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Abstract

Residential displacement by urban regeneration in western economies and forced relocation in the Third World countries are

contentious issues. This paper, based on a household survey in Shanghai, examines the process and outcomes of residential relo-

cation under market-oriented urban redevelopment in China. The results show that commodification of the socialist tenancy right

helped to initiate large-scale urban redevelopment. First, there has been a complicated process of negotiation during residential

relocation, involving residents, development companies, and government agencies. The de facto right of public housing tenants is

considered by a pragmatic attitude in urban redevelopment in the early years. Second, residential relocation is accompanied by the

changes in housing tenure, housing conditions, and the improved built form of planned residential districts. Nevertheless, the social

conflict has become intensified recently because the deepening of commodification began to favour property developers by con-

straining the compensation standard for relocated households.
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1. Introduction

After two decades of economic reform, the Chinese
society has seen an unprecedented mobility, not only in

the sphere of economic production but also in people’s

everyday life. Accompanied by large-scale urban rede-

velopment is the move of households from their previ-

ous place of residence inside either the workplace

compound or municipal housing estates to commodity

housing in planned residential districts. Nowhere can we

observe dynamic residential relocation better than the
city of Shanghai, where the remaking of a global city is

creating an instant new city of Pudong, east of the

Huangpu River, while skyscrapers are mushrooming in

the old downtown (Wu, 2000).

Urban redevelopment has been accelerating in

Shanghai since 1990. Inevitably this means that a

significant number of households have been relocated.

In 1991, a survey organized by the municipal gov-
ernment announced that in total Shanghai had 3.65

million m2 dilapidated houses scattered in the old city

proper (Gu and Liu, 1997; Wu and Li, 2002). The

government set up a target to demolish these dilapi-
dated houses. In 2002, Social Development Bluebook of

Shanghai reported that the city had successfully

accomplished the task (Yi and Lu, 2002). From 1991

to 2000, Shanghai demolished 26 million m2 old

houses and relocated the 0.66 million households (Yao

and Jiang, 2002, p. 95). Table 1 shows the amount of

residential relocation and housing demolished since

1991.
Then, how could Shanghai achieve such a scale of

urban redevelopment through residential relocation?

The issue of residential displacement becomes conten-

tious in the Western countries which are undergoing the

change from Fordist to post-Fordist transition and

globalization (Marcuse and Van Kempen, 2000; Smith,

1996). In the developing countries slum clearance

through forced eviction (Gugler, 1997) become a po-
tential source of social uneasy. Like other rapidly

developing cities, Shanghai has witnessed residential

displacement of inner city residents. However, fewer

residents had been relocated with enforcement or evic-

tion so far, although housing demolition and residential
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relocation has become contentious recently. Discon-

tented residents often appeal to the government or resist

the decision of relocation. But organized social move-
ment is still in its embryonic stage.

The swift relocation of residents cannot be ex-

plained by the ‘‘authoritarian’’ state as the state itself

is under transformation and has seen significant

decentralization. Economic decentralization has led to

the decreasing capacity of the state and the emergence

of developmental interest (Lin, 1999; Logan, 2002;

Wu, 2000). Market-oriented land development repre-
sents a profound change in the organization of urban

construction and housing provision (Yeh and Wu,

1996; Zhou and Logan, 1996; Li, 2000). The changes

brought by market-oriented redevelopment have made

it possible to ‘‘commodify’’ de facto rights of pubic

housing tenants, which in turn relocate them into a

new place. Therefore, a large proportion of relocations

(about two thirds from this sample) can be classified
as ‘‘passive’’ relocation because the decision to move is

not initiated by households themselves. So far there

have been little studies on this issue of residential

relocation.

While the literature has begun to appear on residen-

tial mobility, housing tenure choice, and housing con-

sumption and their spatial implications in China (e.g.

Huang and Clark, 2002; Li, 2000; Li and Siu, 2001a,b;
Li and Wu, in press; Logan et al., 1999; Wang and

Murie, 2000; Yeh et al., 1995; Zhou and Ma, 2000; Wu,

2002), most studies tend to study residential mobility as

an issue of housing consumption rather than linking

residential relocation explicitly to urban redevelopment.

In a previous paper, attention has been given to the

�mode’ of relocation and the effect of �stratification’ from

residential mobility perspective (Wu, in press). The
study on the process and outcomes of residential relo-

cation from the perspective of urban redevelopment is

inadequate. This paper is intended to complement pre-

vious studies and focus on these two issues. In particu-

lar, I will examine the actors involved in residential

relocation process and their responses to maximize their

benefits and the outcomes with respect to satisfaction,

the changes in housing tenure, building forms and
housing condition.

2. Literature review

There has been an established literature on residential

mobility in the Western cities since Rossi’s (1955) sem-
inal research on the subject (Clark and Onaka, 1983;

Clark et al., 1984; Clark and Dieleman, 1996; Cad-

wallader, 1992; Coupe and Morgan, 1981; Gober, 1992;

Golledge and Stimson, 1997; Jud and Bennett, 1986).

The researches on residential mobility have bifurcated

into the strand which focuses on the behavioural aspect

of housing choice and the one which places an emphasis

on the supply-side constraints (Ball, 1986). The latter
includes a whole range of factors such as government

housing policy (Forrest and Murie, 1990), financial

institutions (redlining practices, for example), real estate

developers and property agents (Knox, 1993; Teixeira

and Murdie, 1997), and the changing land value and the

‘‘rent gap’’ (Smith, 1996). Feitelson (1993) developed a

model of stratified household mobility by a hierarchy of

three constraints: the societal constraint based on eco-
nomic, social status and ethnicity, lifestyle constraint

based on different leisure and work orientations, and

household resource constraint. The understanding of

interrelated constraints has greatly expanded the previ-

ous understanding of residential mobility, which either

focused on microscopic household characteristics and

their behaviour or emphasized the supply-side con-

straints.
The vast body of literature on residential mobility

will not be reviewed in this paper. But rather, the focus

is on the linkage between urban redevelopment and

residential relocation. In particular the attention will be

paid to the process of relocation, that is how the actors

are involved in the negotiation of relocation, and its

outcomes (for example, the changes in housing tenure

and consumption).

2.1. Process

In the majority of Western economies, the home-

ownership is the dominant source of accommodation. In
other countries such as the Netherlands, Germany and

Switzerland, rental housing occupies a higher propor-

tion than in the United States and to a less extent in the

United Kingdom (Clark and Dieleman, 1996). As such,

the process of residential relocation is often examined

through household housing choice in the housing mar-

ket.

However, not all residential relocation is made out of
household choice. Residential relocations are stratified

into voluntary and involuntary or �forced’ moves. The

term �displacement’ has been used to describe the

involuntary departure of original residents, usually low-

income tenants, either because of transport works, an

urban renewal project or more widely gentrification

triggering demographic changes in a neighbourhood.

Table 1

Urban housing demolition in Shanghai (1991–1998)

Year Number of households (1000) Space (million m2)

1992 38.2 1.42

1993 86.6 3.64

1994 92.8 3.81

1995 74.6 3.17

1996 86.5 3.43

1997 77.4 4.79

1998 75.2 4.49

Source: Gu and Liu (1997, p. 370) and SHLAB (1999, p. 9).
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