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Abstract
Since the first cities emerged in China some four thousand years ago, Chinese urbanism has undergone several major stages of evolution, each with a distinct set of socioeconomic and spatial characteristics, and together they constitute a complex historic mosaic of urbanism. This study takes a macro-historical view of Chinese urbanism in an attempt to distill the essence, especially its functional component, of the Chinese city, emphasizing the most fundamental, salient and dominant nature of the city in different historical periods from antiquity to the present. Whereas the notion of “change within tradition” as a form of continuity is applicable to some of the salient aspects of Chinese urbanism, the evolution of the Chinese city has also been marked by major breaks with past urban traditions, especially in the last 150 years. The evolution of Chinese urbanism in the pre-modern eras was marked by an increasing trend of plebeianization of urban culture shaped by urban commoners. On the other hand, modernization efforts since the late nineteenth century have fundamentally altered the economic role of the city from essentially centers of consumption to dominant centers of production. Post-reform urbanism has witnessed the creation of a quasi-capitalist regime of accumulation which contrasts sharply with the state-biased accumulation regime of the socialist era. Whereas the forms, functions and the processes of change of the Chinese city have been highly complex in the nation’s long history, the dominant role of the state has been persistently strong in shaping the nature of Chinese urbanism.

