
Wang, M.M. Exploring Urban Renewal Strategies in China 
from a Humanistic Perspective 

 

 
57th ISOCARP World Planning Congress 

8-11 November 2021 | Doha, Qatar 

Research Paper  

 

Exploring Urban Renewal Strategies in China from a 
Humanistic Perspective 

 
Wang, M.M., SHANGHAI TONGJI URBAN PLANNING & DESIGN INSTITUTE CO.LTD, China 

 

Abstract 

From the perspective of humanism, this paper firstly discusses the value orientation of urban 
renewal, for whom the city is renewed, what is the ultimate goal of urban renewal, "People who 
walk on the sidewalk make the city", humanism is to return to the perspective of people, respond 
to the demands of people Then, using research methods such as systematic analysis, literature 
analysis and comparative analysis of cases, we sort out the relevant theories and case experiences 
of people-centredness and urban regeneration, study the association between people-centredness 
and urban regeneration, and use this as a basis to propose strategic responses and considerations 
for urban regeneration in China. 
Urban regeneration in China has been extensively studied by a number of scholars, with the focus 
mostly on the physical environment. This paper focuses on expanding the study of people-centred 
strategies in the urban regeneration process and proposes regeneration strategies to protect and 
promote human development, including strategies to ensure fairness and justice in regeneration, 
to meet the needs of people's livelihood and sense of security, and to promote human development. 
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1. Background 
1.1. China faces new challenges in new phase of urbanization  

According to China's seventh national census, the urbanisation rate of China's resident population will 
reach 63.89% in 2020 (Ning 2021), already entering the middle and late stages of the urbanisation process. 
According to the general rules of urbanisation in the world, the growth rate of urbanisation will slow down 
relatively soon and China is facing the choice of the "Y" path of urbanisation (physical 
urbanisation/intellectual urbanisation) in the world; before reaching the critical point of 65% urbanisation 
rate (After the urbanisation rate reaches 50%, the development paths of countries around the world start 
to diverge due to the different development conditions; the key point in determining the two paths is 
around 65% of the urbanisation rate; the intellectual urbanisation path represented by developed 
countries such as the United Kingdom, France, Germany and Japan jumped around 65% of the urbanisation 
rate, with rapid economic growth and entered the development path of an innovative country; in the case 
of the physical urbanisation countries represented by Brazil, the society hovers between imitation and 
replication due to the lack of intellectual and capital support and the lack of innovation capacity at 65% of 
the urbanisation rate), China must substantially improve the input, main body and output elements of 
intellectual development of urbanisation, so as to lay a solid foundation for intellectual urbanisation. This 
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will lay a solid foundation for the path of intellectual urbanisation and help China to become an innovative 
country (Wu 2015). 

According to a study by the China Development and Reform Commission, China's urbanisation rate is 
expected to enter a relatively stable state at around 75%, with the growth rate expected to decline further 
after reaching 70% in 2035. In particular, during China's 14th Five-Year Plan period, the new type of 
urbanisation is facing serious challenges (Zhang 2021), including a continuous slowdown in the growth rate 
of urbanisation, a concentrated outbreak of urbanisation problems  (big city disease, urban fragmentation, 
shrinking cities), and "reverse urbanisation" (population shifting from big cities to neighbouring The 
challenges include the continued slowdown of urbanisation growth, the concentrated outbreak of 
urbanisation problems (big city disease, urban fragmentation, shrinking cities), the "reverse urbanisation" 
(the return of population from big cities to surrounding small and medium-sized cities, and from small and 
medium-sized cities to rural areas), the accelerated fragmentation of urban patterns, and the 
transformation of urbanisation mechanisms. 

In the face of this growing situation, the "Outline of the 14th Five-Year Plan for National Economic and 
Social Development of the People's Republic of China and Vision 2035", published this year, clearly states 
that "the new urbanisation strategy with people at its core will be promoted in depth" and that the 
transformation of the urban development mode will be accelerated. "implement urban renewal actions". 
The new concept of building cities with a people-centred approach and the new trend of promoting the 
optimisation of urban spatial structure and quality enhancement through urban renewal have been made 
clear at the national strategic level. The question of the choice of path for China's urbanisation is answered 
at the level of national policy. 

1.2. Chinese people's interest in 'urban regeneration' continues to rise 

The internet search popularity and demand for "urban renewal" over the past decade (2011-2021) shows 
that the Chinese public's interest in "urban renewal" has continued to rise, especially in the core hotspots 
of "old Urban renewal" has continued to increase in popularity among the Chinese public, especially in the 
core hotspots of "renovation of old districts", "renovation of shantytowns", "double-cultivation of cities" 
and "urban design". From actual cases in recent years, urban regeneration has gradually moved away from 
the "concrete jungle" of "big demolition and big construction" to focus on redeveloping old 
neighbourhoods, preserving local cultural characteristics, and attracting, gathering and retaining people, 
rather than image. Therefore, the strategy of paying attention to people in the process of urban 
regeneration is of great relevance. 

 

Figure 1. Illustration of "urban renewal" search index in China (2011 - 2021). Source: Baidu Index. 
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Figure 2. Illustration of "urban renewal" search demand mapping in China (April 2021). Source: Baidu Index. 

Therefore, in the context of the major transformation of the urban social structure brought about by rapid 
urbanisation and the shift from 'incremental expansion' to 'stock renewal' in large and medium-sized cities, 
the study of urban regeneration in China has gradually become a hot topic. A number of Chinese scholars 
have conducted extensive research on urban regeneration, but the focus has mostly been on the physical 
environment. Based on this, we propose a humanistic approach to urban regeneration from the 
perspective of China's national strategy and the concerns of the Chinese people, in order to propose a 
response and reflection on urban regeneration strategies that take into account the interests of the people. 

2. The value proposition of urban renewal 
Since the industrial revolution, urban regeneration has been one of the most important topics of urban 
planning research in the world, and an inevitable concern after urbanisation has reached a certain stage. 
Throughout the development of urban regeneration in the world, from the early post-World War I 
'bulldozer redevelopment', to welfare-coloured community regeneration and market-oriented 
redevelopment of old cities, to community regeneration that takes into account the physical environment, 
economic and social dimensions (Dong 2009), the focus of urban regeneration has gradually transitioned 
from slum clearance and upgrading the physical image of cities to revitalising the economic vitality of old 
cities. The focus of urban regeneration has evolved from slum clearance and upgrading the physical image 
of the city to revitalising the economic vitality of the old city, and then to a comprehensive community 
regeneration that emphasises the human environment, the preservation of the historical values and the 
maintenance of the fabric of the community, and through a combination of top-down and bottom-up 
approaches. 

In the third decade of the 21st century, the answer to the question of who the city is for and what the 
ultimate goal of urban regeneration is is becoming clear. "People who walk on the sidewalk make the city". 
People who walk on the sidewalk make the city", said Aristotle, "People gather in the city to live and stay 
in the city to live better". The city is a people's city, a people-centred city; urban regeneration is the 
continuous improvement of urban space and functions in order to create a happier and better life for the 
people. 

In other words, the starting point of urban regeneration - humanism. Firstly, it returns to the perspective 
of people and responds to their aspirations. Early urban regeneration aimed to solve urban problems, but 
often neglected the close connection between people and the city. A humanist perspective may not 
necessarily solve urban problems directly, but it can deduce the causes of urban problems and provide a 
basis for accurate urban decision-making. Secondly, it addresses the diverse needs of individuals and 
society. Modern urban regeneration participants and stakeholders include government departments, the 
private sector, community residents and other organisations, etc. Adopting a multi-party collaborative 
approach to meet the diverse needs of individuals and society through integrated measures and 
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overarching regeneration pathways is an effective means of upholding humanism and sustainable 
development. 

3. Strategic responses to urban regeneration 
3.1. Ensuring fairness and justice in regeneration 

Some (or even many) urban regeneration in China is still dominated by power and capital, and the 
weakness of civil society makes it difficult to form effective checks on power and capital. Therefore, 
balancing the game between citizens, government and the market, and achieving parity of discourse 
between the three, has become the key to fairness and justice in urban regeneration. For example, in the 
urban regeneration of Tianzifang in Shanghai, the indigenous people have shown almost unprecedented 
enthusiasm and continued participation in the urban regeneration (Extremely rare in the historical process 
of urban regeneration in China). In order to develop the economy while preserving the original memory of 
the place, and to protect the original atmosphere of daily life, the memory of the place and the scenery of 
the place, the indigenous people of Tianzifang have awakened to their own consciousness and actively 
participated in the decision making and management of urban regeneration and development, helping to 
transform Tianzifang from a group of alleyway factories in the middle of the city into a cultural and creative 
business card of Shanghai (Zhu 2015), providing a model for the subsequent urban regeneration of the role 
of the residents. It provides a model for subsequent urban regeneration. 

Urban regeneration, which should be shaped by the integrated role of government, market and society, 
should protect the social-ecological system and guide the synergistic development of the city's economy, 
environment and society. The establishment of a public participation and coordination mechanism 
covering the government, community residents, incoming organisations and businesses is a guarantee of 
fairness and justice in urban regeneration. On the one hand, innovate the institutional mechanism of urban 
regeneration. In the context of building an ecological civilisation, it is further clarified that ecological 
civilisation is a new type of civilisation that is humanistic and guarantees fairness and justice; repairing 
social conflicts and social crises that have accumulated due to the long-term emphasis on economic 
development and limited efficiency is one of the key strategic objectives of urban regeneration. On the 
other hand, in conjunction with the construction of an innovative social governance pattern of joint 
construction and sharing, the government can guide community residents, incoming organisations and 
businesses to actively participate in urban and community regeneration affairs, encourage community 
residents and others to participate in community management, jointly promote the smooth 
implementation of urban regeneration, and jointly maintain the subsequent operation of urban 
regeneration. 

3.2. Meeting the needs of human life and security 

Improving the living environment, enhancing the quality of life and meeting the need for a sense of security 
are the basic principles of urban regeneration. It is important and far-reaching for promoting the 
optimization of urban structure and quality improvement, and promoting sustainable and healthy social 
development. "A city's historical sites, cultural monuments and human heritage are part of the life of the 
city." Through the preservation of local culture and "human scale" design, the city's "smoke and mirrors" 
are preserved, providing a warm space of urban memory and humane space. In the newly promulgated 
Shanghai Urban Renewal Regulations (to be implemented on 1 September 2021), it is clearly stated that 
urban renewal should be based on the principle of "preservation, transformation and demolition". The 
preservation of town patterns, streets and alleys, and individual buildings will help to preserve the city's 
historical heritage and living memory. 
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For example, the Kuanzhai Alley in Chengdu is a famous example of the preservation, restoration and 
renewal of a historical and cultural district. In the conservation and regeneration of Chengdu's Kuanzhai 
Alley, the texture, scale and texture of the area have been kept unchanged, thus preserving the original 
rich form and perpetuating the atmosphere of urban life. The width of the streets is about 7 metres for the 
wide lanes and 5 metres for the narrow lanes, while the buildings along the streets are 1-2 storeys and 
about 5-8 metres in height, forming a pleasant spatial scale of 'a hundred feet for the shape and a thousand 
feet for the potential'. Kuanzhai Alley is not only a cultural card of Chengdu, but also a classic example of 
urban regeneration to be promoted and studied nationwide. 

 

Figure 3. Kuanzhai Alley in Chengdu - Broad Alley. Source: 
https://www.163.com/dy/article/FU48U9UV05458NMX.html. 

 

Figure 4. Kuanzhai Alley in Chengdu - Narrow Alley. Source: 
https://www.163.com/dy/article/FU48U9UV05458NMX.html. 
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3.3. Promoting human development 

Yang Baojun, Chief Economist of China's Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development, has pointed 
out that, the city is a source of innovation, gathering rich innovation resources, and urban residents are the 
core innovation subjects. The introduction of intellectually driven professional service industries, the 
clustering of knowledge-intensive industries and the development of the district driven by intellectual 
industries, knowledge services and supporting services is one of the effective ways of urban regeneration 
at the district level. Knowledge-intensive industries have high added value, fast growth rates and high 
cultural and technical levels of practitioners, especially information services (e-commerce, communication 
services, big data processing, database services, etc.), R&D services (natural science and technology R&D, 
engineering and technology R&D, humanities and social science research, etc.), technical services 
(engineering design services, industrial design services, craft design services, etc.), cultural The 
development of knowledge-intensive industries and the injection of an intellectual engine to stimulate the 
renewal of regional vitality will not only enhance regional industrial capacity, but also promote the all-
round development of people and the realisation of their values. 

For example, the urban renewal of Guangzhou Liwan Julongwan Area (being implemented), the 
transformation of state-owned enterprises to drive the transformation of old factories, old cities and 
villages in succession, Liwan Julongwan Area benchmarked against Shenzhen Bay, Financial City, Pazhou 
West, combined with the ecological and historical and cultural resources advantages of the site, responding 
to the future urban development needs of hyperspace, digitalisation, intelligence and sharing economy, to 
create a multi-functional integration, three-dimensional space open, shared facilities The site is a 100-
billion-grade wisdom valley industrial base, with intelligent services, technology and humanities 
intermingled. It includes new industries and economies such as trade and commerce services and 
production services, and realises the common development of people and the city. 
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Figure 5. Guangzhou Julong Bay Area Renewal Plan. Source: https://new.qq.com/rain/a/20210331A03K7Y00 

 

Figure 6. Guangzhou Julong Bay Area Renewal Plan. Source: 
https://www.sohu.com/a/445309178_100020178 
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4. Conclusion 
This paper discusses the values of urban regeneration from a humanist perspective, and proposes three 
responses to urban regeneration: to ensure fairness and justice in regeneration through the establishment 
of a public participation and coordination mechanism involving the government, community residents, 
resident organisations and businesses; to meet the needs of human life and security through the 
preservation of local culture and 'human scale' design; and to promote human development by introducing 
and presenting intellectual service industries, injecting intellectual engines and stimulating the vitality of 
regenerated areas. 

Louis Mumford said that a city is a theatre of social activity. In this paper, we hope that the regenerated 
environment will not only be a new building, landscape and site, but also a spatial upgrade and a 
continuation of activities that meet the diverse needs of society and people, carry cultural memories and 
present a sense of life. 
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