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investment in the built environment (e.g.
high-speed rail networks, airports and
metro construction as well as commercial
real estate projects). The Chinese central
and local states have been particularly proac-
tive in making sure that these processes are
mutually reinforcing, ensuring that pro-
ductive investments in the built environment
are made as a means to facilitate the primary
industrial production. The investment in
fixed assets has been a quick speculative sol-
ution to ensuring GDP (gross domestic
product) growth at both local and national
scales. According to government statistical
yearbooks, real estate construction has also
been growing phenomenally, accounting for
more than half of the fixed asset investments
in major cities like Beijing in the 2000s (see
also Shin 2009, 128–130). The speculative
urbanism is also spreading to other second-
and third-tier cities and to counties that try
to emulate the kind of urbanism originally
centred on the eastern coastal region.

In this regard, China’s urban revolution
differs from the experiences of the post-
industrial West that has seen the ascendancy
of the secondary circuit of capital accumu-
lation in place of the declining industrial pro-
duction (see Harvey 1978; Lefebvre 2003).
Henri Lefebvre (2003) states:

‘As the principal circuit, that of industrial
production, backs off from expansion and
flows into “property”, capital invests in the
secondary sector of real estate. Speculation
henceforth becomes the principal source, the
almost exclusive arena of formation and
realization of surplus value . . . The secondary
circuit thus supplants the primary circuit and
by dent becomes essential.’ (160)

For China, it is not simply the over-accumu-
lation in the primary circuit of industrial pro-
duction which facilitates the channelling of
fixed asset investment into the secondary
circuit of the built environment. Both circuits
reinforce each other’s advancement, while the

Figure 1 The slogans of the 2010 Shanghai World Expo (Photo: Hyun Bang Shin, 2010)
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Urbanisation as an ideological 
project 

The urban as the most desirable status 
quo 

Building the countryside in the image 
of city 

Urbanisation as an economic 
project 

Fixed asset formation though 
investment in infrastructure and real 
estate 

Land-grabbing for land revenues as 
extra-budgetary revenues for local 
governments 

Urbanisation as a political project 

New Party leadership placing a strong 
emphasis on sustaining the country’s 
stride to urbanise



China’s Development and Fixed Assets Investment
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China’s Urbanisation Rate 
1960-2015

55.6% 
(2015)

China to achieve a 
60% urbanisation 
rate by the year 2020 
and 70% by 2030 as 
part of realising the 
China Dream 

This was equated 
with the addition of 
another 100 million 
urbanites by 2020, 
and 300 million by 
2030 

Implication of this 
drive for the built 
environment? Data Source: http://databank.worldbank.org



Source: http://matthartzell.blogspot.co.uk/2013/09/chinas-economic-disparityin-maps.html

Uneven Urbanisation

Higher barriers of 
entry to 
established rich 
cities 

Small and 
medium cities 
and counties, to 
be rebuilt in the 
imagination of 
rich cities



1.5 mil. people in Beijing 
(2001-08) and 1.5 mil. in 
Shanghai (2004-10) subject 
to eviction 

Depopulation as state 
‘eugenics’ strategy in select 
cities: e.g. Beijing 
Dongcheng District (2011) 
from 919,000 (2011) to 
820,000 (2016) and to 
650,000 (2030)



Villager protests in Wukan, Guangdong, 2011 (Source: bbc.co.uk)

Dispossession, loss of rights, 
through land-taking and forced 
urbanisation 

“66 million Chinese farmers 
have lost their land in the past 
10 years” (BBC, 2005) 

LANDES survey in 2011: 43% of 
surveyed rural households 
having experienced land-taking. 
Av. compensation (18,739 yuan), 
2.4% of average sales price 
earned by authorities 



In China, 
development is 
synonymous with 
displacement and 
dispossession



Thank you very much.

For any queries, please contact:  
h.b.shin@lse.ac.uk 


