

shares of collective-run property. Another source of land supply was large

chunks of village collective land not recorded in official cadastral surveys.

These were sometimes two, or even three times larger than what was

reported to land-management bureaus. The rest was the hidden land that

was converted by villages for industrial and residential projects.25 In addi-

tion, villagers pooled funds to build factory structures, roads, and other

infrastructure to increase the commercial value of their property. By the

1990s, village shareholding real-estate projects were widespread in the

industrialized parts of the Pearl River Delta. When the scheme of reserved

construction land was implemented as the result of government land

appropriation in the 1990s, it further institutionalized villages’ sharehold-

ing system for real-estate operations.

Shuping Village can illustrate the role of the village shareholding com-

pany and how it has reinforced village collectivity and autonomy in

four ways: consolidation of village leadership, brokering of urban gover-

nance, balancing of lineage interests and strengthening of collective

identity.
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CONSOLIDATION OF VILLAGE LEADERSHIP

Shuping is located in eastern Guangzhou. According to the village

gazette, the village has gone through several waves of land appropriation

since the 1950s and lost 3.3 sq km of land to various state units, including

the Guangzhou Municipal government for the mega project of Pearl River

New City. By 1996, Shuping village had about 1 sq km of land left. In 1997,

under a new municipal policy of conversion of villagers into urban resi-

dents at the moment of village land appropriation, Shuping Village was

formally abolished and turned into a shareholding company called Sanwan

Group Shareholding Company.

The conversion of the village into a shareholding company in 1997

helped restructure the power relationship between the administrative vil-

lage and villagers’ teams, the two tiers of village organization, and strength-

ened the former.26 The administrative village is a constellation of several

villagers’ teams, also known as “natural villages,” which follow the village

boundaries established since the pre-Revolution era.27 Prior to the 1990s,

under agricultural collectivism and the household contracting system,

villagers’ teams were the center of resource management and allocation in

most villages.28 Since the mid-1990s, under the policy of centralizing farm-

landmanagement, administrative villages have been granted greater formal

authority in land management to approve farmland conversion for non-

farm uses.29 The reserved construction land policy furthered the power shift

from villagers’ teams to the administrative village. More than half of the

reserved land and cash compensation for land loss was channeled to the

administrative village, while the rest was shared among individual teams.

In the village shareholding system, the shareholding company inherited

the two-tiered organization of the village collective, but the administrative

village became the largest shareholder, while individual villagers’ teams be-

came minor shareholders. Shuping Village’s twenty-seven villagers’ teams,

now called “economic associations,” are legal shareholders in the village

company. Each economic association contributed to the company a portion

of the cash compensation it received from land appropriation, and its re-

served construction land to be converted into equity shares of the new

shareholding company. Together the twenty-seven associations own 45 per-

cent of the company. The majority shareholder is the administrative village,

now called the “allied economic association,” which holds 51 percent of the

company. The remaining 4 percent of the shareholding company is held by

village enterprises formerlymanaged by the administrative village, and left to

be controlled by the allied economic association. The party secretary of the
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administrative village, who also chairs the allied economic association, is the

CEO and Party Secretary of the shareholding company.

The shareholding company helps to affirm the central power position

of the administrative village and its leadership. It quantifies power through

the number of shares held by each player, and helps to legitimize an

unequal partnership between villagers’ teams and the administrative

village through a nominally fair shareholding system. The Shuping Village

shareholding company party secretary argued that the centralized manage-

ment of collective assets helped to achieve economies of scale and improve

distribution between well-endowed and poorly endowed associations.

Using this argument, two branches of the village shareholding company

were established in 1999 and 2001: a property-development establishment,

and an investment operation. Both are organized as shareholding compa-

nies aimed at absorbing the reserved construction land and capital that

the economic associations still held.30 Again, the administrative village is

the majority shareholder of the two new establishments, and the village

party secretary is the main decision maker in the new organization.31

BROKERING OF URBAN GOVERNANCE

The village shareholding company also serves as an extension of urban

governance. Village leaders act as power broker’s between the village and

the city, whose expansion has gone beyond the governing capacity of the

city government. When the shareholding company was first established

and Shuping Village was officially abolished in 1997, the village affairs were

taken over by the administrative office of the new company. This was said

to be a temporary arrangement, yet, as of 2006, Shuping shareholding

company’s full-time administrative staff had grown from four to eight,

making it the second most important office of the shareholding company,

next to the party branch.32 The administrative office, like the village admin-

istration before it, continues to take on the responsibility for family

planning, infrastructure planning and construction, land-use regulation,

household registration, public health, village security, military recruitment,

works of the women’s federation, union, overseas Chinese and Taiwanese

affairs, civil dispute reconciliation, and letters and visits to higher-level

governments. Some tasks have been passed on to the residents’ committees

under the municipal district government, but overhead and personnel

expenses still come from the village shareholding company budget.33

Because the municipal government’s ambition to expand the city was

not matched by its financial and administrative capacity, strong villages
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in the city have never been fully incorporated into the metropolitan gover-

nance system. As a result, Shuping Village’s shareholding company con-

tinues to oversee local affairs on behalf of the city government. Its role as an

extension of the city government helps to stabilize its position in the city,

and legitimize its authority within the village.

Within the village, the company is the primary provider of welfare

programs. There are two types of welfare programs in Shuping Village:

one includes universal coverage for medical care and livelihood support

through cash dividends of “welfare shares” allocated to all qualified villa-

gers; the second is need-based, including subsidies for elderly medical care,

living expenses and funerals, building nursing homes, day-care centers,

kindergartens and primary schools, and provision of scholarships and

tuition subsidies for college students.34 In addition, Shuping Villagers

have a priority for better-paid and more secured jobs in village enterprises.

Most of the programs are financed by the shareholding company. The

collective wealth accumulated from real estate has enabled the sharehold-

ing company to provide well for its villagers. As a result, though they are

10. Primary school founded and funded by the corporatist village, Guangzhou

(June 2004)
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officially urban residents entitled to the municipal social-insurance pro-

gram, few villagers participate in the programs.35 Some Chinese sociologists

have called this phenomenon the “danwei-ization of villages,” meaning

that the village shareholding company channels welfare goods in the

same way that work units did under the planned economy.36

While the shareholding company provides for the welfare of villagers,

the economic associations are responsible for dividend distribution. Indi-

vidual villagers hold shares in the association they belong to, but not of

the village-wide shareholding company. In Shuping village, 85 percent

of individual economic associations’ revenue was redistributed as cash

dividends. The need to distribute dividends has limited the capacity of

most associations to invest in larger accumulation projects. Most associa-

tions’ enterprises are smaller than those of the village shareholding compa-

ny and enjoy a slower pace of growth.37

BALANCING OF LINEAGE INTERESTS

Scholars generally agree that there has been a revival of lineage organiza-

tions in rural China since the 1980s, especially in Guangdong.38 Yet,

it remains controversial whether and how the reemerged lineage organiza-

tions have affected village politics.

In Shuping, more than 80 percent of the villagers belong to three sur-

name groups: Li (37.5%), Deng (23.5%), and Peng (14.6%).39 Since the

1980s, these surname groups and other smaller surname groups have re-

built or renovated their ancestral halls and invested in revising and updat-

ing their lineage history. Prior to the communist land reform, as much as 45

percent of Shuping Village’s land was communal land owned andmanaged

by lineage organizations, called “tai gong tian.” The communal land was

used to fund welfare and community affairs, and formed the economic base

of lineage organizations.

There is a correlation between surname groups and team divisions, which

were converted to economic associations. In most teams, one of the three

major surnames would have higher representation. Villagers of the same

surname group are further divided into sublineages. It is difficult to trace

whether and how lineage and sublineage organizations have facilitated or

complicated village-wide power consolidation across villagers’ teams in

Shuping Village. But both village leaders and villagers point to the effort

to keep a power balance among the three major surnames in the leadership

of the village.40 The three surnames in Shuping Village have followed an

unspoken rule to take turns heading the administrative village since the
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1960s.41 Also, all three surnames always held key positions in the village

administration. Other researchers have commented that these arrange-

ments helped Shuping avoid conflicts, as is frequently found in villages

composed of multiple large surname groups.42

It is unclear exactly how the three surname groups in Shuping Village

reached a consensus on power sharing. The party secretary mentioned

armed conflict among surname groups prior to the communist era, as was

common in the rural south.43What is clear, though, is that blood connections

do not have a pre-determined effect on village organization. Surname orga-

nizations can facilitate village solidarity or create internal conflicts. The polit-

ical role of the lineage depends on the way it is defined and mobilized in the

context of territorial power strategies. Blood connections are flexible, as in

quasi-blood organizations like village-centered lineage organizations.44 They

are asmuch historical and geographical as genetic in villages’ social organiza-

tion. QianHang (2001), among others, has pointed out the Chinese tradition

of alliances between different surname groups in a specific place through

marriage and other means.45 The place-centered alliances of lineage groups

collapse the boundary between blood-based and place-based social organiza-

tions. In other cases, people of the same surname would establish surname

lineage associations across villages. In Shuping, the coalition of major sur-

names at the administrative village level has worked to both legitimize the

leadership of the administrative village and to stabilize village politics.

STRENGTHENING OF COLLECTIVE IDENTITY

The self-organized shareholding system has strengthened villagers’ collec-

tive identity through two inter-related mechanisms. One is the distribu-

tional function of the shareholding company; the other is the shareholder

status that reaffirms village membership.

Unlike agricultural collectivism under Mao, which focused on produc-

tion, real estate-centered collectivism in the village shareholding system

emphasizes the distribution of collective wealth. With a large amount of

village land being appropriated by the urban government, the issue of fair

distribution of what’s left over became a matter of survival for villagers.

The need to clarify village membership arose in the 1980s and 1990s in the

prosperous areas of the Pearl River Delta and the Yangtze River Delta, where

there was a large influx of migrant workers into village enterprises and

living in villages. Modeled after the hukou system, rules were established

by prosperous villages to identify who was eligible for welfare benefits,

employment guarantees and privileges, consumption subsidies, and, most
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of all, access and entitlement to collective land. Overall, a village member-

ship is an exclusive privilege granted to those born in the village. Full

membership was granted to members of families that settled in the village

prior to the revolution, and had subsequently become members of the

village’s production teams. These full members were awarded contract

land under the household contracting system in the 1980s. Full village

members thus had a dual identity as land contractors. In fact, access to

collective land was the most critical among all membership rights—all

other privileges came through land rights.

Because the stakes were high and outsiders often outnumbered locals

in wealthy villages, it became a pressing issue to set the boundary between

insiders and outsiders. Certain privileges and full village membership were

granted to outsiders only under special circumstances, such as for technical

talent recruited to village enterprises. In other cases, some villagers were

granted urban hukou in the 1960s and 1970s after their land was appro-

priated by state danwei. These villagers were able to buy back their village

membership.

The shareholding system of the 1990s added a new layer to villagers’

membership by marking them as shareholders. Eligible village members

were granted shares in their economic association. In Shuping,membership

shares were granted to those who had contracted land in the 1980s, and the

number of shares was calculated by the number of years of residency in the

village since 1966. Although the official regulation of the shareholding

system emphasized the labor contribution as the basis of share allocation,

the focus of the villages’ own calculation was based on the principle of

compensating villagers’ land loss: welfare shares and employment shares

were issued to those who lost their contractual land as a result of urban

government appropriation. They could receive additional shares if they had

worked in village enterprises prior to the abolition of the village.

The shareholding system, backed by village membership and land con-

tracts, fortifies the boundary of the village collective. While villagers

who were born into the village enjoyed shares based on land, employment,

and welfare entitlement, “outsiders” were granted only certain types or no

shares at all. Partial or nonshareholding village residents included recent

migrant workers, villagers who had transferred their agricultural to nonag-

ricultural hukou before the 1980s, women married out of the village, those

whomarried into the village but had not yet lived there for three years, and

urban youths who had been “sent down” to the village during the Cultural

Revolution and stayed on. Some full shareholders could be stripped of their

shareholding status; these included criminals, military deserters, and
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family planning violators and their nonquota children. Partial shareholders

or nonshareholders had partial or no rights to village land. The total

number of shares of each economic association under Shuping’s Sanwan

Group Company was fixed on January 1, 1995. The shares allocated since

that date could not fluctuate, regardless of births, deaths, or movements by

residents in and out of the village. Shares could be inherited (except for

welfare shares), but not sold, mortgaged, withdrawn, given away, or inher-

ited by nonshareholding members. Only eligible shareholders could buy

additional shares, and there was a cap of forty shares for any one share-

holder. In this way, the shareholding system is bounded by a closed mem-

bership. The village and the shareholding company define one another,

and Shuping Village and Sanwan Group Company become the dual centers

of village shareholders’ collective identity.

At the center of villagers’ collective identity is land. The first layer of such

land-centered identity is the shared experience of land loss and the sense of

entitlement to compensation for the loss. The second layer builds on the

reinforced village membership through which villagers enjoy an exclusive

access to profits from the collective’s real estate operations. At both levels,

the anchor of their identity is the exchange rather than the use value of

land. The loss and gain of the exchange value of land in turn frames the

way villagers in the city calculate and strategize for the future.

Shuping’s shareholding system is a story of village’s strategies of

affirming its place in the city through the control over collective assets. It

legitimizes and stabilizes its position by brokering urban governance and

dispensing welfare provisions to villagers. At the same time, it has created a

power-sharing scheme among major surname groups that prevents major

rifts in the village and strengthens village identity.

Shuping therefore reprecents a relatively successful story of civic territo-

riality, defined as the society’s struggle over controlling a place. Successful

civic struggles over territorial control helps to build territorial autonomy.

For the rest of this chapter, I use the case of Shuping to elaborate further on

the relationship between space and power from the perspective of the

villages at the urban fringe.

Corporatist village’s territorial autonomy and its limits

As outlined in Chapter 1, the analysis of the relationship between space

and power can begin with building connections among the cumulative

layers of location, locale, place, and territory.
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At the core of Shuping is the prime location of the village in the expanded

center of Guangzhou metropolis. The village real estate and infrastructure

constructionadds to the location,materializes the presenceof the village, and

turns the location into a locale. On the top of the locale is the socioeconomic

organization of the village, in the form of village corporatism, and the re-

inforced identity of villagers that turn the locale into a place. The premium

and strategic location of the village creates a high-stakes struggle between

the village and the urban government. The struggle turns the village from a

place into a territory. The village’s territoriality is built on spatial strategies

to define and defend the interests and autonomy of the village.

One of the most decisive elements in Shuping’s territoriality has been

its successful resistance to relocation. Compared to displaced inner-city

residents in Beijing, corporatist villagers in southern cities have the advan-

tage of staying in the same location. Their territorial control was secured

because the physical, social, and emotional place of the village is not only

intact, but also has been reinforced over time.

In Shuping, villagers maximize land use by building up on their

own reserved housing land. High profits fromwell-located village collective

real-estate projects trigger a process of internal power consolidation and

strengthen the village’s financial and self-governing capacities, as well

as its bargaining leverage with the urban government. The enhanced vil-

lage welfare and distribution system has also reinforced villagers’ identity

with the village collective.

Reorganized and consolidated village collectives build high-profile com-

mercial projects in the new metropolitan center. They also invest in

roads, schools, sewer systems, power, and water supplies. The village’s

infrastructure investments also deepen its entanglement with the urban

economy through joint ventures, which strengthens the physical and

political-economic presence of the village in the new center of the metrop-

olis. The village’s social organization and presence turn the locale into a

place that Shuping has occupied for over 700 years.46 That history, pre-

sented in Shuping’s own gazetteer, helps legitimize the village’s moral claim

over the place. As the metropolis expands into the village, the villagers’

historical and emotional attachment to the village is strengthened by the

economic stake villagers come to have, making the village an even more

meaningful place for villagers, and a more contentious site. Shuping’s

territoriality is built in the specific location through this process of place-

making, consolidating, and defending. It is a process of building and sus-

taining the territorial autonomy of the village and hence the village’s

territorialization.
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When successfully territorialized, the villages in the city represent

an opportunity for peasants to share in growing urban wealth while main-

taining relative territorial autonomy under a regime of metropolitan expan-

sionism. Thevillages’ legacyof lineage corporatist landholdings and collective

organization, strengthened by the corporative organization of accumulation

and distribution, constitute what I call “village corporatism.”

In my formulation, village corporatism differs from state corporatism

(Cawson1986; Stepan1978) and local-state corporatism (Oi 1992) in several

ways. State corporatism is an elitist model focusing on the capitalist state’s

accumulation and legitimation strategy, while village corporatism takes a

bottom-up approach, focusing on society’s strategy for self-protection and

local accumulation against an extractive state.

Also, state corporatism typically refers to an arrangement of the capitalist

state to incorporate the interests of society. Stepan (1978) suggests

that corporatism is an elite response to crisis, an attempt by elites who

control the state apparatus to restructure the relationship between the

sectors of civil society (the national bourgeoisie, and in some cases workers

and peasants) and the state. It is not a reflection of the growth of civil

society, nor is it the result of social struggle. Rather, corporatism is a policy

output, a political structure consciously imposed by political elite on civil

society.47

Oi’s local-state corporatism focuses on the local, rather than the central

state. She maintains that local officials in post-Mao China played the

leading role in coordinating rural industrialization. Local officials acted as

“the equivalent of a board of directors” of a business corporation.48 In this

conception, the integration of political and economic elites in the local

developmental state explains China’s successful rural reforms in the 1980s.

While focusing more on accumulation than distribution strategies of the

local state, this model does not include society, either as a social input or a

policy output of state corporatism.

Oi and Stepan share a top-down framework in their model of state-

dominated corporatism. In Stepan’s framework, society is a passive partici-

pant, while the political elite, who control the state, respond to crises

and impose a set of policies and institutions on society. Oi does not include

society in her analysis, focusing exclusively on the political and economic

elite operating through the apparatus of the local state.

My alternative view of village corporatism highlights the active role

of society in urban social transformation. It takes a bottom-up approach

that looks at the process of state-peasant resource struggles, and the way

peasants develop strategies of accumulation and distribution when dealing
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with an extractive local state. In this model, the village is not a passive

participant in a corporatism imposed by the state. Instead, the village

actively negotiates with the local state to form corporatism as a strategy

for self-protection. Village corporatism is a self-initiated strategy against

local state-land appropriation. If state-dominant corporatism, according to

Stepan, is the state’s response to a legitimation crisis, village corporatism

is peasants’ response to the threat of local state’s land expropriation.

Corporatist villages of Southern China also diverge from “urban villages”

in the United States and squatter settlements in Latin America. The differ-

ence lies in the corporatist villagers’ collective territorial claims, reinforced

by corporatist organization.

Southern China’s corporatist villages differ from the “urban village” in

the urban ecology tradition of urban studies. Exemplified by Gans’s classic

study (1962)49 of the immigrant community in inner-city Boston, the

urban village is a community of immigrants (Italian in this case) brought

to the neighborhood through chain migration. Though socially connected,

the immigrant residents in inner-city Boston, unlike villagers in southern

China, lacked a collective organization legitimized by constitutionally re-

cognized land rights. As individual private property owners and tenants,

Italian immigrants in Boston relied primarily on legal institutions instead

of collective territorial claims to secure their place in the city.

The corporatist village in southern China, with its well-established

economic, social, and territorial base, is also to be distinguished from

squatter settlements in Latin American cities, as examined by Manuel

Castells (1983).50 While Latin American squatter settlements are a major

driver of urban expansion, the village in the city in China is a consequence

of metropolitan expansion. Unlike Chinese corporatist villagers, who

are local in the city, Latin American squatters are migrants from the

countryside, who have little legitimacy in making claims over illegally

occupied urban land. Corporatist villagers in southern China have collec-

tive ownership of premium land as their main bargaining chip, whereas

squatters in Latin America hold the power of the ballot box as leverage

with which to bargain with urban politician patrons. Corporatist villagers

in China organize welfare and infrastructure, whereas Latin American

squatters, under the populist politics, exchange their votes for

the provision of urban services.

In short, compared to immigrant enclaves in North American neighbor-

hoods and squatter settlements in Latin American cities, southern Chinese

corporatist villages are distinct by their collectivity, which is composed

of highly structured corporatist organizations, valuable collective assets,
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and a reinforced identity based on prior land rights and present economic

benefits. They use their collectivity for protection and to bargain with the

urban government and development powers.

The corporatist village’s collectivity is inseparable from the villagers’

long-term occupation of the place. Unlike urban villagers or squatter set-

tlers, corporatist villagers are not sojourners from overseas or the country-

side seeking a place to settle in an alien city. They did not go to the city—the

city came to them. Centuries of settlement in the place armed villagers with

a strong sense of entitlement to the place that goes beyond legalistic ideas

of property rights. Shuping Village, for example, took the initiative to

publish a village gazetteer in 2003, allegedly the first village gazetteer

in China. Tracing the history of the village as far back as 1273 in the

Southern Song Dynasty (1127–1279 CE), the Shuping Village gazetteer

opens with a chapter entitled “Natural Geography” containing a list of

land parcels appropriated by urban, state, and military units and agencies

since 1912. The two-page list details the dates and names of more than

a hundred state agencies that had appropriated village land and

also informs about the size of each parcel. The villagers’ moral stance as

victims of land grabs, supported by the weight of history, strengthens the

village’s territorial legitimacy. The gazetteer also is a telling example

of the way Shuping Village uses the power of representation to find its

place in Guangzhou’s urban history. In Shuping Village’s gazetteer,

urban development is perceived as a series of land appropriations rather

than glorious expansion and growth, as would be the case in Guangzhou’s

official record.

An actively cultivated sense of entitlement is buttressed by villagers’

spatial proximity to the heart of the urban economy. Villagers have long

understood the function of markets from selling vegetables in the city and

other entrepreneurial undertakings since the 1970s, and they have accu-

mulated bargaining skills through intensive interaction with urban autho-

rities in repeated rounds of land appropriation. As the head of the Shuping

Village told me: “I have seen six turnovers of the director of the Land

Center of Zhujiang New City since 1994. I know much better about

what’s going on around here than any of the directors.”51

However, corporatist organization is not without pitfalls. First, rigorously

guarded village boundaries are powerful mechanisms of social exclusion.

Migrant workers from other provinces have contributed significantly to

the village corporation, but live and work as second-class members of the

village. This social exclusion has given rise to a new class division in

prosperous corporatist villages.52
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Second, the village shareholding company runs expressly for profit. The

sustainability of such an organization is, therefore, highly contingent upon

the economic success of the corporation. Villages in other parts of the region

and country have tried to replicate the Shuping model and failed. Some

failures were due to unsuccessful business ventures and the shareholding

company could not distribute significant dividends to villagers; others were

caused by the involuntary nature of the establishment of shareholding com-

panies. In those villages, a very different view of the collective economy

prevails. While facing appropriation of village land, villagers focus their

demands on a fair distribution of the cash compensation to individuals,

instead of pooling resources for collective projects. Their pessimistic outlook

on the collective futuremakes it relatively easy for local cadres tobuyout their

shares in the collective enterprises at a discount price and leads to privatiza-

tion of the village economy.53

Finally, the corporatist village model of monetary reward and localized

identity limits the political imagination of villagers and village leaders.

Village heads, as CEOs of the village corporation, centralize power when

they consolidate the village economy. Village leaders avoid elections

and face limited challenges from within. Village heads also become de

facto agents of the urban government, and undertake state administrative

and welfare functions in exchange for political legitimacy. While such

brokering between the state and the peasantry is an integral part of village

autonomy, it also allows state penetration into local social organizations,

a long-standing tradition in rural governance that blurs the boundary

between the state and society. In Chapter 6, I use the study of township

governments to elaborate further on power brokering between the state

and the peasantry, and its impact on rural land development.

Notes
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Chapter 6

Township Governments as Brokers

of Power and Property

In May 2006, I visited a couple of new housing projects at the rural fringe of the

Beijing metropolitan region, about two hours’ drive from Beijing’s city center.

I asked a homeowner why he bought a house built illegally by the township

government in a semirural area far from central Beijing. I also asked if he worried

that the municipal or district government would tear down his new home built on

protected farmland. Did he worry that he did not hold the title to his apartment?

The homeowner, who moved to the area after his former home was razed by a

district government developer to build an office-housing complex called “Multina-

tional Corporation Headquarters Center,” said: “If it was just me alone, I would

not have bought the apartment. But there were 8000 homeowners here. What

government on this planet would dare tear down a new housing compound of

8000 units, even if the houses are built on protected farmland and do not have any

permits?”1

Six years earlier, in December 2000, I met with the chief planner of a prosperous

township in the Pearl River Delta. She had been transferred from the Guangdong

Provincial Planning Bureau to the township in 1989, when the township planning

bureau was under expansion. She recounted her experience of the first few years

after she arrived in town. At that time, she said, planning was a novel idea for

township leaders, and the township government had little control over villages,

which were busy building factories on collective farmland. To obtain more accu-

rate information about land-use conversion, the chief planner would bring her

staff to visit every village under the township’s jurisdiction and walk along rice

fields to measure land parcels and record them one by one. She said,“This way the

villages could not hide from us how much farmland had been converted to build

commodity housing or factories.” I commented that it sounded like an awful lot of

work for a small planning bureau in a rapidly industrializing and urbanizing

town. I then inquired about satellite imaging technologies I heard so much about
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during interviews with officials at Beijing’s Ministry of Land and Resources. She

smiled and replied: “Those satellite photos are not available for low-level offices in

the townships. But these days we have a better way of conducting the land use

survey ourselves to get even more accurate information. The township leaders now

understand how important it is to have full control of village land. They are

willing to spend money to hire photographers in low-flying helicopters to take

aerial photos of villages and their land.”2

In this chapter,3 I examine land-development strategies employed by

township governments at the rural fringe, far from metropolitan centers.

Urbanism, as both physical and ideological construction of modernity,

could be found not only at the urban core and urban fringe, but also in

less urbanized areas. Both townships and villages were the catalysts for rural

industrialization and urbanization in the 1980s and early 1990s. While

their relative importance varied across different regions and subregions,

the townships have a political advantage over the villages: they are a formal

part of the state bureaucracy.

The township forms the lowest rung of the state hierarchy, and, as such,

is endowed with formal yet limited state authority. The township is the

most authoritative representative of the state in the villages. Located in this

position between the state bureaucracy and the village township officials’

political power has two main characteristics. One is a high level of uncer-

tainty about their delegated power. The general principle of hierarchical

supervision in China’s bureaucratic system leaves the boundary of authori-

ty between levels of governments under-defined. Thus, the scale, scope,

and sustainability of township governments’ formal authority depend on

the will of their supervisors. High-level governments can extend or with-

draw authority over resource allocation and add or reduce townships’

responsibilities for policy implementation. To cope with such uncertainty,

township officials try to bypass scrutiny from above while increasing con-

trol over immediate resources before superiors claim them.

The second feature of township governments’ power is their under-

defined authority over the villages. Taking advantage of such ambiguity,

township governments try to expand their influence and consolidate their

control of village resources. Theoretically, villages are “autonomous organi-

zations” and not part of the state system. In practice, however, the Chinese

Communist Party (CCP) maintains a strong presence in the village. The

party branch secretary of the village, appointed by the township party

branch, is generally recognized as the “yibashou” (the number-one boss),

while the elected villagers’ committee chair serves as the “erbasho”’ (the

second man in charge).4 As a result, the commanding hierarchy of the
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CCPhasmade the villages an extension of the party state and village leaders

subordinate to township governments.

At the interface between the state bureaucracy and the village, township

leaders strategize to bolster their position as power brokers.5 Land is at the

center of their brokerages and, consequently, the contentious politics sur-

rounding rural land is intertwined with township leaders’ politics of power

brokering. Township leaders maneuver in the gray zone of state-land ten-

ure, and build up on the land before the superior urban government

appropriates it. They also intensify the grip on subordinate villages and

centralize control over villages’ land conversion and construction projects.

Rural townships under urban expansionism

As shown in Chapter 4, in China’s territorial hierarchy, urban governments

have had the administrative legitimacy to control rural land since the

1980s. Urban dominance is buttressed by policy tools like urban develop-

ment plans, farmland conversion quotas, and state monopoly over land-

lease sales. Rural townships, on the other hand, have few such devices at

their disposal in the quest for control over rural land.

Another constraint on township governments is their capacity limita-

tions and administrative responsibilities. Though at the bottom of the state

hierarchy, township governments bore the burden of collecting state and

local taxes from peasants until 2004, and continue to carry out highly

unpopular public policies such as family planning and cremation. In addi-

tion, the financial condition of the townships began to deteriorate in the

latter half of the 1990s. Fiscal decentralization, which reduced provincial

transfers and increased local expenditures, has left townships heavily de-

pendent on locally generated extra-budgetary revenues, especially profits

from township and village enterprises (TVEs). The TVEs began to collapse

in the mid-1990s, however, due to their lack of scale economies and to the

increasingly competitive markets for low-end products. Many township

governments fell deep into debt and could barely pay their overheads.6

The revenue of the townships shrank more when agricultural taxes, which

were the main source of revenue of rural governments in agricultural

regions, were abolished in 2004.

By the early 2000s, township leaders and officials were cast in policy

discourse andmedia as the primary source of local corruption and excessive

peasant burdens. There has also been talk about downsizing local govern-

ments, especially at the township level.7 Already the weakest link in the
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state bureaucracy, the township’s political legitimacy is further threatened

and its power position rendered more uncertain. As noted earlier in chapter

4, this was the historical moment when urban governments launchedmore

aggressive, mixed-use, large-scale New City projects in semirural areas.

Township government’s weakened capacities, however, are not accompa-

nied by reduced responsibilities. Quite the contrary, in the process of urban

governments’ appropriationof rural collective land, township officials are at

the fore in negotiations with village leaders. Development projects are

financed through loans, so township officials are under tremendous pres-

sure to remove peasants and clear sites to allow construction to begin as

quickly as possible. Township officials must be skillful enough to prevent

conflicts. Villagers’ complaints through the shangfang and xinfang system

have the potential to seriously delay development, and have a negative

impact on the performance evaluations of the officials involved. Further, it

is not unheard of that township officials become targets of peasant antago-

nism and violence. From the perspective of township leaders, the rewards

often don’t match the trouble involved in carrying out the thankless task.

To prevent escalation and reduce political risks, township officials hold

frequent mobilization meetings and do rounds of home visits to personally

persuade peasants of the merits of relocation. A township cadre once

complained to me that he did not sit down for dinner for a whole month

during a mobilization campaign to relocate villagers.8 By the middle of the

2000s, demolition of villages and forced relocation of peasants came to

resemble low-intensity war. In addition to demolition crews, township

governments hired private guards, deployed public security forces, and

mobilized hundreds of township government employees, including school

teachers, to be present at the site on the day of demolition, hoping to

effectively intimidate and placate the peasants.9

One disincentive is intra-state profit sharing. The Land Management Law

stipulates that of the total conveyance fees, 30 percent should be submitted

to the central government, and 70 percent may be divided among local

governments.10 But township governments often receive little. Among

local governments, provinces and prefecture-level cities get 20 percent

each. The remaining 30 percent goes to county-level governments. Town-

ships’ share of the fees is usually decided on a case-by-case basis by county-

level governments. Their share can be as low as 5–10 percent of the total.11

Throughout these hugely expensive and under-rewarding campaigns to

appropriate village land on behalf of urban governments, township leaders

are keenly aware that the latter profit immensely from leasing expropriated

land to outside developers, usually at 10–20 times the total compensation
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paid to peasants.12 Facing financial pressure and political uncertainty, under-

appreciated township leaders have been moved to launch their own land-

development projects. In some cases the projects are legal, such as renting

out collective land zoned for construction to investors to build factories. This

type of arrangement does not require the formal procedure for leasing and

land rights transfer from the collective to the state prior to the rental

arrangement.13 But most of the township’s projects are more complex.

Because townships are a part of the state, they can use their authority to

appropriate village land in the name of “small-town construction,” a loose-

ly defined rural development program. But townships are also part of

collectives.14 According to the Land Management Law, rural collective land

cannot be transferred to other users without first converting the ownership

from the collective to the state. Conversion of ownership requires substan-

tial fees paid to the urban government. It is not clear, however, whether

townships, as a part of the collectives, need to go through the formal

procedure to convert ownership of village land, and many townships

choose not to do so. They build on collective land to avoid the high fees

for ownership transfer and to avoid the scrutiny of the supervising urban

government. Consequently, in the gray zone encompassing “small town

construction” programs, townships build projects that include factories,

roads, power plants, town halls, employee housing, commercial housing,

and retail and wholesale markets.15

From the perspective of the Ministry of Land Management, most of the

township development projects are illegal. In 2000, among 100,209 cases of

illegal land use and transaction nationwide, 75 percent were related to

unauthorized occupation of farmland.16 According to a high-ranking official

at theMinistry of Land and Resources whowas on the investigation team for

the nationwide land audit in 2002, township projects accounted for more

thanhalf of the cases of unauthorized occupation of farmland—and that was

only the official figure.17 In reality, the townships’ “illegal land occupation”

involves a series of maneuvering, including negotiation with village leaders

for land, removal of peasants, financing, construction, andmarketing. These

extra-legal projects reflect the way township governments broker their power

and land in the process of urbanization at the rural fringe.

Housing with township-granted ownership certificates

Among township-initiated, extra-legal development projects, the “housing

with township-granted ownership certificates” is the most telling example
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of the complexity of township government brokerage of land and property

rights.

The term for “housing with township-granted ownership certificates” is

“xiangchanquan” in Chinese. “Xiang” means township,18 while “chanquan”

translates as property rights, but implicitly refers to ownership rights. The

term reveals the paradoxical nature of this type of housing, since townships

do not have the authority to grant ownership titles. At the rural margins of

the Beijing metropolitan region, for example, township government lea-

ders, their village collaborators, and allied developers have built commer-

cial housing complexes in township jurisdictions. They use farmland for

construction by going through neither the formal procedural for owner-

ship transfer from the collective to the state, nor through the approval

process of farmland conversion for non-farm uses. By circumventing the

procedures for land-use conversion and land-ownership transfer, township

governments and developers can save more than 50 percent in land costs.

Cheap land helps bring down the unit price of housing, making it popular

with low-budget homebuyers. In metropolitan Beijing, the average price of

11. The wholesale market build and run by a township government, Hebei (May

2006)
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the township-built extra-legal housing is 40–60 percent cheaper than hous-

ing in similar locations.

To disguise housing projects built on illegally converted farmland, devel-

opers work with townships and villages to build so-called family farms to

make the project qualify as agricultural use of land. These “family farms”

have large greenhouses or other decorative farm activities like a recreational

small animal farm in the complex, while more than 90 percent of the

project area is used for commodity housing.19 In other cases, “housing

with township-granted title certificates” or xiangchanquan housing, is

built on nonfarmland in the village. This is illegal because village housing

land is not permitted for projects intended for sale to noncollective mem-

bers. Buyers of such housing units receive “home ownership certificates”

issued by township governments that do not, in fact, have the authority to

grant ownership rights.

The xiangchanquan projects emerged in the late 1990s at the rural fringe

of metropolitan regions like Beijing. By this time, property development,

especially residential projects, had become the favorite alternative for

township governments to generate local revenues. The xiangchanquan com-

pounds are typically designed in grids with six-story, plain walkup build-

ings with minimal facilities. They are often located next to crop fields and

are served by dirt roads. The growth of xiangchanquan housing represented

a challenge to metropolitan governments’ territorial control over its rural

hinterlands and to the disciplinary authority of the central ministries

ostensibly overseeing construction and land management.

Throughout the 2000s, official warnings and orders were issued to curb

xiangchanquan projects. Legal professionals were mobilized to caution poten-

tial homebuyers against being duped into xiangchanquanhousing that do not

have legal titles.20 Real-estate consultants advised people to check the “five

legal certificates” of the development projects before signing the contract.

The five certificates are: the certificate of use rights of construction land, the

certificate of use rights of state land, the permit for development plans, the

permit for project construction, and the permit of sales. If the developers do

not have the five certificates, homebuyers will not be able to obtain their

official home-ownership certificates. Without the certificate, homebuyers

cannot get mortgages or sell the homes legally.

Despite such warnings, xiangchanquan units continued to be built and

sold. According to a survey of metropolitan Beijing’s 400-plus housing

complexes in 2006, xiangchanquan projects accounted for 18 percent of

the total floor area of residential projects for sale. In June 2007, theMinistry

of Construction held a press conference to “remind consumers” not to buy
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xiangchanquan housing, and reminded people that such projects are built

without construction and sales permits and are therefore illegal.21 A week

later, on June 25th, on National Land Day, the Director of Beijing’s Bureau

of Land and Resources announced in much tougher tones that it would

take strict measures to halt the construction of xiangchanquan housing on

illegally occupied collective land. The director threatened to launch a

citywide investigation, and said he would issue warnings to halt illegal

projects currently under construction.22

The harsh rhetoric hints at the city government’s frustration with the

difficulty of curbing rampant rural-land conversion that had gone beyond

their control. In Beijing municipality alone, as much as 82 percent of its

total 16,400 sq km of land is collectively owned. Some 13,500 sq km of

collective land, comparable in size to metropolitan Paris (14,518 sq km)23 is

potentially available for projects built and sold by townships and their

village collaborators. Curbing extra-legal projects scattered throughout

this vast hinterland is a daunting challenge. City leaders’ hands are tied

because they lack legitimacy to intervene in rural-land development. In

addition, skyrocketing housing prices in the city make affordable housing a

pressing issue.

Although urban governments have formal and administrative authority

over their rural hinterland, their authority to control rural land is a highly

contentious matter. Under the discourse of “rule of law,” the boundary of

governmental authority has come under question by the media and scho-

lars. Responding to the announcement of the director of Beijing’s Bureau of

Land and Resources that the city would adopt strict measures to halt the

construction of xiangchanquan projects, a law professor at China People’s

University publicly rebutted the director. The professor, who also served as

vice-general secretary of the Civil Law Committee under the China Law

Society,24 argued that the land bureau can exercise ownership rights over

state-owned urban land only. Since xiangchanquan projects are built on

collective land, they are beyond the jurisdiction of the bureau. The professor

also dismissed a statement issued by the Ministry of Construction that

xiangchanquan units are illegal because they are not granted permits for

construction and sales. He pointed out that the legal support for that

statement, the Urban Real Estate Management Law, applies only to buildings

on state-owned land.25 The xiangchanquan projects built on rural collective

land are, again, not covered by this law, and village collectives, as the

constitutionally recognized owners, retain full rights to their land. Those

rights include building houses and selling them.
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What is important about the professor’s argument is not merely whether

the argument is legalistically or logically sound. Under the dual land tenure

system that separates ownership of rural and urban land, and the conten-

tious competition for land between urban and rural governments, the

argument helps create a legal space for township property projects. At a

moment when the authority of rural townships has been eroded by the

incorporation of rural counties and towns into the metropolitan region,

and financial crisis looms, the argument in favor of rural collectives’ rights

effectively draws a legal boundary between rural and urban and manage-

ment systems that exclude the city from interfering with the development

of rural land.

The second challenge to the urban government’s efforts at curbing xiang-

chanquanprojects comes fromescalatinghousingprices since the early 2000s.

In Beijing, housing prices surged 41.5 percent from 2000 to 2007, according

to Beijing’s statistics bureaus. The Municipal Bureau of Real Estate found a

muchhigher increaseof 226percent from2000 to2006.26 Shenzhen’s average

housing price increased from 5718 yuan per square meter in 2000 to 13,178

12. Extra-legal xiangchanquan housing for inner city relocatees at the fringe of

Beijing (December 2007)
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yuan per square meter in 2007, according to an international real-estate

consulting firm. The official growth figure was 51.8 percent. In Shanghai,

housing prices surged 280 percent from an average 3320 yuan per square

meter in 2000 to 9312 yuanper squaremeter in 2007,with a sharp 50percent

annual increase in 2004. Again, the Shanghai Bureau of Statistics put the

figure at amuch lower level of 68.9 percent from2000 to 2006.27 Inconsistent

figures for housing prices are generated by sources that use different para-

meters and sampling methods, and which have divergent interests. For ex-

ample, data providedby theMunicipal Statistics Bureaus is used toprotect the

municipal government fromcriticismover its incapacity to control real-estate

speculation and housing price hikes; the much higher figures provided by

real-estate boosters are cited to sustain optimism and stimulate property

investment and speculation.

Regardless of the inconsistency, the prohibitive housing prices in metro-

politan centers are an everyday reality for urban residents. Mortgage pay-

ments often account for more than 50 percent of average household income

formiddle-class families.With the abolition ofwelfare housing, urban home-

ownership for the new generation is made possible indirectly by the one-

child policy. Ayoung couple, both the single child of their respective families,

can expect help in paying for a new house from parents on both sides, who

usually still have housing provided by their work units. In other words, it

takes three households to pay for one housing unit.28 For less fortunate

homebuyers, an option is xiangchanquanhousing, which costs 40–60 percent

less than the average home in the same area. Immediately following the

recent warnings by the Ministry of Construction and the Beijing Bureau of

Land and Resources against xiangchanquan projects, a Beijing-based news

website conducted a survey of people’s attitudes towards xiangchanquan

housing. Of the 25,000 participants in the survey, 75 percent said they

would still consider buying an xiangchanquan unit. When asked if they were

concerned about the lack of legal papers, they replied that it would be very

difficult, if not impossible, for the urban government to demolish a newly

built housing complex already sold and occupied by thousands of families.29

Where would the government move them to if the new homes were to

be demolished? How much can the government afford in compensation

for the relocation if the xiangchanquan housing were demolished?

The reasoning is solid. Among xiangchanquan home buyers, some are

recent migrants and lower-middle income urban residents, but a significant

percentage of them are former inner-city residents whose houses were

demolished under urban redevelopment projects, and who had been forced

to relocate. Recall that such moves are an integral part of the “economics of
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demolition and relocation” for expansionist urban governments (see Chap-

ter 4), as the process of demolition creates demand for new commodity

housing—in New City projects for those who can afford it, and in cheaper

xiangchanquan complexes for those who cannot. Urban redevelopment

agencies and their partners purchase cheap xiangchanquan units to accom-

modate residents driven out by redevelopment projects in the inner city.

Ironically, “illegal” xiangchanquan projects demonized by the city leaders

are, in fact, an indispensable element in the city’s expansion plans.

The legal ambiguity surrounding collective-owned land, coupled with

the housing crisis in the city, permits the perpetuation of township govern-

ments’ property projects. While the term “chanquan” (property rights)

lends the impression of formality to xiangchanquan projects, the use of

the term is more than being ironic. The term xiangchanquan should be

read not in the narrow language of “property rights,” but rather, as an

expression of township governments’ territorial strategy. Township proper-

ty projects are sites through which township leaders compete with superior

urban governments for land rents at the time of accelerated urban expan-

sion and surging housing demand, and at a place on the rural fringe

where urban and rural governance collide. At this temporal and locational

intersection, township governments take advantage of their access to rural

land and the ability to manipulate the legality of property rights. But the

competition between the township and urban governments is only half

the matter. The other half concerns township leaders’ negotiation with

the villages below them, and their strategies to consolidate control over

scattered village land to launch their own development projects.

Townships’ consolidation of village land

Bringing together large and contiguous land lots under a simple ownership

structure is the first step toward success in real estate. To achieve this aim,

the township government needs to consolidate its territorial control over

villages. The logic also works in reverse: to consolidate the territorial control

over the villages, the township needs to consolidate land control. Econo-

mies of scale in real estate and territorial consolidation reinforce each other

and are key to township governments’ financial and political maneuvers

since the 1990s.

To initiate property projects, township governments are confronted by

fragmented land usage in rural areas, thanks to the household contracting

system implemented in the 1980s. Based on the principle of equity, village
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land lots were divided into small sections in different locations with different

growing conditions. Each household received several small pieces of land of

varying quality and in different locations. After the initial redistribution,

village farmlandwas subject to regular readjustment, according to the chang-

ing demography of the village and the life cycle of households. Organization-

ally, villagers are entangled in a web of land swaps, leases, and rental

arrangementswithother villagers or relatives and acquaintances inneighbor-

ing villages. These practices have contributed to an increasingly fragmented

pattern of land rights distribution. For township leaders who aspire to con-

solidate their control over land, the fragmented land-rights structure is a

major impediment to their ambitions.

Taking advantage of their under-defined authority over villages, town-

ship government leaders strategize to assemble fragmented land holdings

for large development projects. They have adopted regulatory, spatial, and

organizational strategies as follows.

Regulatory strategies: town planning

Land-use planning is one of the most important tools of territorial gover-

nance. It provides an opportunity to restructure resource distribution and

legitimize power arrangements. In the name of modernization, rationality,

and efficiency, capitalistic urban planning modes are widely adopted not

only in large cities, as discussed in Chapters 2 and 4, but also in small

towns. Expansionist urban governments use urban planning to delegiti-

mize socialist land masters (Chapter 2) and to legitimize annexation of

large areas of village land (Chapter 4). Resourceful and ambitious townships

attempt something similar with villages below them.

Township leaders draw up development plans for the entire township,

including both the town center and the subordinate villages in the jurisdic-

tion. These plans are drawn independently from metropolitan govern-

ment’s general plans. Most township development plans focus on zoning

for the upcoming five to ten years, based on projections of population and

GDP growth. But the plans are not meant to be followed. The actual

function of town development plans and maps is to define the reach of

township authority over village land. It gives the township legitimacy to

punish or fine villages that violate the plan by building housing and

factories without approval. Development plans therefore provide the town-

ship leverage over villages.

The trend for townships to make development plans can be found in

many different regions, including Dongguan, in the fast-growing Pearl
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River Delta. Villages in Dongguan are known to be active and aggressive,

often more so than the townships, in land development initiatives.30 In

Dongguan, village-based collective economies began with export proces-

sing for Hong Kong and Taiwanese manufacturers in the 1980s. To accom-

modate the growing demand for factory and dormitory space, village

collectives built industrial parks and housing complexes. Successful village

enterprises contributed significantly to both township and village revenues

in Dongguan in the 1980s, and many villages were financially stronger

than townships above them. By the mid-1990s, however, most village

collective enterprises were privatized, and their contribution to village

and township revenues dwindled. While villages continue to receive rental

income from property projects like industrial parks to compensate for the

loss in collective enterprises, townships without property projects felt the

financial impact of the privatization of village enterprises even more

strongly. Although townships can still collect land-conversion fees from

villages and industrial and commercial taxes from enterprises, they have to

share revenues with higher-level governments. Moreover, scattered indus-

trial parks located in different villages make it costly for townships to

collect fees and taxes. Townships faced a growing financial crunch.

In response, township governments sought to assert administrative au-

thority over villages and to centralize control over village land. Townships

in Dongguan began to bemore assertive in themid-1990s. According to Liu

Shiding’s case study (2000) of a town in Dongguan, the township govern-

ment announced a new local policy called “one-pen approval” (yizhibi

shenpi) in 1994 to centralize the process of farmland conversion approval

and development planning in the villages. This process of centralization

and that “one pen” of approval was in the hands of the township party

secretary. The township began with a thorough survey of the entire town-

ship jurisdiction, verified the boundaries of the villages, and counted the

acreage of village land to be used for construction. Following the ground

survey, the township government drew a development plan for the entire

township of 4000 ha. In the development plan, the township reserved large

areas of farmland for future property development, and began to expropri-

ate village construction land for projects planned by the township devel-

opment company. Through propaganda advocating “integrated town

planning” and “regularized development,” the township government also

drew up a “unified land use plan” for all the villages in its jurisdiction. The

plan set an annual quota of farmland conversion in each village, standar-

dized categories of village land, and unified rates for land-lease sales.
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In an interview with Liu, the township mayor emphasized the positive

impact of the integrated development plan and the effective allocation of

resources scattered in individual villages. He claimed that, prior to the “one-

pen approval” scheme, all 13 villages under the township had tried to

establish or expand their own industrial development zones. Yet, none of

the villages was able to raise enough funds for infrastructure projects like

connecting roads between the development zones and the main roads to

ports and large cities like Guangzhou. The township government inter-

vened to solve these problems. Township leaders first put the village devel-

opment zones under township management and built 120 km of roads

connecting the development zones to major transportation routes. Half of

the funds for infrastructure investment came from the sale of land leases

managed by the township. The township also used its connections with

state banks to obtain loans for the projects. The rest of the project was

funded by loans provided by contractors in the form of delayed and re-

duced construction payments, as well as from rents and management fees

collected from enterprises located in the development zones.

Unsurprisingly, the centralized one-pen approval system created con-

flicts between the township and the villages. In one case, a village had

planned a development zone of 4 sq km without the approval of township

leaders. The township party secretary intervened and halted the project

after construction had broken ground. In a separate case, a village sold a 12

sq km parcel to an outside developer at a price below the rates set by the

township government. The township party secretary met with the devel-

oper and returned the deposit, with interest, and retrieved the land. In the

interview, the township head insisted that the villages, no matter how

unwilling in the beginning, eventually supported the one-pen approval

system because the township government was able to provide public infra-

structure on a scale that the villages could not match.31

It is unclear from Liu’s report how consent to the township’s dominance

was eventually achieved and what the villages’ counterstrategies were

under the township’s consolidation project. What is clear is the strong

tendency of townships trying to override villages’ control of land in pros-

perous areas like the Yangtze and Pearl River Deltas. During my visits to a

township in Zhongshan City in the Pearl River Delta in 2000, and to two

townships near Shanghai in the late 1990s, planners and leaders boasted

about the comprehensiveness of their development plans for villages under

their jurisdiction.32 In Suzhou, in the lower Yangtze Delta, Yang et al. (2004)

also reported that villages were forced to submit village land to township

development zones included in township development plans. In return,
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villages received land compensation payments from the township in in-

stallments distributed over many years.33

Spatial strategies: concentration of development

Concentration of power is often expressed through spatial concentration of

major construction projects. Township leaders try to concentrate resources

and investment under their nose at the township seat, where the township

government has immediate access and control. By concentrating major

onstruction and commercial activities in places owned by the township

government, the government directly manages the finance, construc-

tion, and marketing, and controls the profits. These projects include

commodity housing as well as retail and wholesale markets.

In the late 1980s, rural towns encouraged the peasants in villages to move

to the town seat to help build amore urbane town center. Township develop-

ment companies built rowsof residential-retail projects in the expanded town

centers, and pre-sold the units to villagers to raise funds for construction. In

exchange, the township government offered nonagricultural hukou to the

peasants. The township hoped the scheme would accelerate the pace of

urbanization, create commercial opportunities, and boost property values

in the town center fromwhich the township government could profit direct-

ly. It was also hoped the projectswould boost the image of the township as an

urbanized, modern place. Just as in large metropolitan centers, highly visible

projects in township centers symbolize economic achievement and legiti-

mize township leadership. For many township leaders, this image could be

converted into political capital and used for career advancement.

Townships with modern buildings, high-density, commercial activity in

the town center, and highGDP growth rates, which also depend significantly

onproperty development projects, have a better chance to be upgraded in the

administrative hierarchy from xiang (township) to zhen (town), or from zhen

to zhongxin zhen (central town). The higher up the administrative ladder, the

more resources the township can command. The administrative promotion

of the township, or sometimes just the rumor of promotion, can boost the

property value in the town center, because of the widely believed connection

between administrative status, special transfers from the supervising govern-

ment, and commercial opportunities.34

But the maxim that things rarely go according to plan applies here.

Despite many townships’ success in building up their town centers, many

ended up with rows of empty or half-finished residential and mixed-use

projects. Some peasants purchased housing units in town centers in
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exchange for township residency, but many chose to remain in the villages

since there were few jobs or business opportunities in the empty town

centers. This is particularly so in townships located far from major urban

commercial or transportation nodes. Failed town-center projects led town-

ship governments deeper into debt crises in the late 1990s.

Some townships learned from early mistakes. Townships distant from

large cities set out to create their own commercial projects. They used

administrative means to channel commercial activity to locations con-

trolled by the township government. Large wholesale and retail markets

have proved to be more effective than residential and mixed-use projects as

a way to attract residents, boost commercial activity, and raise property

values in township seats.

In the town center and themarket projects, township leaders are not only

the regulators but also active developers. In addition to land rents, building

markets also serve additional administrative purposes. By rounding up

scattered shops in township-built markets, it is logistically easier for the

township to monitor enterprises and collect taxes and fees.

The governance function of market projects can be illustrated by the case

of a well-known wholesale market of handbags, backpacks, and suitcases in

Beiyu Township, Hebei Province.35 Beiyu is the hub of a handbag and

suitcase production network in northern China. The area’s bag industry

began in the mid-1980s with small workshops scattered in villages within

Beiyu Township. Workshops also clustered in the streets in the town center,

with stores in the front and production in the back of the row houses. As the

handbag business grew in the 1990s, neighboring towns and villages

around Beiyu Township formed an extensive network for bag production,

while the workshops in the town center shifted to retail and wholesale

trade. The township, headed by an ambitious party secretary in the late

1990s, decided to build a large indoor wholesale market specializing in

bags and backpacks, and ordered all the bag shops in town to move into

the market. Initially, shop owners were reluctant to move. To press them,

the township began to install underground pipelines in the areas where

the shops had congregated. The ground around the shops was turned over

and access to the shops was cut off. After several weeks, shop owners left

their old shops andmoved into the township-builtmarket, paying rents and

management fees to the township government.

But the stone was thrown to kill more than one bird. After the shops

moved into the market, the township party secretary announced that he

would streamline tax collection by collecting state and local (including

township) taxes together. The state tax office in town protested and
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complained to the provincial government about the township party secre-

tary’s aggressive invasion of their turf. But the township party secretary

cited the national policy to improve administrative efficiency, and he did,

in fact, deliver more effective collection of both state and local taxes. His

argument was persuasive because village and private enterprises regularly

evade taxes, and it is prohibitively expensive for tax collectors to go after

scattered small enterprises. The enterprise tax, one of the most important

types of tax, is targetted by both state and local tax collectors. When an

enterprise evades the state portion of the enterprise tax, it also evades the

local portion of the tax. If the township is able to collect the enterprise tax

by putting all the shops in one market, it helps the task of state tax

collection. The provincial government responsible for collecting state

taxes ultimately decided not to intervene and left Beiyu township’s party

secretary to his devices. To placate the state tax office and to win their

cooperation after the incident, the township party secretary offered to pay

the salaries of the staff in the Beiyu state tax office.36

In the summer of 2006, when I revisited Beiyu town after visits in 2002

and 2004, the township boasted of four more wholesale markets, now

called international trading centers. Two were completed. They were

much bigger than the market built in the early 2000s, each with upwards

of 1000 small shops displaying backpacks, clothing, household items,

and toys. Vendors rented space as small as 1.5 m by 3 m and covered

the walls with merchandise. Because the shop space is so small, sales

clerks sit on rows of stools in the corridor outside their shops. The scene

of hundreds of sales clerks lined up outside their shops in the 2-m wide,

poorly lit corridors was a vivid exhibition of the technique to discipline

the small village entrepreneurs through spatial concentration. Indeed,

the entire town of Beiyu has been turned into a highly regulated com-

mercial space. Along the newly expanded six-lane streets near the gran-

diose gates of the international trading centers, shop fronts are adorned

with colorful signs of uniform sizes and styles; licensed vendors are

allowed only in certain side streets away from the town’s showpiece,

the trading centers, the main plaza, and the main streets. On the gate

between the trading center and the plaza was a couplet that read: “Beiyu

Township is marching towards the world; let the world know about Beiyu

Township.”

But the political relationship between the township and subordinate

villages is more complex than simply domination and compliance. As

mentioned earlier, the township’s one-pen approval scheme in Dongguan

provoked conflict between township leaders and villages when a village
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tried to sell the land lease without the township’s approval. It is unclear

from Liu’s report how the township leader managed to solicit cooperation

from villages in land projects. While the stories here tell us about the

township leaders’ relentless attempts to control village land and to devel-

op their own property projects, a question remains with regard to the

conditions of township leaders’ exercise of power and the consent of the

villages.

Organizational strategies: control and alliance with village leaders

The township’s control of village resources is supported by the organization-

al control of village finance. Since the late 1990s, as township finance

has tightened, many township governments have begun to send accoun-

tants to subordinate villages to handle bookkeeping. Major village expen-

ditures are then approved by the township comptroller.37 Townships also

13. Small shopowners of thewholesalemarket.One shopwas shared by three owners.

Hebei (May 2006)

The Great Urban Transformation

172



tried to exercise greater control over village personnel. Because villages are

“autonomous organizations” that do not belong to the formal state appara-

tus, village cadres are not part of the state bureaucracy, nor are they on the

state payroll. But, in practice, village administrations function as extensions

of the state bureaucracy through annexation by township governments.

Under the “one level down” cadre management regime implemented in

the mid-1980s, village party secretaries are directly appointed by the town-

ship party branches. Village leader cadres are assigned quantitative targets

for tax collection and sterilization under the family-planning policy, similar

to the cadre responsibility system at the higher level of the bureaucracy.38

Townships also interfere with the process and with the results of

village elections to ensure the villages’ continuous cooperation with the

townships.39

To reinforce the alliance between townships and village cadres, cross

appointments at different administrative levels are common. Party secre-

taries of village party branches, especially those from prosperous villages,

are often appointed to party committees or government positions at the

township level. Key village cadres are also put on the township payroll and

pension plans. Evidence shows that the cross appointment of village and

township cadres and the incorporation of the village in the township cadre

management and benefit system have enhanced the control of key villages

cadres.40

In addition to institutionalized connections between the township and

villages, township governments use kinship and other social networks with

villagers and village cadres to carry out policy tasks. In negotiation with

villagers over relocation compensation, for example, individual township

cadres are assigned to villages with which they have social connections.

When visiting less cooperative villagers’ homes, they are accompanied by

village cadres.While lending extra legitimacy to village cadres, they also use

social pressure on the villagers and plead for their cooperation. If the

villagers still do not relent, the township cadre can push further by threat-

ening the villagers with forced eviction or legal punishment. This is similar

to Sun Liping and Guo Yuhua’s findings (2000)41 from their study of local

officials’ tactics to carry out agricultural tax collection in a northern town-

ship. They call this “mixing gentle and tough approaches” (ruanying jian-

shi). It takes the village and the township cadres’ collaboration, along with

state authority and social pressure to gain villagers’ compliance.
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Urbanization of rural politics and “new socialist villages”

While urban governments use administrative authority and political–legal

legitimacy to attempt to control rural land, townships respond by intensify-

ing their grip on the village and its land. Due to their weak position in the

state hierarchy, township heads venture into the gray zone of extra-legality in

rural property markets. Meanwhile, township governments stretch their

under-defined authority downward to villages, and centralize land develop-

ment, as exemplified by the one-pen approval scheme in Dongguan and the

regimented wholesale markets built by Beiyu. The township government’s

brokering of power and property between the state and villages characterizes

the urbanization of the local state at the rural township level in two ways.

One is the unprecedented advantage that townships hold over land.

Compared to money minted by the central state and budgets transferred

down the bureaucratic channel, land is ultimately a local resource. Loca-

lized land inevitably makes regulation of land use conversion and rights

transfer more decentralized and its management more fragmented than

that of money. Township leaders collaborate with village heads to gain

access to rural land and pad local coffers by leasing out or developing the

land for profit. Development project-based political leverage anchors the

township’s power position and subsequently urbanizes the elite politics of

villages and townships.

Between the state and the peasantry, the townships’ roles as power and

property brokers reinforce one another. Their uncertain power position

in the state bureaucracy raises the stakes in carving out a “fair share” of

growing fortunes from land, and pushes them to develop their own pro-

jects. The projects serve as the material and political bases of township

power. The township’s vulnerable position in the state hierarchy could be

fortified by the centrality of land rents in local accumulation.

Meanwhile, townships have waged an uphill battle. Since the late 1990s,

when rural industrialism began to lose political legitimacy and economic

viability, the informal and extra-legal projects confine townships to the

political periphery of an emerging urban-centered territorial politics. In

most of the 1990s, township construction projects were mostly ignored, as

city governments busied themselves with land development at the urban

fringe and in the inner city. But, asmetropolitan expansion accelerated in the

2000s, township projects began to draw negative attention. Metropolitan

leaders try to monitor and discipline their rural subordinates by regulating

land transfer and land-use conversion with initiatives such as withdrawing
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township authority to approve land-use conversion and rights transfer, send-

ing “land auditing teams” to inspect development projects in rural areas,

demoting policy violators, and demolishing illegal projects.While townships

enjoy direct access to, and local knowledge of rural land, they are also

intensely scrutinized by the metropolitan government. Urban planners and

metropolitan leaders also launchedmedia campaigns attacking township and

village projects, denouncing township government leaders’ rampant con-

struction as irresponsible and illegal. Urban planning and landmanagement

authorities regularly threaten todemolish xiangchanquanprojects, despite the

rapid increase in demand for low-cost housing.

The second feature of the urbanized rural politics at the township level,

therefore, is the double movement of decentralization and reconcentration

of territorial power. To be sure, at every level of the local state and in every

site of authority-building, the impulse toward power decentralization is

accompanied by a parallel movement of power reconcentration. The dou-

ble movement in land control seems to be most contentious at the town-

ship level, because of townships’ under-defined and uncertain position

between the formal state bureaucracy and informal village governance,

and due to the fact that the township operates in two competing land

systems—those of state land tenure and collective land tenure. Townships’

advantage in land access, and their in-between position amid power decen-

tralization and reconcentration helps to explain the new national cam-

paign of Constructing New Socialist Villages started in 2006.41 One of the

agendas of this national campaign is “to abolish villages and merge town-

ships.” Under this program, smaller and poorer villages and towns are

to be abolished and their jurisdiction annexed by larger and richer “central

villages” and “central towns.” The stated rationale of the program was to

build a leaner governance system. Yet, it could also be seen as a way to

reconcile the tension between decentralization and reconcentration. The

concentration of resources in fewer prosperous townships and villages will

help win the cooperation of powerful rural brokers and motivate them to

penetrate the rest of the rural area. Once the village or township is desig-

nated as the central village or town under the campaign of Constructing

New Socialist Villages, the leaders take the term literally and start more

construction projects. Rural politics is thus urbanized, as rural power bro-

kers defend their power position through urban projects, and rural devel-

opment follows urbanistic aspirations. In the next chapter, I turn to

peasants at the rural edge of the metropolitan region, who are displaced

and dispossessed by construction projects.
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Chapter 7

Peasant Relocation and

Deterritorialization

Anhui Province, 2004

In the late spring of 2004, in Ningda Village in northwest Anhui Province, tracts

of village land were appropriated by the local county government to build a

planned highway. Villagers were to receive compensation for appropriated land.

Although households within the village held different amounts of contracted land,

the land was owned by the collective. The county government therefore imposed

the decision that the cash compensation would be divided evenly among all

households that lost their land without considering the difference in each house-

hold’s contracted land. The village leader was to distribute the cash compensation

and reallocate the village’s remaining land among all village households as

contract land.

But the Ningda party secretary did not disclose the total amount of appropriated

land, nor the total cash compensation the village received from the highway

construction agency. Villagers suspected the village party secretary of embezzling

the funds. They requested that the village leadership open the books on the deal

before reallocating the remaining land to the villagers. But the party secretary

ignored the request and began to reallocate the land. On 25 May, without the

consent of the villagers, the party secretary and other village and township cadres

began to reallocate village land by placing new boundary marks between land lots.

That evening, the villagers erased the new marks. Two days later the party

secretary and his two sons killed a villager, named Wang Yong, who had partici-

pated in erasing the boundary marks. Wang died in front of his 71-year-old father

after being stabbed eleven times. The murderers were arrested that evening with

several witnesses to the killing. But even after the arrest, few villagers dared to

talk to Wang Yong’s father. Old Wang said he felt he had become a “counter-

revolutionary” in the village after he lost his son over the conflict with the powerful

party secretary. Frightened villagers were reluctant to talk about the party secretary
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with an investigating journalist. The party secretary was known as a local bully

with significant political clout. He had been effective in collecting fees and taxes

for the township government, and was rewarded as an “advanced party cadre” by

the township in 2001. The villagers feared that if they talked, the party secretary

would retaliate after his release from jail.1

Hebei Province, 2005

June 2005, Yousheng Village, Dingzhou City, Hebei Province, about 100 miles

southwest of Beijing. According to the official Xinhua news agency and the New

Beijing Daily (Xinjingbao), Yousheng villagers had been camping out in their

fields from July 2004 to June 2005 to resist a compulsory and under-compensated

appropriation of 380 mu (about 63 acres) of fertile farmland for a power-plant

project. The resisters dug earthen fortifications under more than ten large tents on

the field and dug deep trenches around their tents for defense. At 4am on June 11,

2005, the day of the Dragon Festival, more than 300 men in helmets and

camouflage attacked the camps. The men came in five buses, one truck, and

three cars. Some had shotguns. Others came with sharpened steel tubes with

blades attached to the end. Villagers were armed with bricks and sickles. In the

ensuing battle, six villagers were killed and another forty-eight were injured. The

attack was captured on a three-minute video by a protester and was circulated

widely on the Internet.

The attack was not the first on the village. About two months earlier, thirty men

attacked the camps at night. But that attack resulted in one of the assailants being

taken prisoner by Yousheng villagers. Earlier to that, more than fifty construction

trucks, eighty police cars, and hundreds of public-security officers and construction

workers made more than ten attempts to force the start of construction work by

first destroying the field to demoralize the peasants. But none of these attacks

successfully “cleared the site,” to use the official term for forced eviction. These

unsuccessful attempts eventually led to the final all-out attack and the deaths.

Two days after the incident on June 11, the party secretary and the mayor of

Dingzhou City was sacked. A month later, thirty-one people involved in the crime

were arrested and another 131 hired hit men were detained. The provincial govern-

ment ordered a halt to the appropriation of the village land. The incident wasmostly

presented as a criminal case in media coverage, with blame placed primarily on the

construction contractors, who were said to have initiated the attack and hired the

thugs.2

As a result of urban expansion, between 1980 and 2003, somewhere be-

tween 50 and 66 million Chinese peasants lost all or part of their farm-

land and houses. The total amount of collective land appropriated by
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the local and central state agencies totaled 100millionmu, about 6.6million

hectare, or 13 percent of China’s total cultivable land.3 Land grabs by local

governments and their development arms in rural areas, especially in the

rural fringe of metropolitan regions, have been the source of enormous

grievances and the cause of considerable social unrest. Sociologist Yu Jian-

rong at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences suggests that, while protests

against excessive tax burdens and compulsory birth control measures were

among the main causes of peasant protests in the 1990s, land grabs and

forced evictions have become the primary cause of peasants’ protests since

2000. Compared to the tax protests of the 1990s, land-related protests tend

to be larger and feature more frequent clashes between peasants and police

forces. Violence, severe injury, and death are nowmore common than in the

1990s.

Yu Jianrong conducted a survey of peasants’ protests from 2003 to 2004,

and reported that in the first half of 2004, among the 62,466 viewers who

responded to a national call-in program on CCTV focusing on social issues,

36 percent of calls concerned the “three agricultural problems” and 25

percent called with complaints about land issues. Among another 4300

complaint letters sent to CCTV, 31 percent were land-related; among the

632 effective questionnaires of a survey of peasants who went to Beijing

to lodge complaints with central government agencies, 73 percent were

related to land grabs. Yu’s research team, which has been featured in the

media, also received 172 letters from peasants, 109 of which were com-

plaints about land grabs. He combined the letters to his research team

complaining about land grabs with those sent to CCTV on the same issue,

for a total of 1434 letters, and from these he randomly selected 837. Of

these, 33 percent were about illegal land grabs, 23 percent concerned

inadequate and undelivered land compensation, and another 22 percent

complained of forced occupation and secretive selling of collective land by

local cadres. Between January and June 2004, of the 87 recorded clashes

between peasants and the police triggered by land appropriation in China,

several hundred peasants were injured, three died, and 160 were detained.

Riot police were dispatched to 12 of the 87 clashes, and armed police were

called in to seven others. In the larger clashes, hundreds of police officers

were mobilized to pacify the peasants.4

The number of aggrieved peasants is large and their grievances run deep.

Displaced peasants are known as “peasants who have lost their land,” or shidi

nongmin. Like their urban counterparts, displaced peasants engage in protests

against forced eviction and demand fair compensation drastically. But pea-

sants who lose their land have even fewer options and resources at their
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disposal for survival and self-protection. Although, rural incomes rose sixfold

between 1978 and 2000, the income gap between rural and urban residents

also expanded drastically. By the late 1990s, peasant incomes began to stag-

natewhile rural unemployment rose tonearly 20percent.5Tomanypeasants,

land is the resource of last resort and a safety net, especially since health care

and pensions have been largely dismantled as a result of decollectivization.

Despite the prevalence of peasant protests, peasant mobilization remains

fragmented and localized. Although Yu is optimistic about peasant mobili-

zation and argues for the emergence of organized, cross-regional peasant

mobilization,6 Li Changjin, a former township head known for sparking the

public discussion of “three agricultural problems” in 2000 (see Chapter 4),

has a different view. Li argues that most peasant protests were small-scale

and spontaneous, and that protest organizations often dissolved after the

incidents were over. Li also disagrees with Yu’s labeling of rural protest

representatives as “spokesmen for peasants” or “vanguards of the peasant-

ry.” Instead, he characterizes the atmosphere in the countryside as “indif-

ference” and “alienation,” and in some cases these moods evolved into

“tension, incorporation, and opposition” within the village.7 Other re-

searchers have reached similar conclusions to Li.8 While O’Brien and Li

(2006) celebrated peasants’ “rightful resistance,” they did not suggest the

emergence of a peasant movement.9

Why, then, is peasant mobilization widespread, yet fragmented and

localized? A common answer points the finger at the strong party state. In

other words, the Chinese Communist Party’s effective and deep penetra-

tion at the grassroots level, combined with China’s corporatist state and

relatively weak civil society combine to make large-scale, cross-regional

mobilization difficult.10 Another explanation is that the post-Mao legal

order, which provides both a platform and rhetoric for social activism,

confines social mobilization to the logic of the state under the emergent

discourse of “rule of law.” Ching Kwan Lee (2007) argues that the “decen-

tralized legal authoritarianism” has in fact deradicalized migrant workers in

China’s sunbelt.11

In this chapter, I focus on the territorial dimension of peasants’ protests.

I argue that the peasants’ land loss is compounded by relocation, which

triggers physical, social, and discursive processes of deterritorialization,

and significantly damages the social base of solidarity necessary for effective

mobilization. Deterritorialization is often seen as a natural process of mod-

ernization inChina’s policy circles, framed by the rhetoric of “the inevitable

historical trend” of increasing agricultural productivity that leads to pea-

sants leaving the land to become industrial labor. In other contexts,
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deterritorialization is considered an unintended result of relocation and

could be patched up by measures like job retraining programs and social

insurance schemes for peasants who lose their livelihoods.12 In practice,

however, deterritorialization is neither natural nor accidental. Local autho-

rities actively cultivate it as a tool of territorial governance carried out

through land appropriation andwholesale displacement and dispossession.

Further, territoriality—defined as the struggle to occupy and control a

place—is not just a matter of state-power expansion and consolidation, but

also an integral part of society’s strategies of self-protection and autonomy.

While state territoriality is the process by which state actors strategize to

consolidate power and exercise sovereignty, civic territoriality is the process

in which social actors organize to protect themselves from state extraction

and market invasion, and assert territorial autonomy through negotiation

with the state and market. Territoriality, therefore, is highly contested, and

leads to varied results. While some villages, such as the corporatist villages

in the Pearl River Delta (see Chapter 5) are successful in asserting their

territoriality, other peasants are deterritorialized: they lose land, livelihood,

networks of social support, and collective identities. The physical removal

of peasants from the village initiates this process of deterritorialization.

As proposed in Chapter 1, territoriality includes physical, social, and dis-

cursive dimensions of space, and the connection among them. In this chap-

ter, I begin with the decisive significance of the physical dimension of

territoriality in a discussion of peasants who lose their land and are removed

from their home village. I illustrate how peasants’ physical detachment from

the village site triggers the loss of social and discursive control over their

territory.

Before proceeding, I first outline the importance of physical location by

comparing the location of the corporatist village at the urban fringe de-

picted in Chapter 5 and that of villages at the rural edge in this chapter.

Location, location, location

Location is not just a concern for real-estate speculators. Location has a

significant impact on the scope and scale of resources that a village may

command at the time of appropriation of village land. The connection

between physical location and territorial process is clear in the case of

the corporatist village presented in Chapter 5. Since the early 1980s, the

corporatist village at the urban fringe benefited from proximity to an exist-

ing urban center. Villagers achieved individual and collective accumulation,

Peasant Relocation and Deterritorialization

185



reorganized and strengthened the village collective, and learned negotia-

tion skills with local officials prior tomassive land appropriation in themid-

1990s. At the other end of the spectrum are those at the rural fringe of a

metropolitan region. These villages were mainly engaged in agriculture or

cottage industry whenmass land appropriation occurred in the early 2000s.

Theywere crippled by excessive tax and fee burdens in the 1980s and 1990s,

saddled with debt, and had accumulated little capital. Agriculture-based

village collectives were ineffective in dealing with the encroaching urban

economy. As a result, villages in the rural fringe had far fewer economic and

social resources at hand to deal with land appropriation.

Corporatist villages are physically adjacent to and economically conn-

ected with the existing metropolitan center, and benefit directly from the

growing urban economy. In the 1980s, Shuping’s villagers, the focus of my

case study in chapter 5, were engaged in profitable vegetable farming to

supply Guangzhou. Average incomes in Shuping were 50 percent higher

than in Guangzhou City.13 Villages in the urban fringe of coastal regions

such as the Pearl River Delta were also among the first to industrialize.

Individual village households started to pool their contract lands together

to build industrial estates. In the early stage of industrialization, farmland

was converted for the TVEs, and later was leased to outside investors. The

proximity of the Pearl River Delta to Hong Kong and Taiwan helped attract

overseas Chinese investment beginning in the early 1980s and generated a

property boom. Revenues for villagers and village collectives from property

projects soon began to outstrip those from manufacturing and agriculture.

In order to provide fair distribution of income among villagers from

collective property projects, and to encourage villagers to give their con-

tract land to the collective for such projects, villagers set about reorganizing

collective asset-management systems and profit-sharing schemes in the

form of shareholding companies. As more interregional migrant workers

poured in, villagers also profited from renting out rooms to migrants. As

a result, on the eve of land appropriations in the mid 1990s, individual

villagers and village collectives at the urban fringe in the Pearl River Delta

had accumulated a substantial amount of capital and had transformed

village collectives into an urban-oriented economy. Among the first to

experience industrialization and urbanization, these villages accumulated

capital and experience in the market. They also experienced small-scale

land appropriations by state units and the urban government throughout

the 1970s and 1980s, and even earlier.14 Experience in interacting with the

state over land issues proved useful in negotiations with the urban govern-

ment during the era of large-scale land appropriation.
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Locational advantage provided corporatist villagers the opportunity for

capital accumulation. The restructuring of village collectives and affirma-

tion of village boundaries, in turn, facilitated their efforts at territorial

control. The village’s continued occupation in its original location and

expansion of property projects were essential to sustaining village’s territo-

rial claims. Hence, in Shuping, when the redevelopment and relocation

issue was reopened in 2007, the village was in a strong position to bargain

with the urban government.

Compared to corporatist villages, villages at the rural fringe have experi-

enced a very different territorial process. To begin, many villagers in the

rural fringe were still engaged primarily in agriculture at the outset of mass-

land appropriation. While some managed to accumulate some capital

through cash crop farming or cottage industry, very few profited from

real-estate operations, which offer much higher returns. In these villages,

as in the corporatist villages, collective agriculture was weakened by the

household contracting system since the late 1980s. But, unlike corporatist

villages that had an incentive to reorganize the village collective and pool

contract land for property projects, villagers in the less industrialized rural

fringe, where demand for land conversion was much weaker, were less

inclined to pool their land and capital for collective industrial or property

projects.

Also, unlike corporatist villages that can bargain for high compensation

for premium land tracts in the metropolitan center, villages in the rural

fringe have less leverage and receive lower compensation. Urban planners

and developers earmark the land in the rural fringe for catalyst projects,

such as industrial parks, university cities, or public projects like highways

and airports. Compared with commercial projects in the existing growth

centers, the future of these pioneer projects is uncertain; it takes a long time

for peri-rural areas to develop into commercial centers that command high

rents. For villagers, such uncertainty can weaken their incentive to initiate

collective-based property projects. The villagers’ distrust of the collective

asset managers in many of the poor villages further dampens the possibi-

lities of pooling the resources together.

Corporatist villages in the Pearl River Delta strengthened their collective

identity through village shareholding corporations with the prospect of

continuous increase of revenues from collective real-estate operation. Con-

versely, the fragmented farming households on the rural fringe fought to

dissolve the village collective and divide whatever collective assets were

left in the village. Even in the South, Yang Fangquan (2006) found that

in the remote villages at the edge of Guangzhou metropolitan region,
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where industrial and commercial activities were limited and land values

low, villagers did not support the shareholding cooperative system, because

the land values were so low that dividends from the shareholding company

were negligible.15 Villagers in the rural fringe demanded a complete divi-

sion of the cash compensation for the appropriated land and collective

properties. They showed little faith in collective organization and the

village leadership, and sought individual shares of collective assets, follow-

ing the model of farmland division under the household contracting sys-

tem of the 1980s.

Relocation and deterritorialization

Location is a key element affecting the scope and scale of resources upon

which villagers may draw for self-protection and establishing territorial

autonomy. Yet, locational advantage does not guarantee success. Conver-

sely, relocation almost always brings loss of control over land, disintegra-

tion of village organization, and rupture of peasants’ collective identity.

Location matters, but relocation matters more.

Not all cases of village land loss lead to villagers’ relocation. In the case of

Shuping, villagers negotiated to stay in their original homes while retaining

portions of collective land for construction. In most cases, however, both

farmland and housing sites are appropriated for development projects, and

villagers are relocated to new housing sites.

In what follows, I use the case of Xinqing Village in the Pearl River Delta

to illuminate the detrimental effect of relocation and the ways in which

relocation triggers interconnected processes of physical, social, and cultural

dismantlement of villages and their deterritorialization.

Relocation of Xinqing village

Xinqing is a natural village under Shuping Administrative Village since the

1950s.16 By the early 1990s, Xinqing had about 200 households and 700

villagers. The village is distinct from other natural villages under Shuping

Administrative Village in that it has been cut off from the rest of the area by

a major road since the 1960s, making it physically marginal.

In 1992, the Guangzhou Municipal Government launched the Zhujiang

New City project (see Chapter 4) and expropriated 900 mu (60 hectare) of

land from Shuping. Village leaders negotiated terms that left a piece of

reserved construction land for the village collective and left the village
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residential area intact. In order to accelerate the negotiation process and to

save the cost of relocation compensation, the Guangzhou Municipal Gov-

ernment accepted Shuping’s demands. But Xinqing was not included in the

agreement. Shuping’s main residential area, which housed about 10,000

villagers in more than twenty natural villages, was spared, but Xinqing was

marked for demolition. Its 700-plus villagers were assigned relocation hous-

ing in the planned Zhujiang New City. Xinqing villagers initially refused

to move, but without the support of the leadership at the administrative

village level, their protests were in vain. After much negotiation, the

municipal development agency agreed to give Xinqing village 50 mu

(3.3 hectare) of land in the New City, where they could reconstitute

the whole village. In order to persuade Xinqing villagers to move quickly

and voluntarily, the municipal development agency also promised cash

compensation and additional funding for the construction of the new

village.

The villagers accepted the arrangement based on two expectations: that

the village collective would have the right to develop the 50mu of reserved

land, and that the site was large enough for both village housing and

commercial real-estate development. Neither expectation was realized.

Four years after the initial relocation agreement was reached, the munici-

pal development agency contracted out the construction of the new Xinq-

ing village to a district government-owned development company called

Hualin.17 In the contract between the municipal agency and Hualin, to

which the village was not privy, the development rights of the 50 mu of

reserved land for village reconstruction were turned over to Hualin. Hualin

was to plan, design, and build high-rise relocation housing, and allocate

new housing units to individual village households. In exchange, Hualin

Company was granted the authority to use the rest of the 50mu of land for

commercial projects. The agreement between the municipal agency and

Hualin stipulated that profits from the commercial development would

pay for the relocation compensation to villagers, as well as the cost of

demolishing the old village and costs incurred during construction of

the new village housing. This arrangement relieved the municipal agency

of the financial and administrative responsibility for village relocation. In

other words, it was the government-sponsored development company,

rather than Xinging village, that had the control over the reserved land

and the development process. Ultimately, Hualin company built high-den-

sity high-rise relocation housing for Xinqing villagers, and used the rest of

the reserved land for commercial development. Profits generated from com-

mercial development went to Hualin. In the high-rise relocation housing,
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relocated villagers no longer had individual sites to build rental housing as

before. Neither was there space for the village collective to develop its own

real-estate projects. The relocation turned out to be a deprivation and deple-

tion of the village collective and of the villagers’ sources of income. Relo-

cated villagers, many unemployed, now live in relocation apartment units

that do not generate income. Instead, their new housing depletes savings

through management fees and water and power bills.

The economic degeneration resulting from relocation has been worsened

by theaccompanying social disintegrationof thevillage.Upon learningabout

the secretive contract between the municipal development agency and Hua-

lin in 1996, enraged Xinqing villagers took to writing letters and visiting

government agencies to protest, but with few results. Early in 1998, some

frustrated anddisillusionedvillagers chose to sign relocation agreementswith

Hualin. After signing the agreement, the villagers quickly moved out of

their old village homes. Their houses were vandalized and then demolished.

Demolition crews also damaged adjacent homes. In the summer of 1998,

construction of a new road blocked the village waterway and caused a large

flood. Eighty percent of the village was flooded for days, causing further

damage to the remaining buildings and roads. Looming demolition and

relocationdiscouraged anyplans to repair damage. Thephysical deterioration

of the neighborhood deepened as crime became rampant.

In 2001, in a renewed campaign to push through the Zhujiang New City

project, the district government requested Shuping’s Sanwan Shareholding

Company tomediate the relocation negotiation with Xinqing village. With

Shuping’s intervention and the district government’s offer of higher cash

compensation, 95 percent of the villagers signed relocation agreements by

2002. Some moved into the relocation housing on the new site, living side

by side with private homeowners in the commercial housing that Hualin

had built.

About 100 village households, however, continued living in the old vil-

lage. Lacking care andmaintenance, the village had greatly deteriorated and

had earned a reputation as “the largest cesspool in theworld.” Later in 2002,

more than ten villagers were arrested over a conflict with a demolition crew.

After the arrests, eighty village households signed the relocation agreement

and moved out. By early 2003, only eight households were holding out on

to their old sites. The last “nail households” had moved out by the year’s

end.

Shuping Village and Xinqing Village had similar locations, but very

different development trajectories. While Shuping’s story is a tale of suc-

cessful defense of village autonomy and territory, Xinqing suffered
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dramatic loss of territorial control. While the former developed village

corporatism through reinforced territorialization, the latter was deterritor-

ialized. Their differences originated mainly in the process of relocation.

Relocation brings deterritorialization via three mechanisms. First, reloca-

tion prompts a process of economic deterioration, a downward movement

that deprives those relocated of economic opportunities and income

sources. Second, relocation creates and widens rifts within the village,

accelerating the social and organizational disintegration of the collective;

the disintegration is furthered by policies of selective conversion of villagers

into urban residents. Third, relocation opens rifts among villagers, imped-

ing their collective reterritorialization at the new relocation site.

Relocation and economic deterioration

Relocation is invariably a downward movement on the socioeconomic

ladder for villagers and the village as a whole. The slide is initiated by

competition between the village and urban governments over commercial-

ly valuable sites, and over control of the generation and distribution of land

rents.

In this competition, the urban government uses its administrative and

planning power to grab premium land from the village and forces villagers

to move from the location. Xinqing village lost on many counts. The new

village is located less centrally, on a site that is less commercially valuable,

and is a place that offers fewer business and job opportunities. The new

village site also has less complete infrastructure and services. The physical

removal of the village from the city’s growth epicenter marked a com-

pulsory resource reallocation in favor of urban development powers at the

expense of the village. In Xinqing, following relocation, households could

no longer depend on rental incomes, and the village collective had few

collective assets fromwhich to generate dividends for villager-shareholders.

The village collective’s role as dispenser of dividends was thus greatly

weakened. Relocation harmed the economic status of villagers and the

village collective. Therefore, despite the seemingly innocent terminology,

relocation is never a neutral movement between equal places.18

The downward movement in the process of relocation follows a spatial

hierarchy within themetropolitan region. Inner-city residents are relocated

to cheaper housing sites in the inner ring of the urban fringe; villagers who

live along the inner ring of the urban fringe are moved to the outer ring of

the urban fringe where land is even cheaper; and villagers at the outer ring

are relocated to evenmore remote areas at the rural fringe of themetropolis.
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From the perspective of the expansionist urban government and develop-

ment powers, the multiple rings of urban expansion create a chain of what

urban geographers call a “spatial fix.”19 As mentioned in Chapter 4, the

massive demolition of inner-city housing creates a surge in housing de-

mand. The majority of the relocated households can only afford low-cost

housing in a less desirable location farther from urban services and employ-

ment opportunities. This, in turn, increases housing demand in the urban

fringe. The integration of demolition and the creation of housing demand

are calculated into the “economy of demolition and relocation.” These are

applied to every level of the spatial hierarchy, and are undertaken by

different levels of the local government and their development allies.

From the perspective of the urban and rural relocatees caught up in this

chain of relocation, the economies of demolition and relocation entail

a continuous slide down the socioeconomic scale. While the chain is a

spatial fix for accumulation projects, it is a chain that creates poverty for the

dispossessed.

Relocation and social disintegration

Relocation is hardly a smooth shift from site A to site B. For relocated

villagers, it is a process that triggers intense conflict, drives a wedge between

villagers, and reduces their ability to unite in defense of their interests.

Relocation breaks up village organization much more often than it

strengthens it. Some policies related to relocation help to divide villagers’

interests, and officials routinely adopt divide-and-conquer tactics that feed

the implosion of village solidarity.

At the outset of the relocation process, negotiation over land lease with

the urban development agency usually provokes distrust among villagers.

Distrust can develop within the village leadership or between the party

branch and the villagers’ committee, between villagers and the village

heads, between villagers’ teams and the administrative village, among

villagers, or all of the above. For example, leaders are often offered special

financial awards for securing agreements for land-use rights transfers from

the rest of the village team members. Seduced by lucrative offers, some

village leaders take the risk and sign agreements with development agencies

without informing the villagers. In many cases, not all village leaders at the

administrative and villagers’ team level are informed of the secret deal, and

not all agree to the deal. When villagers discover secret deals—often when

bulldozers show up in their fields—the relationships between village
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leaders and between leaders and the villagers can erupt. Leaders involved in

land-transfer deals often try to secure support from villagers by offering

selected individuals a piece of the action, such as a contract to hire bulldo-

zers to destroy fields slated for appropriation, but destroying fields provokes

fierce enmity from fellow villagers.

The distribution of relocation compensation is another source of conflict

within the village. One frequent sore point is discriminatory compensation

offers between the administrative village, villagers’ teams, and individual

households. Under-the-table deals also commonly arouse suspicion, made

only worse by chronically opaque village accounting systems.

The phase-by-phase physical demolition and vacating of a village also

produces schisms among residents. When the first group of villagers signs

the relocation agreement and leaves the village, vacant houses are immedi-

ately razed or left to deteriorate. The vacated lots, piled high with debris

and garbage are blights on the landscape, and heighten villagers’ anxiety.

House-by-house demolition is often accompanied by intimidation. Demo-

lition crews cut off water, telephone lines, power, and mail delivery, and

even roads to make life intolerable for those who stay. Finally, after much

intimidation, a second group of villagers, exhausted by living in a literal

and figurative wasteland, sign the agreement and depart. At the last stage, a

few households remaining in their sad shell of a village are hardly capable

of collective action.20

In the caseofXinqing, thepopulationdropped from700 to100households

in the first six years. In the second stage, eighty of the remaining households

moved out after the arrests of the ten villagers. In the final stage, those who

held out were the “nail households,” scattered in different parts of the village

“like loneghosts.”Theholdouts lived in severely damaged andunsafehouses,

surrounded by vacant, unsightly lots, without electricity or water. Though

some “nail households” succeed in wresting better compensation packages,

others are simplymade to disappear. In the process of relocation, villagers are

atomized and peeled off layer-by-layer from the village territory. Loss of

control over territory and the disintegration of the village collectivity feed

each other and accelerate the process of deterritorialization.

By the late 1990s, as local officials had accumulated more experience in

negotiating with relocatees, they began to cultivate tactics for phased

relocation expressly in order to create rifts among villagers. A villager in

the outskirts of Beijing told me that in the first phase of his village’s

relocation, only a few people were willing to sign the relocation agreement

with the Demolition and Relocation Office. He said those villagers were

mostly “relatives and allies of the village cadre.” As the first group of

Peasant Relocation and Deterritorialization

193



villagers signed the relocation agreement, they came back from the reloca-

tion office with gifts like large bags of rice and flour, and even new bicycles

as rewards for taking the lead in the relocation program. Envious villagers

did not want to miss out on the freebees, and signed the relocation agree-

ment. Villagers reluctant to move, meanwhile, were told that if they held

out for too long and affected the progress of the construction project, the

district government could take them to court for impeding public pro-

jects.21 The “carrot-and-stick” approach is but one of the tactics employed

by the Demolition and Relocation Office. One official admitted that all

relocation packages are tailored to individual cases, despite the universal

formula for compensation. He said compensation negotiation is all about

manipulating relocatees by inciting jealousy among villagers who are fear-

ful of missing out on special deals, and allowing them the illusion of having

secured a better deal than their neighbors by engaging in secretive negotia-

tions with the demolition office staff.22 In interviews, villagers frequently

talked about their neighbors whom they believed to have provided

information to the demolition office about fellow villagers’ plans for

14. Village housing half-destroyed for a new road at the rural fringe of Metropolitan

Beijing ( June 07)
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negotiation. Informants receive cash rewards if they successfully persuaded

a fellow villager to sign the relocation agreement. A former village team

leader who had sided with the villagers during the negotiation told me that

the discriminatory compensation packages arouse suspicion and jealousy

among villagers and undermine the formation of a united front against the

demolition office.23

Relocation and Demolition Office staff employs other divide-and-

conquer tactics as well. As part of a “University City” project at the fringe

of Guangzhou, for example, land from four villages was appropriated. Only

half of the households in each of the four villages were relocated, however.

An experienced planning consultant in Guangzhou commented that the

government intentionally designed the relocation program this way in

order to split the villagers, and thereby reduce the likelihood that the

village would unite for negotiations or protests.24 Relocation also greatly

complicated the everyday administration of the villages. One villagers’

committee chair complained to me that because the village had been

split, with some households remaining in the old village and others relo-

cated to a site 45 minutes away by motorbike, he had to travel constantly

between the two sites to carry out his administrative routines. It had been

impossible to call a village-wide meeting since the relocation.

When physical separation implies conflicting interests, rifts can easily

arise. One of the most important factors contributing to the divergence of

villagers’ interests is the policy of “conversion from agricultural to urban

residency,” or nongzhuanju. This policy entails shifting villagers’ hukou from

agricultural to nonagricultural, and villagers’ resident status from peasant-

village members to urban residents. The change of status is paired with the

change in ownership of village land from the collective to the state. It is a

dual strategy of transferring villagers out of the village organization and

village land out of the control of the collectives. Under nongzhuanju, both

villagers and village collectives lose their legal claims over land.25

Under this policy, those who lose their land are entitled to conversion

from agricultural to nonagricultural status. Some choose or are persuaded

to convert their status, while others insist on retaining their agricultural

residency and land rights. As a result, among those who are relocated are a

mix of agricultural and urban resident households. Similarly, of those who

stay in the old village, some keep the agricultural household status because

they are not entitled to the conversion, while others are entitled to conver-

sion but refuse to do so, and still others who are converted to urban

residency but do not want to leave the village. While converted urban

residents and village members live side by side in the village, village
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administration is divided between the urban residents’ committee and

villagers’ committee.

For those who retain their agricultural residency, the main advantage is

their legitimacy in making claims over village collective assets and welfare

benefits covered by the village collective, including shares of the village

shareholding company. For this group, themain concern is fair distribution

of profits generated from village assets. Those who convert to urban resi-

dent status no longer enjoy rights over collective assets, but are covered by

the social security and employment package provided by the urban govern-

ment. For them, the major concern is mainly monthly wages, pension

payments, and other urban welfare programs. Further, of those who choose

to convert to urban resident status, there is a generational gap. Those who

have reached retirement age (60 for male and 55 for female) are placed in

the category of “surplus-converters” no longer eligible for job allocation,

and receive minimal monthly pension payments. Those under the retire-

ment age are assigned jobs like street sweeping, and receive wages that are

often higher than the pension.26While older “surplus-converters” feel they

15. A peasant, who lost her land, working as a street sweeper, Beijing ( June 2007)
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still need the village collective for welfare provisions because the pension

provided by the urban government is too low, villagers who retained their

agricultural status feel pinched by the retirees who technically are no longer

entitled to village welfare.

In addition to those who converted to urban-resident status, and those

who maintain agricultural residency, there are also villagers wavering be-

tween the two options, weighing the pros and cons while negotiating with

the urban government and relocation staff over compensation packages.

While the phased relocation process creates rifts between villagers who

relocate and those who stay behind, and between villagers who relocate

at different phases, the policy of nongzhuanju triggers additional friction

among villagers in both the old village and the new site. In interviews with

a group of Beijing villagers who represented the village lodging complaints

to the municipal government about low and undelivered relocation com-

pensation, I found that different representatives from the same village had

divergent demands. Those who had become urban residents wanted higher

pension and health coverage, which were promised but not delivered;

those who retained their agricultural status demanded transparency in

village accounting.27 The long process of relocation, complicated by the

manipulation of villagers’ emotions and divisive relocation policies, had

created multiple fractions among villagers.

Relocation and identity rupture

Relocation also undercuts villagers’ identities. The physical removal of

villagers disconnects them from their historically formed sense of place

and place-based collective memory. As villagers try to settle in a relocation

site, they encounter new territorial dynamics that intensify the rupture of

identities, with an immediate impact on their capacity to regain control

over their lives and to reterritorialize in their new homes.

A “new” place is new only to new arrivals, and is never an empty place. In

theory, if an entire village were relocated together to a new site with its

social organization intact, collective control would stand a good chance of

being reestablished in the new place. That, at least, was the hope held out

by Xinqing villagers when they agreed to relocate to the designated new

village site. But that proved overly optimistic. Relocation housing is usually

built on land that belongs to other villages in amore remote area controlled

by the development arms of local townships or village collectives (see

Chapter 6). Moving onto other people’s turf, the relocatees are no longer

“locals” or “natives” with moral claims over land and place, like the
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corporatist villagers outlined in chapter 5. Nor do the relocatees have

extensive histories or social networks to call upon to strengthen their

standing. Hence, villagers are reduced to timid outsiders and illegitimate

intruders in an alien environment, with few political or economic resources

in hand. Relocated villagers find it difficult to rebuild a connection with the

place they move to, let alone regain territorial control.

Moreover, relocation-housing compounds often house people of various

backgrounds and from different parts of the country. The new housing site

is, in fact, a meeting point of many histories. Very few relocated villages

move to a new housing compound occupied exclusively by them. Most are

mixtures of relocatees from different villages, joined by former residents of

inner-city neighborhoods, homebuyers unable to afford better-located

commercial housing, and immigrant tenants from other provinces, who

speak various dialects. In the housing compounds, drab buildings are built

in grids with fewmeeting points or public spaces to encourage spontaneous

interaction between residents. The most common scene in the public

spaces of the new compounds is uniformed security guards standing

alone or in pairs smoking and looking bored (see photo on page 163 of a

relocation housing compound, xiangchanquan housing). Most of the guards

are young men from the villages hired as a part of agreements stipulating

that the development company provides jobs to villagers whose land was

appropriated.

The relocation compound thus creates entirely different social dynamics

from the old villages. It takes time to get to know the new neighbors. The

elderly complain about the many flights of stairs that prevent them from

seeing and visiting friends in other buildings. Meanwhile, among villagers

from the same village, interests and action plans diverge greatly. The younger

generation moves to other places with more promising employment oppor-

tunities. “Nail households” hold out in the old village and entrepreneurial

villagers manage to move to other housing compounds in better locations.

Under such circumstances, organizing collective action to gain territorial

control over the new place becomes a daunting, long-term project.

Such alienation is apparent in the case of Ma Yehong, a relocatee-activist

in the metropolitan fringe of Beijing.28 In the summer of 2007, Ma led me

on a tour of what remained of his old village, which was being transformed

into a commercial project called “Olympics Media Village.” What was to

me an immense, noisy, and dusty construction site dotted with newly

finished and semifinished buildings seemed very different to Ma. He led

me through hidden shortcuts to visit several “nail households” scattered in

different parts of the site. He recounted in detail the history of the place,
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telling me which villagers’ teams used to own which parts. He pointed to a

tract that spread from a 22-storey condominium with a billboard atop

reading “Green Garden Villa,” to the middle of a six-lane road adjacent to

an empty lot, and told me, “that was the land of my team.” His demolished

house had sat in the middle of what was now a construction site behind a

10-foot fence painted with images that promised another 22-storey condo-

minium. His prized possession, a roadside restaurant built on the village’s

land, is now a small triangle-shaped green space at the junction of two

main roads. Ma knew the place intimately and could vividly describe it,

though it was now totally changed. When asked how he felt about the

changes, he replied with a heavy trace of nostalgia: “I always turn my head

to look at this place each time I pass by.”

After the tour of the old village site, Ma took me to see his new home in a

relocation-housing compound near Beijing’s sixth ring road, one of the

city’s concentric peripheral highways. He acted differently in his new

neighborhood. Some of his fellow villagers hadmoved to the same housing

compound, and about 80 percent of the residents in his six-storey condo

and seven other condos in his compound originated from neighboring

villages. But he said he did not have much to say to his old neighbors in

the new housing compond, nor was he interested in getting to know other

new neighbors. Upon my request, he walked with me around the com-

pound just to be courteous. He told me that the developer of the new

compound, which is illegal (see Chapter 6 on xiangchanquan housing),

wanted to expand the compound into a neighboring village but was

stopped by the village. Then he concluded, “. . .but that was none of my

business. Situations vary in different villages. We need to resolve our own

problems first.” I asked if he knew about the “Grand Litigation of Ten

Thousand Plaintiffs” in Beijing (see Chapter 3). He said he had heard

about it, but had not contacted the organizers. He explained that they

were urbanites dealing with the issue of state-owned land in the city. His

was the issue of collective land in the village. “These are two entirely

different matters,” Ma said emphatically.

Ma and a fellow villager surnamed Li have formed a two-men protest

team. The two have written petition letters to the State Council, the

National People’s Congress, the Political Mediation Committee, and

the National Office of Laws and Regulation to lodge their complaints

about the district government and its development allies over the illegal

appropriation of village land and unfair compensation. Ma said he and Li

shared evidence they gathered to expose illegal actions of the demolition

office and other government officials. But, they said, they did not trust
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fellow villagers who also tried to gather evidence. They complained about

the lack of solidarity among villagers, and said other villagers used collected

evidence to blackmail the staff of the demolition office in order to wrest

better compensation packages for themselves. Another group of relocated

villagers told me about their attempt to network with relocatees in neigh-

boring villages. More than thirty representatives from different villages in

the region met several times, but no collective action was taken. The repre-

sentatives were mostly self-appointed, rather than elected by fellow villa-

gers. In a recent report by Wang Guolin (2007),29 based on a survey of fifty-

seven villages in a coastal county of Zhejiang Province, there was one case of

three villages whose land was appropriated for an industrial park project.

After many failed attempts at protesting separately, the three villages even-

tually decided towrite petition letters and visited the township government

jointly. However, the alliance did not last longer than six months.

In a relocation compound for villagers displaced by Guangzhou’s Univer-

sity Town that I visited in the winter of 2006, groups of unemployed men

gathered to gamble in a dark room of the community center, while women

sewed beads to pieces of silk cloth as subcontracting work in the open

parking lot at the ground level of their apartments. The relocated villagers

had many complaints over unfair relocation arrangements and the lack of

jobs and services in their new housing compound and said they had tried to

organize protests. One of the villages in the compound organized a visit to

Beijing to lodge complaints. Each village household contributed to the

representatives’ travel expenses between Guangdong and Beijing. But the

visit did not bring any results, and the protest ended quickly. A villager said,

“I paid money for the representatives to go to Beijing, and it did not work.

So I won’t pay for it again.”30

More investigation is needed before a conclusion can be drawn about the

level of organization in peasants’ land-based mobilization. Given the frag-

mented information I have, it seems that relocation has largely tamed

landless peasants. The contentious process of relocation weakens the vil-

lage economy and organization, creates or worsens internal distrust, lowers

villagers’ morale, and ruptures their collective identity. All these contribute

to village deterritorialization. For sure, relocation is not the only driving

force behind village deterritorialization, nor is the village in a perpetual

state of cohesion and solidarity before relocation. But relocation can widen

rifts that are already present and trigger new conflicts that hasten the

disintegration of the village.
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“Nail households” and the body politics of holding out

The connection between relocation and deterritorialization helps explain

the increasing number of holdouts during village demolition and forced

eviction. When all other attempts at self-protection fail, peasants resort to

using their own bodies to guard their land and homes. Given the imbal-

anced power relationships at play in property development and China’s

deficient legal institutions, the physical occupation of disputed property is

one of the few options available to villagers to keep themselves in the

battle. As presented in Chapters 4 and 5, both urban governments and

corporatist villages make their physical presence recognized by marking

boundaries, erecting structures, and intensifying land use as the first step in

establishing territorial control. Their territorial strategy is to establish their

physical presence through occupying the place with boundarymarkers and

buildings.

Villagers in the rural fringe also strategize to establish claims to the place.

With few resources at their disposal, and under the threat of losing land and

livelihood, villagers on the defensive resort to using their own bodies to

occupy and mark their turf. Their bodies become the moral leverage in the

bargaining process. Their actions force officials to choose between violence,

which carries certain inherent political risks, and financial compromises.

Villagers use their bodies to push the issue of unfair compensation and

illegal land appropriation to the fore. The term “nail households,” there-

fore, can be interpreted in two ways. From the perspective of government

officials, nail households are those that defy orders and cause trouble. From

the perspective of peasants, nail households evoke a metaphor of people

hammered into a tight spot. In response, they, hold on tighter to their land

and gamble on the intangible legitimacy concerns of government officials

involved in the ruthless project of land-centered capital accumulation.

Villagers collectively and individually use their bodies to hold their

grounds.

Group “nail households”

Collective occupation of the land under dispute is a common strategy of

protest and is usually undertaken in the village’s crop fields. Upon learning

about secretive land deals and when disputes arise and trust between cadres

and villagers breaks down, villagers begin to squat the land under dispute.

They erect tents in the fields and organize 24-hour occupation in rotating
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shifts to watch for bulldozers and demolition crews. These actions can

involve hundreds of villagers. Many villagers have been known to occupy

fields for months, and are ready to fight tooth and nail. Sociologist Yu

Jianrong reported that from January to June 2004, among the eighty-

seven reported land appropriation-related clashes between protesting pea-

sants and the police, more than half of the clashes erupted on the site of the

disputed land. Other clashes happened in front of the city hall, the train

station, and at highways or railway tracks, where peasants had blocked

traffic and organized sit-ins.31

As noted in the opening episode of this chapter, one of the few publicized

and officially acknowledged land-related incidents took place in Yousheng

Village in Dingzhou City, Hebei Province. The villagers had set up tents to

occupy the disputed land tract for a year, during which they rebuffed more

than ten attempts by developers to forcibly take over the land, and survived

an armed attack by a large gang of thirty or more hired thugs. The standoff

came to a head in June 2005 in the widely publicized pitched battle in

which six villagers were killed and forty-eight were injured. While people

used their bodies to occupy the land, the deaths of villagers caused by

violent battles elevated the villagers’ moral claims over the land. After the

incident, villagers went to the hospital to “snatch” two of the dead from

the hospital and bring them back to the village. As a routine practice,

patients who die in the hospital cannot be taken home before the doctor

examines the body and issues the death certificate. But villagers were

worried that the hospital might be pressured by the city government to

quickly cremate the bodies to get rid of evidence of the killings. Facing the

outraged peasants, and knowing the power of local customs which claim

that death outside of one’s own home will disturb the spirits of the dead

and affect the lives of the living, the hospital official agreed to let the

villagers take the bodies home, and sent the doctor to the village to issue

the death certificates. Yousheng villagers converted the office of the villa-

gers’ committee into a memorial hall, displaying the corpses in six open

coffins, and playing funeral music day and night through the outdoor

audio broadcasting system, commonly used for policy announcement in

the villages since the Mao era.

In other recorded cases of villagers occupying disputed land, the duration

of the occupation ranged from a few days to a few months, usually accom-

panied by letters and visits to higher-level government officials, and occa-

sionally by legal action. According to reports, most villagers involved in

these actions experienced violence and brutality. The Yousheng incident is

extreme, but is not an isolated case of death and injury of protesters. In
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many of these cases, a number of police, security guards, and hired thugs

are also injured. While some of the protesting villagers managed to squeeze

more cash compensation from the demolition office, and Yousheng villa-

gers won their land back after the six deaths, most resisting peasants are

forced to retreat after devastating and violent conflicts.32 As most villagers

retreat from disputed land, and as crops and irrigation systems are pur-

posely destroyed by the demolition office to demoralize villagers, only a few

choose to continue the physically, politically, and economically costly

fights against land appropriation.

Individual “nail households”

The politics of land loss and resistance against land appropriation is not a

straightforward story of peasants acting as natural guardians of the land

and farms. Villagers, as political actors, do not act upon one abstract

principle of farmland protection or environmental causes. Instead, they

consider the multifaceted gains and losses of land appropriation. In many

cases, especially in more industrialized and commercialized areas and

for the younger generation, peasants are not opposed to conversion of

farmland, as long as they are fairly compensated. In the rural fringe,

where peasants are caught between low returns from staple agriculture

and a shortage of non-farm jobs, the promise of a sizeable amount of cash

for land is extremely alluring. Promised compensation can bring new hope

to dead-end rural lives. The young and the entrepreneurial count on the

cash compensation to start a small business, while others hope to use the

cash to repay debts, or build additions to the family home. But for many

villagers, the rewards of cooperation with land appropriation seem dispro-

portionate to the gains reaped by the officials who lease out the appro-

priated land at the price that is often a hundred times higher than the

compensation payment to the peasants. Moreover, promises made in ne-

gotiations over relocation are seldom kept by the government. To bargain

for higher compensation and to ensure that officials deliver on their pro-

mises, some individual villagers place their bodies on the line. The site of

their protest is usually not the open fields but their own homes slated

for demolition. The purpose of their protest is not protection of land, but

the economic interests tied to the land.

However, nail households who succeed in getting higher compensa-

tion are mostly inner-city residents or residents of the urban fringe, rather

than those in rural or semirural areas. One of the most famous cases of

individual “nail households” in recent years was in Chongqing. An entire

Peasant Relocation and Deterritorialization

203



neighborhood of 280 households was demolished to make way for a com-

mercial housing project, but a lone house, owned by a media-savvy busi-

ness couple, refused to move from their home, which teetered atop a 10-m-

deep construction pit that had been dug around the entire house. The

house stood for three years in the center of the construction site before it

began to receive attention nationwide. Pictures of the house circulated

widely in the media, and the issue of the owners’ property rights were

debated heatedly on the Internet, in newspapers, and on TV programs,

just as the Property Rights Law was to be passed at the National People’s

Congress in the spring of 2007.33 A month after their story had become a

fixture of national public debate, the couple reportedly signed a relocation

agreement with the demolition office worth an unprecedented 1.5 million

yuan in cash, and new relocation housing in the city center.34 In another

case, in a “village in the city” in Shenzhen, after more than a year of solitary

resistance, a villager won a package worth 12 million yuan in October 2007

for a six-storey house that stood alone on the site of a planned new

financial center.35More stories of holdouts can be found in other large cities

16. The house of a “nail household” standing alone in the empty site, Beijing ( June

2007)
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where residents occupy strategic locations. After watching neighbors pay

dearly for accepting compensation packages too readily, and after witnes-

sing twenty years of urban redevelopment and expansion, some urbanites

and urbanized villagers have learned to calculate their bargaining leverage

and to fight for greater benefits. The steady criticism of “selfish” and

“greedy” nail households who slow down and block modernization con-

tinues unabated. Yet, with the passing of the Property Rights Law, the policy

discourse of “harmonious society,” and more high-ranking officials getting

sacked over connections with development interests, the moral position of

the nail households has been bolstered in the battle to secure a larger share

of China’s growing urban fortunes.36

Along with persistent occupation of homes and using their bodies to

stand in the way of the wrecking ball, individual nail households have also

used threats of suicide as a tactic to resist eviction. In such cases, protesters

bring a can of gasoline to the demolition office threatening to self-immo-

late as a show of determination. Some death threats succeed in winning

protesters higher compensation, but some backfire. The threat could, for

example, be dismissed as a hoax, thereby forcing the protester to set him or

herself alight to save face. The resulting injury or death may be compen-

sated with a better relocation package for surviving family members, or it

may simply lead to the closure of the case.

A far less risky tactic is to enlist more bodies in the negotiation game. In

2006, as demolition and relocation became increasingly controversial, the

Shanghai Municipal Government announced a new formula to calculate

compensation for each household. One important aspect of the new for-

mula is that relocatees can choose to use the number of registered residents

in the household, instead of the size of the old homes, as the baseline for

compensation. Each eligible resident can receive 150,000 yuan, in addition

to a discount on the purchase of a new housing unit. Eligibility for

“registered residents” includes unborn babies and relatives.

This head-counting policy triggered a wave of divorces in a village of

2000 households in the Pudong area, the fast growing urban fringe of

Shanghai that has become a posh business center. Some of the villagers

had been relocated to the current location from the old city center, Puxi

area twenty years earlier as a result of an inner-city redevelopment project.

This time, the relocation was for a new office tower in Shanghai’s showcase

financial district. By the summer of 2007, after a year’s negotiation, there

were still 150 households remaining in the village. These families took

advantage of the new policy in various ways. For example, couples filed

for divorce, with the husband then marrying a pregnant immigrant girl, or
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a singlemother with children. The wife would also try to do the samewith a

new husband. Their adult children also quickly married. Then all the added

family members would register for residency in the village. A household

of two or three members could thus show itself to be eligible for a compen-

sation package for six or more residents. After they received their compen-

sation, the new couples would file again for a divorce, and the original

couples would remarry. The family would then pool the compensation to

buy a new apartment. Some even had enough compensation cash to start a

small business such as a majiang house.

The entire scheme was facilitated by relocation brokers, who helped

them with the divorce procedures, and with finding appropriate marriage

partners, all for a fee. As a result, there were cases in which a household

managed to increase the number of residents eligible for compensation

from four to ten; another from one to eleven. In Pudong District, where

Shanghai’s demolition and construction projects were concentrated, 2100

couples filed for divorce in the first five months of 2007, a 10 percent

increase over the same period the year before. Nail households in Shang-

hais’ Pudong area were relatively successful in their self-protection. Com-

pared to many displaced and deterritorialized at the rural fringe, politically

savvy and strategically located Pudong villagers have managed to squeezed

more cash from the development power. Yet, theirs was also a highly

individualized and isolated defense of individual economic interests. Such

individualization of resistance seems to be the ultimate manifestation of

peasants’ deterritorialization in the face of forced relocation.

Location, relocation, and localized resistance

In this chapter, I looked at the peasants in the rural fringe of metropolitan

regions and compared their territorial struggles with those of the corporat-

ist villagers discussed in Chapter 5. I argue that their respective locations

determine the scope and scale of resources the peasants have at their

disposal when facing land grabs by expansionist urban governments.

While locational resources are necessary but not sufficient factors in build-

ing territorial autonomy, involuntary relocation invariably leads to the

deterritorialization of the village and villagers. Deterritorialization, in

turn, significantly affects the results of villagers’ protests against land

grabs, forced eviction, and unfair compensation.

While Ching Kwan Lee’s legal authoritarianism (2007) helps explain the

cellularization of workers’ activism in post-Mao China, deterritorialization
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provides another explanation of peasants’ fragmented organization despite

grave grievances and widespread rural agitation. Although corporatist vil-

lages in the Pearl River Delta are successful in maintaining their territorial

autonomy as compared to the deterritorialized villages at the rural fringe,

the phenomenon of corporatist villages remains highly localized. In fact, it

is only because of localization through reinforcement of village identities

and fixation of village boundaries that the corporatist villages maintain

territorial autonomy. Built on location-specific real-estate fortunes, corpo-

ratist villages choose to exclude outsiders from their good fortune. While

advantageous locations provide resources to build territorial autonomy,

such location-specific resources and territorial autonomy do not seem to

have political implications for social activism. In short, localization is a

common feature of social activism in China today, including the relatively

successful case of corporatist villages.

Nail household resistance to eviction is the ultimate form of localized

social activism. Deterritorialized villagers resort to using their own bodies to

protect property and protest its appropriation. Some nail house holds are

lucky enough to occupy land in a strategic spot, and are persistent enough

to effectively slow down construction, thus wresting better compensation

packages for themselves. Nonetheless, very few known cases exist in which

the logic of land-centered accumulation monopolized by development

powers was altered, or those evicted succeeded in reterritorializing in their

original village or at a new site. The struggles of individual nail households,

heroic as they may be, are the struggles of deterritorialized villagers with

limited implications for the broader politics of redistribution.
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detained for allegedly accepting bribes of 24-apartment units. This official was

also a high-level manager of the Lujiazui Finance and Trade Zone Development

Company in Pudong. The development company was directly responsible for

village demolition. In the month when the governor was detained, none of the

villagers signed relocation agreements with the demolition office. Villagers

claimed that they have seen the weakening of the semi-governmental demoli-

tion office since 2007. Street Committee and Residents’ Committee staff

stopped accompanying demolition office staff to visit residents to try to get

residents to move. Residents believed this was due to the scandals involving

high-level officials, and because of the passage of the Property Rights Law, which

made demolition office staff more reticent to use violence in forcing residents to

move. Therefore, despite repeated court orders telling them tomove, nail house-

holds were optimistic about the results of their resistance.
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Chapter 8

A New Territorial Order

To conclude, I’d like to broaden the scope of this book and make program-

matic connections both between the urbanized local state and China’s

emerging territorial order, and between civic territoriality and the prospects

of grassroots mobilization in Chinese cities and the countryside.

The territorial order of the land-centered regime of accumulation man-

ifests itself in the double movement of power decentralization and recon-

centration at different levels of local states as they compete for territorial

control and land rents. In this process, major metropolitan centers, such as

Beijing, Shanghai, Chengdu, and Nanjing emerge as the predominant force

in China’s new territorial order, and become new sites of central–local

contention. This new territorial ordering helps to analyze the politics

behind the management of the 2008 real-estate crisis.

On the distribution front, housing protests in large Chinese cities help to

revisit the classic dichotomy between class- and community-based grassroots

mobilization; while the disempowering consequences of peasants’ deterritor-

ialization contribute to disentangle the recent controversy over rural land

rights reform in the fall of 2008.China’snew territorial order, featuring regional

leading cities’ dominant position in accumulation, and spatially-framed social

activisms of varied distributional consequences, concludes this study of the

great urban transformation in China.

Urbanized local states and leading cities
of metropolitan regions

In Chapters 2, 4, and 6, I presented three sets of state actors competing to

control land in three types of places. In the urban core, the leading players are

municipal governments and socialist landmasters; at the urban fringe, urban
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governments battle subordinate rural governments; and in the rural fringe of

the metropolis, township leaders’ broker power and property between the

state bureaucracy and peasants. These three sets of state actors represent the

three main axes of state power in China today, and all are shaped by land

development. But competition over land has done more than shape intra-

state power dynamics. I argue that, as intra-statepower is realigned along land

interests, local states themselves are urbanized.Drivenby the expectationof a

continuousproperty boom, urban expansionismhas overtaken industrialism

as the ultimate goal of development and become the definition ofmodernity.

Thefiscal effects of this change are significant—land-lease sales provide 50–60

percent of the local government revenue. As a consequence, local develop-

ment is invariably wrapped up in urban agendas, mega urban projects

become testaments to territorial authority, and urban spectacles and proper-

ty-value increases are held up as evidence of the governing capacity of local

leaders. In short, the city and the local state aremutually constitutive.While

local states build the city, the city builds the local state.

The territorial implications of the urbanized local state and its connection

with the politics of accumulation are twofold. The first is decentralization

and reconcentration in the restructuring of the territorial order for real-estate

development. The second is the emergence of leading cities of metropolitan

regions operating as leading sites of land-based accumulation, and key

players of central–local contention.

Decentralization and reconcentration of territorial power

Land is an inherently local resource, so a land-centered regime of accumu-

lation leads to a decentralized territorial order. Authority can be built and

unbuilt by urban projects, and successful urban builders emerge as domi-

nant territorial powers who challenge the jurisdictional hierarchy of the

state. In some cases, rapidly growing minor towns outpace their superviso-

ry cities and push for the upgrading of their administrative status to obtain

greater power. Jurisdictional ranks and boundaries between territorial units

were therefore readjusted multiple times throughout the 1980s and 1990s,

resulting in thousands of rural towns and counties officially becoming

cities.1

In themeantime, the impulse of local leaders to push for decentralization

creates a countermovement toward power reconcentration. Counties

and cities swallow up prosperous towns and villages around them, while

large cities incorporate rapidly growing counties at their fringe and claim

their resources. The struggle over jurisdictional annexation, merger, and
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detachment is bitterly fought. Ultimately, large municipalities have

emerged as the victors. Supported by a central policy of administrative

streamlining and coordinated urban development, counties at the fringes

were formally dissolved, and their jurisdictional status converted to munic-

ipal districts. In Shanghai, for example, there were nine rural counties and

twelve urban districts within the municipal jurisdiction prior to 1991. By

2005, only one rural county remained, while the others were either

incorporated into existing municipal districts or became a new district

under the municipal jurisdiction. In Beijing, there were eight rural counties

and ten urban districts in 1996. By 2005, they had turned into two rural

counties and twelve enlarged urban districts. In the 2000s, most provincial

capitals made similar moves, especially targeting prosperous counties in

efforts to grab land and power over personnel and finance.

Jurisdictional consolidation was also supported by an emergent policy

discourse of land-focused macroeconomic contraction. Beginning in the

early 2000s, land issues had gained political momentum amid a new phase

of macroeconomic growth fueled primarily by expansion in the real-estate

sector. The real-estate markets, especially the commodity housing sector,

grew at 30 percent a year. In 2003, as GDP growth reached 10 percent, a

land-centered macroeconomic adjustment policy package was set in mo-

tion.2 For the first time since the 1980s, land was employed as a primary

policy tool for macroeconomic contraction. Along with other tools of

monetary and fiscal control, such as tightening credit for property develop-

ment projects and mortgages for second homebuyers,3 control over land

supply was considered a fundamental cure for excessive investments that

were overheating the economy. Thus, scattered land-development projects

in rural areas were politically delegitimized, and the appeal of rural indus-

trialism diminished. Further, rural governments were stripped of the

authority to approve land-use conversion and rights transfers.

This land-focused macroeconomic adjustment maneuver was followed

up by a series of government actions. As presented in Chapter 4, central

leaders and ministries issued policies to reclaim unused land and tighten

control over land-use conversion and rights transfers. Special work teams

were dispatched to conduct land audits. The campaign resulted in the

abolition of 70 percent of the 6866 development zones nationwide. That

amounted to 24,900 sq km, or about 65 percent of the total area earmarked

for development zones.4 Under the new territorial order, land had also

become a disciplinary tool of the state. Between 2000 and 2007, about

14,000 cadres were issued warnings by the Communist Party or under

criminal investigation for land-related charges.5
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Under the new ethos of “more rational, concentrated, and efficient land

use,” powerful and resourceful municipal governments firmed up their

control over rural land and launched mega projects, such as “new towns”

and “university towns.” These run from ten to a few hundred square kilo-

meters each, making them much larger than the industrial estates of the

1980s and 1990s. As outlined in Chapter 4, such new towns are both

territorial and accumulation projects. Real-estate profits are maximized

through multiphase, large-scale projects requiring considerable land re-

serves acquired through jurisdictional merger and territorial consolidation.

While these projects contributed little to the central government’s efforts at

macroeconomic contraction, they were exploited to boost the leading city’s

control over the rural hinterland.

Banking reforms in the 2000s further fueled the political economy of scale

evident in suchmoves. As national commercial banks were restructured into

shareholding systems, and as risk management became more important for

lenders, large borrowers ready to offer land as collateral were much preferred

over small firms. This trend has encouraged local governments to take up

two expansionist strategies. One is to assemble many small firms and turn

them into a few star firms with impressive asset portfolios, and hence have

greater creditworthiness. In some cases in the Lower Yangtze Delta, local

governments have handpicked small firms, including private ones, and

helped them expand by granting them land and tax subsidies.6 The second

mechanism is land expropriation.While a small portion of the expropriated

land is used for immediate development, the remainder serves as collateral

to finance development. A similar logic of scale also works in accessing

central government grants: the larger the proposed infrastructure project,

the bigger the match-up funds local governments can expect from the

central government.7 In brief, in the 2000s, massive scale, as the result of

recentralized resource control, has displaced the former belief that “small

boats turn faster”—held on to in the 1980s and early 1990s.

Political economy of scale and metropolitan centers

As a result of a rescaled political economy,major cities like Beijing, Shanghai,

Guangzhou, Nanjing, Hangzhou, Chongqing, and some provincial capitals

like Xi’an, Chengdu, Shenyang, Zhengzhou, and Jinan have emerged as

leading cities of metropolitan regions, amassing large areas of land and host-

ing the most ambitious infrastructure and commercial projects.

Metropolitan centers have also become primary sites of central–local con-

tention and targets for the central government efforts at macroeconomic
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contraction. Land-related scandals, which brought down rural cadres in

townships and villages in the 1990s, began to bring down leader cadres of

large cities like Zhengzhou, Shaoxing, Beijing, Shanghai and Shenzhen in the

2000s.8 After several failed attempts to curtail rampant land development in

the 1990s and early 2000s, the Ministry of Land and Resources in 2004

initiated a reorganization of the landmanagement bureaucracy and imposed

a “vertical system of land management” which gave the ministry direct

control over local land-management bureaus, bypassing local governments.

By 2006, a national systemof urban land supervisionwas established.9Under

the new system, the minister assumed the role of national land superinten-

dent overseeing regional offices in nine cities: Beijing, Shanghai, Shenyang,

Nanjing, Jinan, Guangzhou, Wuhan, Chengdu, and Xi’an. It is no coinci-

dence that these nine cities are also where mega development projects are

most concentrated. Barry Naughton (2007) has insightfully pointed out that

“although all these cities are provincial capitals, by setting up the offices in

individual cities, rather than in provinces per se, the objective was to create a

national supervisory system separate from the governmental hierarchy.”10

Along with direct central–state monitoring of the primary sites of land-

centered local regimes of accumulation, the system also indicates the emer-

gence of a new territorial order. In this new order, the focus of central–local

interaction has shifted from the provinces to major centers of real-estate

development in leading cities of metropolitan regions.

But the real-estate-based territorial ordering was only possible in boom

times. In 2008, the first significant downturn in China’s real-estate market,

compounded by the global financial meltdown, started to threaten

the viability of debt-financed urbanmega projects. Housing values plunged

by 10–50 percent in seven months. Consequently, open land auctions in

large cities, which used to provoke fierce bidding wars, failed to make sales.

Lessees breached land leases with governments’ land reserve centers and

returned land parcels.11 Land revenue was reduced to less than half of the

previous year in cities like Guangzhou, Hangzhou, and Shanghai.12

The central leadership responded to the crisis with an announcement

that emphasized the importance of providing affordable housing.13 Metro-

politan governments interpreted this announcement as a signal to priori-

tize market rescue, for which they promptly came up with bold plans. By

November 2008, eighteen cities, including major real-estate markets like

Shanghai, Hangzhou, Nanjing, Chengdu, and Xi’an introduced measures

to prop up the market. These included cuts in transaction taxes and even

subsidies for homebuyers. The minimum down payment on first homes

was reduced to 20 percent from 30 percent, the stamp tax was eliminated,
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and mortgage rates cut. Hangzhou’s municipal government, well-known

for its bold measures to promote real estate, had gone so far as to offer

homebuyers urban-residence certificates.14 But the main targets of the

rescue plans were developers: development surcharges and land value

appreciation taxes were significantly reduced, payment schedules for land

leases were extended, and time limits on developing held landwere relaxed.

As a boom city builds the local state, the real-estate downturn threatened to

shatter the local state. Declining property prices were as strong a signal of

official incompetence as rising prices were of official competence. To save

themselves, urban leaders rushed to prop up the propertymarket in order to

secure land revenues and their careers. In Shenyang, for example, the

municipal government reportedly organized a monopolistic coalition

among developers to prop up property values in the city, and threatened

to punish those who slashed housing prices.15

Metropolitan governments’ rescue packages in 2008 have presented a

challenge to the central government contraction policies. Only a few years

earlier, in 2004, when the property market was at its peak, policy reports

were loaded with cautionary language calling for the constriction of land

supply and capital to prevent overheating in the real-estate sector and the

economy as a whole. As the contraction measures started to show signs of

effectiveness in 2006 and 2007, the crisis in 2008 immediately set them

back. Cities’ rescue packages were almost a point-by-point eradication of

central government policies on constraining capital and land supplies. For

example, in January 2008, the State Council announced that leases would

be invalidated without compensation if developers did not break ground

on a site within two years of lease signing.16 But with the surge of failed land

auctions and growing numbers of land-lease defaults since, urban govern-

ments were too desperate for land revenues to impose such a rule. One

commentator predicted that the crisis might bring back the pre-2004 prac-

tice of illegal land-lease sales by local governments.17 Amid the new round

of accumulation crisis, the leading cities of metropolitan regions stood at

the center of the politics of crisis management between the central and the

local states.

Social activism and civic territoriality

In an uncertain policy environment, different social groups find space

for mobilization within policy gaps and devise strategies in accordance

with their interpretation and anticipation of state actions.18 The great
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transformation, therefore, is also marked by society’s creative experiments

with ways of seizing opportunities when dealing with the state andmarket.

In Chapters 3, 5, and 7, I reported the ways that land grabs and develop-

ment projects have triggered different types of social activism in various

locales. In the urban cores of large cities, redevelopment projects have

provoked protests by displaced inner-city residents. Inner-city protesters

have launched litigation and petitions using the legal and administrative

order of the state. They then stretched beyond the realm of the state in two

directions. They expanded from “lawful resistance” to “rightful resistance,”

similar to what O’Brien and Li (2006) have found in their studies of peasant

protests, by using the law as a rhetorical weapon of the weak to take the

state at its word. But urban protesters did not merely employ legal texts

discursively. They took legal action as a platform for social mobilization

that moved beyond the logic of state-delineated legality. Moreover, while

protesters engaged in property rights debates and framed their demands as

“property rights protection,” they moved beyond the concept of property

rights to embrace a moral call for entitlement to a livelihood in the city,

which I have termed residents’ rights. Both homeowners and tenants in the

inner city, regardless of their ownership status, make claims on social rights

as city dwellers.

At the rural fringe of metropolitan regions, peasants who lose their land

to urban expansion have launched protests against unfair compensation

and forced relocation. Like urban protesters identified as chaiqianhu, or

“households that are relocated and whose homes are demolished,” rural

peasants are known as shidi nongmin, or “peasants who have lost their

land.” Despite widespread protests in different parts of China, especially

at the peripheries of industrialized areas, peasant mobilization has largely

remained fragmented and localized. I have used the concept of deterritor-

ialization of villagers to explain this puzzle. Deterritorialization, under-

stood in this context as the process of losing physical, socioeconomic,

and discursive control over homes and villages, is brought about through

involuntary relocation. Relocation leads to economic deterioration, social

disintegration, and a rupture of identity, which deterritorialize villagers.

Deterritorialization tames dispossessed villagers and fragments their mobi-

lization.

The relationship between the local state and society in the process of

urban expansion is not confined by the sequential dynamic of land grabs,

displacement, and resistance. At the urban edge of metropolitan regions in

southern China, I have found another mode of state–society interaction in

the process of urban expansion, as shown in Chapter 5. These “corporatist
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villagers” do not directly confront the state-sponsored development powers

through protest or litigation. Instead, they skillfully negotiate with the

state, and find opportunities for self-protection in the cracks between

the state and the market. Instead of being deterritorialized like peasants at

the rural fringe, corporatist villages manage to reterritorialize. They repre-

sent an important variant of social activism in the violent process of urban

expansion, in which society finds its bargaining leverage and space for

autonomy in the gap between the state’s expansionist ambition and its

regulatory capacity.

The variety of social action in different territorial contexts means that

territorial power relationships are not an exclusive domain of the power

elite. The lens of civic territoriality reveals the critical role that social actors

play in shaping territorial politics. Civic territoriality finds different expres-

sions in different local contexts, and presents possibilities and constraints

for localized social mobilization. In the urban core, activists mobilize

territorial strategies to protect their entitlement to property, place, and a

livelihood in the city. Their grievances are framed spatially as losses of

home, job, and social networks built to particular inner-city neighbor-

hoods. They employ territorial rhetoric and the logic of location and

relocation in the legal mobilization for property rights and residents’

rights. At the urban fringe of metropolises, corporatist villagers achieve

relative territorial autonomy for the village by reinforcing the village’s

collective economy, organization, and identity, which, in turn, fortifies

successful territorialization. At the rural fringe, in contrast, displaced and

dispossessed peasants are weakened economically and organizationally,

and their collective identity dissipates. Displaced and dispossessed pea-

sants are deterritorialized, undermining their political capacity to organize

sustainable collective action. In other words, civic territoriality brings

uneven results in civil autonomy.

The interconnection between the politics of distribution and civic terri-

toriality can be pursued further along the lines of two theoretical debates:

one concerns the debate on the relative importance of community and

class in urban mobilization; the other concerns the relationship between

land ownership and collectivism.

Community and class in urban mobilization

The discussion of the community and class arises from the tendency

for localization that dominates the territorial logic of social mobilization.

Social mobilization in the three different locales presented in this book
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demonstrate both the possibilities and limitations of localized social

mobilization. When inner-city protesters localize their identity through

long-term residence in specific neighborhoods, localization is a discursive

and legal strategy against unfair compensation and forced relocation. For

corporatist villagers at the urban fringe who try to reinforce collective

identities and organization in the original site of the village, localization

functions as leverage for relative territorial autonomy. To displaced and

dispossessed peasants at the rural fringe, however, the loss of localized

economic and organizational resources through forced relocation deterri-

torializes villagers and weakens their mobilization capacity, as demon-

strated by “nail households” and their individualized protest actions.

The question of localization prompts the classic question of the strength

and weakness of community-based mobilization compared with class-

based mobilization. In the literature on urban mobilization in the United

States, the strength of urban mobilization seems to lie in its inclusiveness,

which stretches across different economic sectors or classes, and the imme-

diacy of urban collective consumption, which appeals to a wide spectrum

of urban residents. On the other hand, unlike workers facing off with

capitalists in class struggles, urban residents seem to have less leverage in

protests against the elite. Further, the inclusiveness of urban mobilization

can also be a source of division within the community along class, race, or

gender lines. Observers of American cities have found an uneasy relation-

ship between labor unions and community organizations with different

social bases and agendas.19 In these studies, class and community occupy

two distinctive physical, sociopolitical and discursive spaces. These differ-

ences tend to provoke division more often than unity, while racial and

gender politics only add more challenges to their solidarity.

Recent work on Chinese urban workers suggests a different type of urban

mobilization in which class and community overlap. In her research on

labor protests in China’s rustbelt, Ching Kwan Lee (2007) found two types

of linkages between labor and urban community. One concerns the Chi-

nese socialist danwei system that housed workers of the same factory in

shared housing compounds. The long-term physical proximity of work-

spaces and residential quarters is important in building solidarity and

encouraging participation in collective actions at the moment of conten-

tion. The focus of contention, according to Lee, is also reinforced, involving

workers’ concerns over both lost wages and unemployment, and collective

consumption issues, such as heating subsidies in the long winter in China’s

northeast. In other words, the social and spatial overlap of class and com-

munity in Chinese state-owned factories facilitates urbanmobilization. In a
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separate problematique, Lee also suggests that while Chinese state factory

workers protest against nonpayment or unemployment, what prevents

these desperate workers from further radicalization is the danwei housing,

which provides a basic safety net for middle-aged and retired state factory

workers and their families, which often include several unemployed or

underemployed family members who do not have access to either danwei

or commercial housing. In Lee’s formulation, integration of the urban

community and industrial workers is the basis of the socialist state’s legiti-

macy, and such space of integration also dialectically facilitates socialist

workers’ protests under market reform. What remains to be seen, however,

is what workers will do, and whether their protests will turn more radical,

when encroaching urban redevelopment projects destroy this last resort of

security, the welfare housing. The case of Tiexi District in Shenyang is

exemplary. Tiexi is Lee’s primary fieldwork site in the northeast. It is also

one of China’s largest compounds of traditional industry and the oldest

working-class neighborhood in Shenyang, the provincial capital of Liaoning.

Since the early 2000s, worker-residents of Tiexi have gone through massive

demolition and relocation to make way for urban redevelopment projects

planned by the municipal government aimed at thoroughly revamping the

old and unfashionable, industrial area. Lee reported that workers protested

against unfair relocation compensation, but more research is needed to see

whether desperate workers, who have now lost their resource of last resort,

will turn to more radical actions.

What is also unclear is the possibility for cross-class coalitions in urban

mobilization, as Manuel Castells (1983) suggested in his studies of

urban social movements in Europe, the United States, and Latin America.

In addition to the three types of mobilization I have outlined in

this book, there is another significant type of urban social activism

arising among middle-class homeowners in the commodity-housing com-

plex. Since the early 2000s, in large cities like Beijing, Shanghai, and

Guangzhou, a growing number of homeowners have organized home-

owner associations in individual housing compounds.20 These owners,

mostly white-collar professionals, are relatively young, well-educated and

Internet-connected. They began to mobilize around the basic right to

organize homeowner associations, as permitted by law, which was often

obstructed by developer-affiliated property management firms and local

officials. They subsequently launched litigation against developers over

property-rights infringements, such as secretively leasing out public spaces

within housing compounds to businesses. These disputes involve other

issues as well, like false advertising, breach of contract, violation of housing
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density regulations, and insufficient public facilities in the compounds.

Some homeowners have taken municipal governments and urban

planning bureaus to court for issuing development permits that violate

zoning regulations; and opposing urban development plan revisions that

allow, for example, construction of residential towers on the community

green.21 These better-endowed homeowners frame their demands in a rich

repertoire that includes community self-governance, grassroots democracy,

citizenship rights, and property rights. In Beijing, in addition to home-

owner associations organized in individual housing compounds, activists

try to network amongmore than a hundred homeowner associations across

the city.22 While there have been signs of coalition across different districts

and neighborhoods, one wonders whether cellularized and localized urban

mobilization is the only structural opportunity with which social actors are

able to engage in the struggle for civic territorialization.

Collective land ownership and rural collectivism

In the countryside, the link between distribution politics and civic territorial-

ity can help clarify the policy debates on the reform of collective ownership

of rural land. Peasant land rights, hardly a new point of contention in China,

moved again to the fore in October 2008, during the Third Plenary Session of

the 17th Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party. Prior to the

meeting, which was to focus on rural development, there had been high

expectations for a revolutionary decision to allowpeasants to buy, sell or lease

the use rights to their fields—changes that would bring China’s land tenure

closer to a de facto private ownership system. But the meeting ended with a

communiqué that reaffirmed the collective ownership of rural land and the

reaffirmation of a ban on farmers mortgaging their land and houses.

The decision to maintain collective land ownership attracted criticism by

Western media about the Chinese Communist Party’s infringement of

peasants’ property rights and denial of peasants’ access to capital. It was

interpreted as a triumph of communist hardliners who dogmatically associ-

ate private property with class exploitation and a sign of the Chinese

Communist Party’s weakening grip on society.23 The critics suggested that

the CCP was stubbornly clinging to collectivism out of power lust and

ideology. China-based intellectuals and policy thinkers were more split on

the issue. For market-minded reformers disappointed by the conclusion of

the meeting, privatizing rural land is the best way to protect peasants’

interests against land grabs. For the socially concerned who endorsed the

communiqué, land serves as a form of social security for peasants, and
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collective land tenure is the best way to sustain this safety net. While both

camps have peasants’ best interests in mind, they favor opposite solutions.

To respond to this recent round of debate on collective land ownership,

two points of clarification can be made. First, we must decouple the paired

concept of market and private property, and disrupt the dichotomy of

public and private ownership. The post-Mao reforms have proved that it

is not necessary to have “genuinely private” firms to energize a market.

Nevertheless, this dogma has persisted. In media commentaries, collective

land ownership is considered a barrier to land trades in rural China. In

reality, land lease sales have been carried out in the Chinese countryside for

at least two decades. A mixed set of actors, private, public and mixtures of

both, have participated in this market. Individual households have been

trading and renting their own housing sites and homes, village organiza-

tions have leased out construction land and farmland, and sold housing

units they developed on village land. Local officials have exercised state

authority to convert collective land to state land to allow for its sale, and

have changed the use of land from agricultural to construction. While

many of these transactions and conversions were found to be illegal in

the eyes of state land managers in the 1980s and 1990s, the central policy

toward land lease sales started to liberalize in the 2000s. Farmers are

now permitted to lease out contracted land in accord with the Rural Land

Contracting Law of 2002.24 There have been local experiments, approved

by the State Council, on rural land lease sales in Tianjin, Jiangsu, Zhejiang,

Anhui, Guangdong, Shanghai, Shandong, Sichuan, and other provinces

even in the 1990s,25 long before the Third Plenary Session and the estab-

lishment of the first land-use rights exchange center in Chengdu in October

2008, which was widely celebrated as a breakthrough allowing farmers to

sell or rent out land-use rights.26

In other words, despite the image of a stagnant landmarket controlled by

unflinching communist ideologues, land lease sales in both legal and extra-

legal markets have been extremely active in rural China in the past two

decades, and these changes have been far more complex than the bipolar

model of private and public ownership can convey. What matters, there-

fore, is not the legalistic or ideological divide between private and collective

land ownership. Qin Hui, a Beijing-based historian of agrarian questions,

maintains that peasant land rights are a matter of political rights. For him,

the fundamental contradiction lies not between private and public owner-

ship, but emerges as a result of competing interests between the peasants

and the state (and its agents) in a highly unbalanced power relationship.

Even if land rights are completely privatized in legal terms, he argues,
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privately owned land is still subject to government expropriation for the

“public interest,” a condition similar to the practice of eminent domain in

the United States. The critical question from this standpoint is what con-

stitutes the “public interest,” and who determines the “public interest” and

how?27 Li Changping, the former township head who initiated the public

debate on the “three agricultural questions” in 2000 (see Chapter 4), has

suggested that land rights are a matter of redistribution of land rents and

profits, regardless of the form of ownership.28

A second point of clarification is to separate out three concepts that are

often mixed together in the discussion of collectivism. These are: collective

land ownership, village collective organization, and villagers’ collective

identity. While the central government’s land policy seems to buttress col-

lective ownership, other rural policies have contributed to the dissolution of

village collective organizations and identity. I argue that such contradictions

between collective land ownership and collective organization may be nec-

essary for the state to sustain a land-centered regime of accumulation.

As discussed in Chapter 7, the policy of “agricultural to urban resident

conversion,” or nongzhuanju, is one of the major tools used to restructure

village organization, with an explicit purpose to separate peasants from

their land. This policy entails shifting villagers’ hukou from agricultural to

nonagricultural, and peasants’ status from village members to urban resi-

dents. As a result, villagers are transferred out of the village, and collective

land out of the control of village collectives. The dual shifts have decisively

weakened the material base of village collective organization. Nongzhuanju

usually operates jointly with another widely implemented policy of the

2000s, which turns village collective units into shareholding companies,

capitalizing village land assets and turning villagers into shareholders.

Most important, this twin policy has been imposed on villages at the

moment of land expropriation and village relocation. As villagers are

removed from village sites and village land turned into New Towns, and

as villagers are moved into different relocation housing compounds, their

interests diverge and their sense of control over collective assets diminishes.

Most consequently choose to cash out from shareholding companies, often

at a discount rate, and village shareholding companies become private for

all practical purposes. In my analysis of deterritorialized peasants in Chap-

ter 7, I have connected the villages’ physical relocation with their economic

degradation and organizational disintegration, which, I argue, led to the

rupture of collective identity and subsequently to the deterritorialization of

peasants. Deterritorialization, in turn, helps to explain the difficulty of

peasant collective mobilization. Out of the ruins of village organization
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and solidarity, the state’s control over collective land emerges as powerful as

ever, and the latter is paradoxically dependent on the former. In short,

while much of the recent debates focused on the collective ownership of

land, what has slipped out of the public attention is the equally detrimental

impact of the government policies that have systematically and effectively

dismantled peasants’ collective organization and identity. Without the

collective organization and identity, the villagers’ control over the village

territory is easily liquidized, regardless of the legalistic stipulation of their

land ownership rights. Indeed, the case of corporatist villages in southern

Chinese cities (see Chapter 5) proved to be a relative success. With the

combination of strategic location, bargaining skills, and village corporat-

ism, the southern villagers managed to strengthen their territorial autono-

my. Yet, it remains to be seen whether these urban enclaves of corporatist

villages, a welcome alternative to the wholesale destruction of the peasant-

ry, will survive the long-term modernist impulse toward the territorial

integration of urban economy, polity, and society.
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