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Abstract: This paper considers the urban spatial changes in China as rescaling and territorialization processes. Decen-

tralization has led to the emergence of localism in China, in a fashion similar to western cities but with unique features 

and context of a transitional economy. Acquiring urban status and expanding urban space have become a new strategy for 

lasting local development, resulting in a massive urban space re-organization in Chinese history. The case of China shows 

that the rescaling of the state and the city means relative changes in the roles of the central and local states. The central 

state continues to play an important role while the local states, the urban governments, actively engage in urban spatial 

changes for the local land, economic and financial interests. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Dramatic sociospatial transformation has taken place in 
North American and western European cities and regions, 
due to the triple processes of denationalization, destatization 
and internationalization [1-3]. These processes have resulted 
in the rescaling of regulatory codes, norms and institutions 
downward or upward [4-6]. The scale theory has been devel-
oped to describe the scalar organization of capitalism. The 
transitional economies are also experiencing various proc-
esses of sociospatial transformation. It is argued that the 
general principle of scale theory also applies to socialist 
transitional economies, where scalar configuration has been 
rearticulated by liberalization and globalization involving 
twin issues of governance and scale [7-9]. 

 There is a hierarchical administrative system in China. 
The country is divided into local administrative units at pro-
vincial level, prefecture level, county level and 
town/township/sub-district level. Provinces administrate 
various cities and counties. Prefectures are the agents of pro-
vincial government. Counties and townships are rural admin-
istrative units. Cities, urban districts, sub-districts and towns 
are urban administrative units. Cities can be designated at 
provincial level, prefecture level and county level, depending 
on their administrative status. A provincial or prefecture 
level city may administrate urban districts, county-level cit-
ies and counties, but with limited control over county-level 
cities and counties. An urban district or county-level city 
may administrate sub-districts, towns and townships. Thus 
local administrative units in China include provinces, prefec-
tures, cities, counties/urban districts and towns/townships/ 
sub-districts (Fig. 1). Generally, only urban districts in vari-
ous cities and towns/sub-districts in various county-level 
cities and counties are considered as urbanized areas in  
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China. Cities in China are a kind of important local adminis-
trative units. An urban government is an important local 
state. Many studies have been conducted on the urban trans-
formation in transitional China [10-14]. The urban changes 
in China are influenced by the changing relations between 
the central and local states that have been the focus of some 
studies [15-17]. 

 Urban governance approach has been adopted in the pre-
vious studies. Zhu cautiously used concepts of urban regime 
and urban growth machine in an analysis of the urban dy-
namics in China [18]. He found that an informal local 
growth coalition is formed between local state and enter-
prises. Zhang formally adopted the urban regime theory in 
the study of Shanghai [19]. He concluded that the concepts 
of urban governance work well with the economic dimen-
sion, but differ from the political dimension of urban gov-
ernance due to a strong government and tight social control 
in China. 

 However, urban growth machine and urban regime theo-
ries are internalistic paradigms of urban politics disregarding 
the scalar issue [4]. A scalar analysis would consider the 
global forces, the central state and the local actors in a city 
[20]. The production and construction of geographical scale 
involve the processes of scaling and rescaling. First, scaling 
refers to “the establishment of geographical differences ac-
cording to a metric of scales – etches a certain order of 
empowerment and containment into the geographical land-
scape” [21]. Second, rescaling refers to the shifting in the 
power and control over scales. Territorialization and de-
territorialization are involved simultaneously in such a 
rescaling process. According to Storper, “an activity is fully 
territorialized when its economic viability is rooted in assets 
(including practices and relations) that are not available in 
many other places and that cannot easily or rapidly be cre-
ated or imitated in places that lack them” [6]. De-
territorialization takes place when an economic activity is 
not attached to a specific place. One important form of de- or 
re-territorialization is the shrinking or expansion of physical 
space. 
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 Since 1978, the urban space in China has been ex-
panded/re-organized tremendously with the designation of 
new cities and the constant adjustment of city boundaries. 
The role and function of the state have been contested and 
reconfigured consequently at various spatial levels. This pa-
per adopts the scale theory to describe the profound trans-
formations of the state and the city in China. 

THE EMERGENCE OF CITIES AS AUTONOMOUS 
LOCAL STATES 

 There is a hierarchical administrative system in China 
from the top of central government down to provincial, city, 
county and town/township governments. Before 1978, the 
system was highly centralized. The central government ad-
ministrated the economy and the society through its area-
based administrative system and its sector based administra-
tive system. Various ministries were part of the central gov-
ernment. They were located in the capital although their of-
fices and controls have reached many local areas in the coun-
try. The centralized system before 1978 relied on the sector 
control for central planning at the expense of area-based 
units. Local governments had little autonomy and they actu-
ally became passive actors following ministerial orders in 
their daily activities. For example, the former Ministry of 
Light Industry had greater influence on a state-owned textile 
mill in Shanghai than the municipal government of Shang-
hai. 

 Since the early 1980s, urban governments have assumed 
an increasing role in local development in China due to eco-
nomic and institutional reforms. There has been a clear ten-
dency of decentralization and liberalization initiated and 
settled through the intense interaction of central and local 
governments, SOEs (state owned enterprises), non-SOE en-
terprises and residents. The four scales of concern are the 
national scale, the local scale (especially cities), enterprises 
and residents. This paper will focus on the rescaling of the 
state and the city at national and urban scales. 

 As an integral part of China’s economic reforms, the de-
centralization and marketization processes are perhaps the 
most influential in the rescaling of political economy and 
governance in China. The central planning system has been 
gradually replaced by the market mechanisms in China. By 
1998, most of the industrial and agricultural production was 
based on market. The share of industrial production based on 
the state plan in the total value of industrial output was re-
duced from 70% in 1979 to 4.6% in 1998. The share of 
goods with prices under state regulation in the total value of 
traded goods reduced from over 95% in 1979 to only 7.2% in 
1998 [22]. The central state has also been reconfigured to 
cope with the emerging market economy. For example, 
through four major reforms in the organization of the central 
government in 1982, 1988, 1993 and 1998, the number of 
ministries and commissions under the state council was re-
duced from 100 before 1982 to 53 in 1998 [22]. 

 

Urban administrative units:  

Fig. (1). Cities under hierarchical administrative system in China. 
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 With further integration of China with the world, global-
ization has increasing impact on internal institutional re-
forms. For example, to make its economic regulation consis-
tent with WTO (World Trade Organization) rules after 
China’s entry into WTO in 2001, many government regula-
tions and administrative rules inconsistent with WTO need to 
be abolished. It is estimated that the central government has 
about 20,000 kinds of administrative power to approve vari-
ous projects and applications, while the provincial govern-
ment has over 10,000 kinds of power. After the entry of 
WTO, the central government has abolished 830 regulations 
and 250 revised regulations, out of 2300 regulations involv-
ing foreign investment and trade [23]. 

 During the rescaling process, local governments, firms 
and residents acquire great power and flexibility in their 
management, operation and competition with others. The 
local states have gained great autonomy in fiscal operation, 
financing, investment and enterprise administration [19]. 

 Most local governments adopt an aggressive pro-growth 
development strategy. Stimulating economic growth and 
expanding the revenue base have become two key goals of 
local states. According to a survey of 56 officials in 11 cities 
in Jiangsu in 2000, 70% chose increasing economic growth 
rate as the top investment motivation of local governments 
(Table 1). They are keen to invest in and serve the firms that 
are the source of revenue [24]. In 1999, the fiscal expendi-
ture of local government on firms was RMB60 billion. Com-
paring with cities in western countries, local governments 
spend little in providing public facilities like education and 
medical services to residents especially in newly developed 
residential areas. In 1999, the expenditure on urban mainte-
nance and construction was only RMB47 billion for China as 
a whole [24]. In the above survey in Jiangsu, only 17% and 
15% of officials considered improving social security and 
increasing the employment opportunities as the focus of lo-
cal governments respectively. 

Table 1. The Investment Motivation of Local Governments 

 

Motivation % 

Increase economic growth rate 70 

Increase local fiscal revenue 45 

Improve investment environment 43 

Increase employment 28 

Create living environment 24 

Realize government goals 17 

Source: See [24]. Based on a survey of 56 officials in 11 cities in Jiangsu in Aug. 2000. 

 

 The rising local states have important implications to 
urban developments. Among various kinds of administrative 
units in China, cities are the most important local areas with 
substantial political, economic and financial power. Provin-
cial governments have decision-making power on some im-
portant matters but much power has been decentralized to 
urban governments. Prefectures are the agents of provincial 
governments. There are only a few prefectures left, as most 
prefectures have been converted to cities in the reform pe-
riod. Thus, the cities have become the most active local areas 

in the reform period. They have the strongest localism 
among various localities. 

 A number of spatial and non-spatial strategies are 
adopted by local states especially cities to capture financial 
gains within their boundary. First, the local states are keen to 
improve their infrastructure such as highways, power supply 
and communication facilities for local development [25]. 
Second, the local states are keen to attract foreign investment 
by offering tax concessions and other policy incentives such 
as cheap and even free land [18]. 

 Third, they have developed close relations with local 
firms by direct or indirect participation and intervention. An 
informal local growth coalition is formed between local state 
and enterprises. Under “soft budget constraints”, SOEs often 
get financial subsidies and even subsidized land supply to 
keep them surviving. It remains unclear whether decentrali-
zation and the hardening of “soft budget” can regulate the 
local governments’ behavior effectively [10, 26]. As symp-
toms of rising localism, many local governments engage in 
destructive competition in the same or similar industries. In 
1998, China produced 1/3 of the world’s cement by 8835 
firms. But some 75 percent of firms were small in scale, each 
only producing less than 60,000 tones of low-quality cement 
[27]. 

 Finally, the above three strategies, if successful, will gen-
erate significant land revenue for local states as there is a 
huge rent gap when agricultural land is turned into industrial 
and urban land, such as commercial buildings, offices and 
housing. This is similar to the case in the inner city of west-
ern countries, where the rent gap can be created by “contin-
ued urban development and expansion” [28]. 

 According to the revised Law of Land Administration of 
China that has been in force since 1 January 1999 [29], all 
the land is owned either by the state or rural collectives. The 
land owned by rural collectives can be converted to state 
owned land. Rural collectives will be compensated based on 
the original land use, 6-10 times of the average output for 
arable land. Resettlement aid, 6-10 times of the average out-
put for arable land, will also be provided. The land revenue 
from the transfer of land-use rights using such new state 
owned land would be shared by the central state (30%), and 
the local state (70%). Obviously, the compensation for rural 
collectives and the cost of land development are much 
smaller than the land revenue acquired by the local state. 
Thus, a local state is keen in urban land development and in 
establishing various “development zones” to attract invest-
ment causing cutthroat competition in land supply [30]. 
Thus, the local state has every incentive to expand its area 
and to convert much arable land for industrial and urban de-
velopment. 

 In the period 1987-1996, total urban built-up area was 
increased from 10817 km2 to 20660 km2 in China [31]. Ac-
cording to the statistics of Ministry of Land and Resources, 
land for urban construction was increased by 664,800 ha, 
368,300 ha which was converted from arable land. The ac-
cumulated revenue of land sale reached RMB241.8 billion 
involving 0.2 million ha in the period 1987-1994. In 2001 
alone, 1435 cities and counties in 30 provincial regions, en-
gaged in land sale through tender and auction, generate a 
total revenue of RMB49.2 billion [32]. Large amounts of 
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public and private capital has poured into housing market 
aiming for lucrative profit, causing a noticeable capital 
switch from industrial development to land development [33, 
34]. High profit rate is a key cause for excessive housing 
investment. The profit rate of housing developers was as 
high as 45-50% in Shenzhen and Beijing, according to a 
businessman in the real estate sector [35]. 

 In summary, decentralization has led to the emergence of 
localism. Every local state is interested in attracting and con-
centrating the development in its own land, which is a kind 
of urban territorialization. Acquiring urban status and ex-
panding the area under the jurisdiction of local states have 
become a new strategy for lasting local development, result-
ing in dramatic urban spatial change in the post reform 
China. 

EXPANDING URBAN TERRITORY: SPATIAL 
STRATEGIES OF URBAN DEVELOPMENT 

 City is an important kind of political unit in China. Ac-
cording to the “Law on the Organization of Local Govern-
ments” that stipulated the political power structure of a city 
in China [36], the People’s Congress of a city is the organi-
zation with the state power. The city government is not only 
the executive arm of the People’s Congress of a city but also 
the local administrative arm of the state. Thus, the city gov-
ernment was responsible to both the People’s Congress of 
the city, and the state administrative organization at higher 
level. Indeed, a government department such as the Depart-
ment of Civil Affairs in a city government is not only re-
sponsible to the city government, but also to the Ministry of 
Civil Affairs under the central government. This means that 
the central government has the ultimate power in initiating 
changes and controlling local governments at various levels. 
Nevertheless, the relative degree of control and autonomy 
between the central state and urban governments can change 
dramatically. As discussed in the previous section, the rising 
of the local state is the most important event in the reform 
era. 

 Urban spatial change in China has two major forms, 
Rescaling the city, and the urban territorialization. Rescaling 
the city refers to the case that a city is promoted in the ad-
ministrative hierarchy from a county level to a prefecture-
level, pro-provincial level or provincial level. Urban territo-
rialization refers to the case that a city’s territory expands to 
include more areas under its control. Through territorial ex-
pansion, a city gains control over the land and economic 
interest in the new area. Table 2 presents a typology of urban 
spatial changes. These spatial changes include extending 
urban control to rural areas through the introduction of “city-
governing county system”, the conversion of a rural area to 
an urban area by designating a county as a city, changes in 
urban status by upgrading to acquire more administrative 
power, inter-city changes such as converting a city as an 
urban district of another city, and the merging of cities. In 
some cases, vertical rescaling and horizontal territorialization 
can take place simultaneously. For example, a county-level 
city may be upgraded as a prefecture-level city when the 
“city-governing county system” is introduced. A “city-
governing city system” emerges when a county-level city is 
administrated by a prefecture-level city. This section will 

examine these processes and the interaction among various 
scales. 

Table 2. Typology of Urban Spatial Changes 

 

Category Vertical Rescaling 
Horizontal Territoriali-

zation 

Governing 
rural area 

 
City-governing county 

system 

Rural to urban 
transition 

A county is designated as 
a city 

A city acquires a county 
as its urban district 

Changes in 
city status 

Changes from county-
level city to prefecture-

level, pro-provincial level 
or provincial level city 

 

Inter-city 
changes 

 

City-governing city sys-
tem; A city acquires a 

city as its urban district; 
merges of two cities 

 

Becoming a City 

 One important form of urban spatial change is the desig-
nation of new cities. Becoming a city is an important urbani-
zation strategy for local development. Local governments 
especially counties are keen to negotiate with the central 
state for urban status as the city has several advantages over 
a county. 

 First, a county-level city government has greater admin-
istrative power than a county government. When a county is 
designated as a city, it will acquire greater autonomy. For 
example, a city government can approve a construction pro-
ject up to US$30 million, while a county government can 
only approve a project up to US$1 million [37]. This is also 
reflected by a larger and more sophisticated government or-
ganization. According to the Central Staffing Committee 
[36], a city government may set up 30-60 commis-
sions/bureaus, while a county government may only set up 
20-30 bureaus. 

 Second, in terms of planning, a city will be listed sepa-
rately in the provincial plan, whereas a county will only be 
listed in a prefecture or prefecture-level city’s economic plan 
[38]. Thus, a city can be considered as an independent unit in 
the provincial planning and can enter the competition for 
various construction projects. 

 Third, financially, a county-level city can use 7% of the 
local fiscal revenue for urban maintenance and construction, 
whereas a county can only use 5% [31]. This shows that a 
city government controls more financial resources for urban 
construction. 

 Fourth, a city is often considered more superior than a 
county in the conventional urban-rural dichotomy. A city is 
much attractive to investors and talents. Manufactured prod-
ucts of a city, the “urban products”, are considered better 
than the products of a county, the “rural products”. Giving 
the overwhelming importance of industrialization and at-
tracting foreign and external investment, acquiring city status 
is considered very important for local development. The 
number of county-level cities increased from 130 in 1982 to 
400 in 2000. 
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 The rush to convert a county to a city has changed the 
ways to designate a city. Before 1978, “separating a city 
from a rural county” was the main form of city designation. 
An original county was divided into two administrative 
units, where a county kept most area of the original county 
and a city kept a small area of the central town. The new city 
was fully surrounded by the new county. Urban and rural 
areas were completely separated into city and county. This 
had a significant impact on the development of the new 
county. Its urbanization was curtailed, and there was much 
conflict between the city and the county. 

 Thus the form of “re-designation a whole county as a 
city” is adopted in the reform period [39]. A whole county is 
re-designated as a city if it meets the criteria for city designa-
tion. Over 70% of the current cities in China are designated 
in this form. Such a city is different from the conventional 
concept of a city with a central built-up area. A county-level 
city often consists of several towns and townships. For ex-
ample, Conghua county was designated as a county-level 
city in 1994 [40]. It had an area of 2009 km2 and a popula-
tion of 0.47 million in 1998. It consists of 15 towns and 1865 
rural settlements spread over its territory. Its largest town, 
Jiekou, only had 0.1 million population in an area of 49 km2. 
In the remaining 14 towns, each only had a non-agricultural 
population of less than 5000. This is also the reason why one 
cannot simply count population in a city as urban population 
in China. 

 Nevertheless, becoming a county-level city does mean 
more administrative power and autonomy for the local area. 
Its central town may experience rapid expansion although 
the city as a whole looks more like a county in the conven-
tional sense. 

Raising City Status 

 Raising city status has the effect of acquiring more ad-
ministrative power similar to the conversion of county as a 
city. In the reform period, many county-level cities have 
been upgraded to prefecture-level cities with the introduction 
of “city-governing county system”, which will be discussed 
in the next sub-section. Other two significant events are the 
designation of pro-provincial cities and a new municipality. 

 A new type of pro-provincial city was introduced in 
1994, recognizing the increasing role of some large cities in 
the economy. The key consideration is to facilitate the 
autonomy of such larger cities for economic development. 
The status of a pro-provincial city is higher than a prefec-
ture-level city, but lower than a municipality that is under the 
direct administration of the central government [41]. They 
are not designated as municipalities as this means a complete 
separation of these cities from provinces they belong to. 
Such a move is more controversial and needs much more 
political deliberation. Thus, the introduction of the pro-
provincial city status is also a result of political considera-
tion, a convenient vehicle of controlled decentralization. 

 The pro-provincial cities are given a privileged position 
in the national plan that their economic plans would be listed 
separately from their provinces. These pro-provincial cities 
are still under the administration of provincial governments, 
but they have the same power as a provincial government in 
economic planning and administration. In 1997, there were 
15 such cities including Shenzhen, Dalian, Qingdao, Ningbo, 

Xiamen and the provincial capitals of 10 provinces with 
strong economic and political status. The list has changed 
over time as various cities have to persuade the central gov-
ernment for such status, while the central government has the 
final say in this matter. It is expected that some of these cit-
ies may be eventually designated as municipalities, when 
their economic power is further strengthened, such a change 
is politically acceptable. 

 Indeed, a new provincial level municipality, Chongqing, 
was established in 1997. The old prefecture-level city of 
Chongqing in Sichuan province was scaled up to the provin-
cial level and expanded to include two prefecture-level cities 
and one prefecture. In this case, both vertical rescaling and 
horizontal territorialization took place. The new municipality 
was established to cope with the migration and development 
related to the construction of the “Three Gorges Project” 
which will be constructed during the period 1994-2009. The 
rescaling of the city has important impact on the develop-
ment path of Chongqing, and it now acts as a leading central 
city in the southwestern region of China [42]. 

Expanding Urban Boundary 

 Horizontally, urban territorialization takes place when a 
city’s territory expands and keep more areas under its con-
trol. It takes place when a city annexes a county or a county-
level city as its urban district and when two or more cities 
are merged. When a city’s territory is expanded, it will ac-
quire much land for industrial, commercial and housing ex-
pansion, be able to gain substantial land revenue, and tax 
income. As discussed in the previous section, urban expan-
sion is an important territorialization strategy to strengthen a 
city’s political and economic power. It is also an effective 
measure to curb rising localism in subordinated areas previ-
ously out of its jurisdiction. 

 The adjustment of urban boundaries has major political 
consequences. When a county or a county-level city is des-
ignated as an urban district, it is totally absorbed by the pre-
fecture-level city. Generally, a county or county-level city is 
an independent political unit with much political and eco-
nomic power. An urban district is a part of a city and is not 
an independent political unit. Many political and economic 
matters are administrated by the city government directly, 
while the government of urban district is at the lowest gov-
ernment level in a city and often only has the function to 
provide public services to its residents [37]. Thus, a county-
level city especially its leaders, often opposes changing its 
status to an urban district. 

 For example, Huadu and Panyu were two county-level 
cities under the administration of Guangzhou city before 
2000. These two cities had much economic power of their 
own. On the other hand, industrial and urban development in 
Guangzhou’s urban districts was constrained by limited land. 
To solve the problem and to gain control of the new interna-
tional airport, being constructed in Huadu city and the port 
resources in Panyu city, Guangzhou city annexed Huadu and 
Panyu as two new urban districts with the approval of the 
State Council in May 2000. There was a stiff resistance from 
Panyu that they even appealed to overseas Chinese to pre-
serve its city status [37]. However, the higher-level govern-
ment in Guangzhou had the final decision power in this mat-
ter and the status of Panyu was changed eventually. This 
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case shows that a city with higher status like Guangzhou has 
the advantage and convenience to expand urban space. Their 
expansion is motivated by the need of controlling land and 
strategic interests such as port and airport. The city is acting 
for its own interest like an autonomous entity. 

 The case of Foshan city and Nanhai city in Guangdong 
province is another example. Nanhai was designated as a 
county-level city in 1992, and was under the jurisdiction of 
the prefecture-level city, Foshan. By 2000, Nanhai was even 
stronger than Foshan’s urban proper in economic terms. 
Nanhai’s GDP was RMB 33.9 billion, while the GDP of the 
later was RMB 15.9 billion in 2000. The GDP per capita of 
two cities were RMB 31076 and RMB 33434 respectively 
[43]. With a strong economy, Nanhai was determined to 
build a new town center just outside Foshan’s urban proper. 
It was difficult to coordinate the urban infrastructure that fell 
under the jurisdiction of two competing city governments. 
The solution taken by the provincial government was to con-
vert Nanhai and other county units as urban districts of 
Foshan city in 2003. Through such administrative adjust-
ment, the power of the central city, Foshan, was increased. 
According to an interview with the urban planners in Foshan 
city conducted at 16 July 2003, the urban planning power of 
county-level units, such as Nanhai was transferred to the city 
of Foshan, while other economic administrative powers were 
still kept with the district governments. This is an example of 
the way through which new relations have been articulated 
through compromising between two levels of urban govern-
ments. 

Merging Cities 

 “The merging of two cities” usually involves one prefec-
ture-level city and one county-level city both with strong 
economic power. This is different from the case that a city or 
a county is annexed by a dominant city. The merging of two 
cities means the establishment of a new city government. It 
is a measure to solve the conflicts of urban developments in 
two cities. 

 Before the merger, it was typical that the county-level 
city attempted to develop its own urban center to gain con-
trol on its own urban development, although it is close to the 
city center of the prefecture-level city. This would result in 
the duplication of urban facilities. In Jiangsu province, steps 
have been taken to merge cities to solve with such problems. 
In 2001, county-level city Wuxian, was merged with prefec-
ture-level city Suzhou, and county-level city Xishan was 
merged with prefecture-level city Wuxi. 

The City Governing County System 

 The “city governing county system” is an important way 
of expanding the area under the jurisdiction of a city. A pre-
fecture would be replaced by such a system so that a prefec-
ture-level city administrates other counties or county-level 
cities in the former prefecture. A county-level city is often 
promoted to become a prefecture-level city in such cases. As 
a result, both vertical rescaling and horizontal territorializa-
tion take place simultaneously. The city is scaled up from 
county-level to prefecture-level, while the urban space under 
its administration is also expanded. 

 The objective of “city governing county system” is to 
strengthen the leading role of a city in a regional economy 

and the integration of urban and rural economies. In 1982, 
the system was first implemented in Jiangsu and Liaoning, 
both were two more developed coastal provinces. The sys-
tem then was implemented nationwide. By 1994, the system 
was implemented in all provincial units except Hainan prov-
ince in China. A total of 741 counties, 31 autonomous coun-
ties, 9 banners and 2 special districts were put under the ad-
ministration of 192 cities. Some 240 county-level cities were 
also administrated by prefecture-level cities on behalf of 
provincial governments. Due to the adoption of the “city 
governing county system” after 1982, many county-level 
cities were upgraded to prefecture-level cities. The number 
of prefecture-level cities increased from 112 in 1982 to 244 
in 2000. It was noted that some prefecture-level cities, such 
as Zhongshan and Dongguan in the Pearl River Delta did not 
administrate any counties or county-level cities. 

 As mentioned before, the “system of city governing 
county” is designed to enhance the integration of a central 
city and its surrounding hinterland, reversing the previous 
situation of urban-rural separation, but its real consequences 
are controversial. In some cases, there are intense conflicts in 
the administrative power and economic interests between the 
governments of the central city and the county-level units 
[37]. When a county is under the administration of a prov-
ince, it has much autonomous power, but when it is governed 
by a prefecture-level city, the city tightens its administration 
on the county. 

 Due to limited resources, the government and the mayor 
of a central city often focus on the urban proper, while the 
interests of the county-level units are compromised [37]. A 
central city may give priority to its urban proper in bidding 
for large construction projects, foreign investment, and the 
right for direct foreign trade. Thus a “city governing county 
system” is regarded as a system of “city exploiting county” 
and a “city suppressing county”, instead of “city helping 
county” [44, 45]. The mayors of about 20 county-level cities 
shared this view in a survey [24]. 

CONCLUSION 

 The scale theory is developed mainly in the context of 
global capitalism to describe the scalar organization of capi-
talism, paying little attention to the transformation in social-
ist countries such as China. As a general sociospatial theory, 
the paper argues that the principle of scale theory is also 
relevant to transitional socialist economies, where scalar 
configuration has also been rearticulated by liberalization 
and globalization. This paper examines the scaling of central 
and local states that have important implications for urban 
development. It considers the urban spatial changes as 
rescaling and territorialization processes. 

 The rescaling of central and local states is a politically 
constructed process. It does not simply mean the declining of 
central state and the rise of local state. There have been in-
tensive interaction and negotiation between local and central 
governments over administrative power, incentive policies, 
revenue sharing, taxation, investment projects and loans. 

 In many cases, the central-local relations have been re-
defined by the advocating of some advantaged localities. 
They have lobbied the central state aggressively for special 
policies so that they can attract foreign investment with pref-
erential measures. As a result, open door policies have been 
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extended to a number of areas since 1978 [46]. On the other 
hand, the local states have every incentive to resist pressure 
for tax and revenue transfer to the central state. 

 The central government has also introduced re-
centralization policies from time to time to gain control over 
financial resources and administrative power. Regulatory 
intervention and frequent reshuffles of key local officials are 
key measures of the central state to curb rising localism. On 
the other hand, the central government itself also plays an 
important, sometimes leading role in facilitating the func-
tioning of the local state. For example, the local state has 
been encouraged to develop the local economy by taking 
certain measures, following the slogan of “letting some 
places to get rich first.” This is similar to the case of western 
countries, in terms of scale theory, that “state institutions 
have arguably played a particularly significant – but hardly 
exclusive – role in demarcating, reproducing, modifying, 
destroying and creating anew the major scalar hierarchies 
and partitions in which everyday life within capitalist society 
has been configured” [47]. 

 Overall in China, decentralization has led to the emer-
gence of localism with increasing competition instead of 
cooperation among localities, in a fashion similar to western 
cities but with unique features and context of a transitional 
economy [48, 49]. Every local state is interested in attracting 
and concentrating the development in its own land, a kind of 
urban territorialization. To meet the increasing needs of in-
dustrial and land development, acquiring urban status and 
expanding the urban area under the jurisdiction of local 
states have become a new strategy for lasting local develop-
ment, resulting in a massive urban space re-organization in 
Chinese history. 

 Under a hierarchical administrative system, the central 
government also has substantial power in urban spatial 
changes. Its influences build on three major vehicles. First, 
the National People’s Congress or the State Council is em-
powered by the nation’s constitution to approve city designa-
tion and its boundary changes. Second, the power of central 
government has been implemented through the hierarchical 
administrative system. Thus local governments are not com-
pletely autonomous. However, the local governments also 
participate in the process of urban spatial changes actively. 
Urban spatial changes are often initiated by the local gov-
ernments concerned. For example, if a city likes to annex 
other counties or county-level cities as its urban district, then 
it will be applied to the provincial government, and the State 
Council as well. 

 The case of urban spatial changes in China shows that the 
rescaling of the state has caused profound urban spatial 
changes, i.e., the rescaling and territorialization of the city. 
There are relative changes in the influences of the central 
and local states. The central state continues to play an impor-
tant role while the local states, the urban governments, ac-
tively engage in urban spatial changes for local land, eco-
nomic and financial interests. Thus the (central) state territo-
riality does not disappear completely although the states and 
cities are being dramatically re-scaled and reterritorialized in 
transitional China [3]. But the driving forces in such socio-
spatial transformations seem to be different between China 
and the western countries. The decentralization process initi-
ated internally and dominates these transformations in China, 

while the impact of globalization process, which dominates 
the transformation in the western countries, does no emerge 
in China until recently [50]. 
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