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Introduction  
Undeniably, Shanghai is now China’s financial engine, as well as a world city. With its rising 
national and international status, academic planning literature has grown too. A series of 
studies have analysed Shanghai’s land use typologies, its housing and transport issues, its 
political economy, and its expansion in the last two to three decades. But the city’s 
morphological transformation over the long term remains undocumented in a single study. 
The present paper aims to fill this gap.  

The task at hand cannot be fathomed without contextualizing China’s urban history and 
planning ideology (Douay 2008; Mo 2015). Hence the following account of Shanghai’s 
morphological transformations is structured according to the five ‘classic’ periods in modern 
Chinese urban history and theory: (a) pre-1911, the period leading to the demise of 
Imperialism; (b) 1912-1948, the pre-communist Republic of China established though the 
Xinhai Revolution; (c) 1949-1978, People’s Republic of China under Mao Zedong’s leadership; 
(d) 1979-1990, the first stage of the ‘reform and opening-up’ initiated by Deng Xiaoping; and 
(e) post-1990, the current neo-liberal era. The analysis of change in Shanghai’s morphology is 
linked to growth in urbanization and transport technologies in each period.  

A study of this remarkable city provides a window through which one can begin to understand 
past and present day China. Chinese cities have a long and unique tradition of morphology 
and design, which during much of history, has influenced the neighbouring countries, 
including Japan and Korea, and has fascinated the Western world (Kong and Pojani 2017). A 
few longstanding design traditions from the imperial era still underpin modern Chinese 
cityscapes (Chen 2007). However, socialist ideologies, as well as later capitalist and consumerist 
drives, have completely overhauled the contemporary form of cities (Deng 2009).  

The morphological (figure ground plans) maps presented in this paper have been drawn based 
on historical maps retrieved from Virtual Shanghai (an online database devoted to the city’s 
history) and more current maps retrieved from the online databases of the Shanghai 
Government, the Urban Planning Institute, and the National Geographic Information 
Monitoring Platform. All maps are shown in black and white, with black denoting the built 
mass (positive space) and white denoting road and public and open space (negative space). 
This reductionist approach stylistically unifies the maps from various eras, and allows for easier 
comparisons across time (Hebbert 2016).  

This study has two limitations, which must be recognized at the outset. Firstly, countless 
historical records of value - maps, books, photos - from the Maoist period and the era that 
preceded it have been lost, destroyed, or damaged during Shanghai’s various colonisations (by 
the French, British, Americans, and Japanese), the Second World War, and the Cultural 
Revolution. A richer database of historical maps would have allowed for a more detailed 
analysis. The second limitation is the accuracy of the scales of the maps that have survived. As 
this study necessarily relied on scans of paper maps from different periods, these were matched 
and scaled by using geographical features (such as the river and the sea edge) and enduring 
streets as reference points. Only two maps are presented between 1990 and the present 
because urban expansion in this period has been illustrated in smaller increments in the 
existing literature (see GFDRR 2015).  
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Shanghai’s morphological transformations during five generations 

Pre-1911: imperial era  
China’s imperial history is one of a cyclical rise and fall of dynasties starting in 1700 BCE. 
During the imperial era, “grand unification” was a key principle, not only in urban 
morphology, but also for the organization of society. Accordingly, strict hierarchy and 
symmetry, suggesting the order unity of central control, dominated Chinese urban form (Wu 
and Cui 2005). Another key principle was “harmony,” that is, the adaptation of built artefacts 
to local conditions, such as topography, vegetation, water, soil structure, and climate. The 
placement and orientation of buildings, neighbourhoods, and entire cities were traditionally 
based on feng shui philosophy, which in turn was influenced by Confucianism. Unlike the 
Western approach of human dominion over nature, humans were considered as an inseparable 
part of nature and, therefore, cities were designed to co-exist in an organic order and integrity 
with the natural environment (Wang 2012; Kong and Pojani 2017). For example, Shanghai’s 
walled imperial city was a nearly perfect ellipse located near the Huangpu River, with rhythmic 
spacing of gates, a main east-west axis, and a more or less regular street layout (Wu 1999).  

While having a walled compound, in reality Shanghai (literally ‘city on the sea’) was a tiny 
fishing town in the lower Yangtze Delta up until the mid-1800s (Figure 1). Once the British 
nominated Shanghai as a trading port after the first Opium War, thus opening it to foreign 
involvement, a substantial amount of urban development took place. While accommodating 
trade, Chinese residential quarters (the most characteristic being the shikumen) were designed 
along a complex network of narrow alleys (called longtang or lilong in Shanghai) and were 
enclosed by walls. These walls served a variety of practical purposes, including defence and 
weather protection. At the same time, they constituted symbolic markers of the “inside vs. 
outside” – i.e., “family vs. strangers.” In line with Confucian philosophy, these divisions were 
important in defining the collective, which prevailed over the individual (Kostof 1992; Wu and 
Cui 2005; Liang 2008).  

Beyond the traditional Chinese morphology, at the turn of the century Shanghai absorbed 
some of the social mores and architectural styles of British, French, and American colonizers, 
who had carved up the city into autonomous concessions administered concurrently. A series 
of boundaries were set up to separate the different foreign settlements, which at first 
developed to the north of the walled Chinese city, along the Huangpu River, and were based 
on simple, grid layouts (Figure 2). A strip of crowded suburbs tucked between the river and 
the old city developed as well (Wasserstrom 2009). Many locals chose to live in the foreign 
settlements outside the walled Chinese city, laying the ground for multiculturalism and 
westernization (Mo 2015).  
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1884 
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1910 
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1912-1948: Republic of China  
By the turn of the 20th century, imperialism declined. The last dynasty, Qing, came to be seen 
as extremely conservative and backward and it was finally overthrown in the Xinhai 
Revolution of 1911. Afterwards, China entered a multi-decade period of debilitating chaos, 
unrest, and wars, during which the imperial urban morphology concerns were left aside (Kong 
and Pojani 2017).  

However, Shanghai was an exception, the 1920s and ‘30s being considered as its glorious 
period. Open to foreign dignitaries and merchants, by the 1930s it became a large and 
prosperous urban centre of three million inhabitants, with substantial financial and industrial 
power (Figure 3). It boasted technological innovations such as electric lights, sewage pipes, 
trams, and even cars for the wealthy (Wu 1999). At the time it was known as “the Paris of the 
Orient,” epitomised by the Bund and Nanking Road (Liang 2008). It was a place of glamour 
and decadence but also vice and indulgence. The notable Peace Hotel was built in 1929.  

The city extended further along the river, and assumed the characteristics of a prosperous 
industrial city. Foreign colonizers established printing presses and built a variety of factories 
to produce silk, cotton, porcelain, metal, and tobacco in close proximity to their settlements. 
Industries and accompanying residential land uses came to dominate though the end of the 
1940s (Figure 4).  
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1927 
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1945 
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1949-1978: Chairman Mao’s rule 
People’s Republic of China, led by Mao Zedong was established in 1949, at the time when 
Shanghai’s population had increased to 5.5 million. During Mao’s rule, Shanghai, as the rest 
of China, was closed off to outsiders. Urban planning and design reassumed a central role in 
the country. However, the adopted morphology was a radical departure from both the Chinese 
tradition and Shanghai’s cosmopolitan styles that preceded the New China.  

A typical top-down and rationalist Soviet approach, based on communist ideology, prevailed 
(Douay 2008). The national government formulated planning and design guidelines (based on 
Five-Year Plans), which were implemented by the lower government tiers. Feng shui was 
entirely suppressed during the Cultural Revolution of the 1960s. In a context of nationalized 
urban land, planning was little more than a technical exercise. Urban space - in Shanghai as in 
other Chinese cities - was adapted to walking, cycling and bus-based public transport (Liu 
2013; Xie and Costa 1991; Gu et al. 2015; Kong and Pojani 2017).  

Although the city became the first international trade port of communist China, and an 
industrial centre, it also experienced disinvestment, low urbanization, and general disregard 
during Maoism (Wasserstrom 2009; Wu 1999). Overall it declined in status and importance, 
while other cities, such as Pekin, moved up on the government agenda (Yusuf and Wu 1997). 
This was partly due to Shanghai’s Western legacy, and its association with vices such as opium 
smoking, gambling, and prostitution, which the government wished to erase from memory – 
especially during the Cultural Revolution. New intensive industrial zones were created (Figure 
5), and much of the existing built heritage was destroyed - especially between 1966 and 1976 
(Douay 2008). Industrial land uses were prioritized as the city needed to become productive 
and self-sufficient (Gaubatz 1999, Yue et al. 2015).  

Overall, Shanghai expanded by 110 km² between 1949 and 1978, partly by incorporating and 
regenerating small satellite towns and nearby villages – and the total population reached nearly 
12 million in 1978 (Yue et al. 2015). Again, the riverbanks and the north-eastern, more 
developed portion of the city, were the main targets of expansion plans (Figure 6) (Gao and 
Kenworthy 2017). Peripheral districts were articulated into big and irregular blocks 
encompassing large, standardized housing estates, overpowering roads, and monumental 
squares, in a typical Soviet modernist style (Gaubatz 1999; Yue et al. 2015; Ma 2002; Yimin 
2014). The Maoist legacy is still visible in some parts of Shanghai today. 
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1959 
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1978 
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1979-1990: ‘reform and opening-up’ 
Since the ‘reform and opening-up’ (gaige kaifang), initiated by Deng Xiaoping in 1979, China 
embarked on a dramatic rise to a global economic power. Additional industrialization and 
rapid economic growth were accompanied by rapid urbanization. Decades of ossified planning 
policies were overcome (Douay 2008, Yimin 2014, Yin et al. 2011, Zhang et al. 2011). As 
China stepped into a new era, Shanghai began to resume a much more central role in the 
country (Gaubatz 1999, Ma 2002).  

Following the city’s socioeconomic transformation and its designation as a special economic 
zone was a drastic transformation in urban morphology and structure (Shi et al. 2018; Han et 
al. 2009). The city more than doubled in size between 1979 and 1990 (Yue et al. 2015). 
Meanwhile, the population grew moderately (by Chinese standards): between 1979 and 1990, 
the city absorbed an additional 2 million inhabitants (Figure 7). Foreigners were allowed back 
into the city, bringing with them new lifestyles, norms, and values (Chan and Solinger 2008). 
Moreover, many people dispatched to the countryside during the Cultural Revolution 
returned. As such, Shanghai can be considered as an exemplar of contemporary Chinese 
urbanisation (see Han et al. 2009; Sha et al. 2014, Yin et al. 2011; He et al. 2014; Li et al. 2018; 
Song and Deng 2017; Zhao et al. 2006).  

To reduce congestion in central Shanghai while promoting further industrialization (now 
driven by foreign investment), several satellite towns based on Garden City concepts were 
built in the green hinterland at a distance of twenty to seventy kilometres from the centre (Li 
et al. 2018). Many existing factories were also moved far from the city centre to make space 
for new residential, commercial, and infrastructural developments, which were built at 
breakneck pace by both the municipal government and commercial enterprises (Wu 1999; 
Douay 2008; Yue et al. 2015). However, new, large residential blocks were also created in the 
Shanghai’s urban fringe. The main directions of urban expansion in this period were the north, 
east and south-west. Gradually, the open spaces between Shanghai proper and the satellite 
cities filled up. The population began to acquire private cars to meet mobility needs in a much 
enlarged city. But motorization truly picked up pace only after 1990.  
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1990 
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Post 1990: advent of neoliberalism  
In the early 1990s, the concept of a ‘socialist market economy’ was coined by the 14th Party 
Congress. This was a harbinger of neoliberalism, which led to astounding foreign investment 
in China (Schmalz and Ebenau 2012). Henceforward, in stark contrast to the controlled 
urbanization and rural protection policies pursued by Mao Zedong, cities became the epicentre 
of development. For the first time in 2011, the portion of urban population surpassed the 
portion of rural population (Zhao 2011). In the decade between 2005 and 2014 alone, the total 
urbanized area in the country increased by more than 15,000 sq. km (CSB 2015).  

In a context of rapid urbanization, cities began using their space (real estate) to absorb surplus 
capital (Wu 2008). Formerly worthless city land was transformed into construction plots worth 
millions (Lee and Zhu 2006). By 2000, about three fourths of urban housing was privately 
owned and constituted the principal asset for a large portion of China’s new middle and upper 
class (Xinhua 24 February 2016).  

Not only did Chinese cities grow much denser and taller in the neoliberal era, but they also 
expanded outwards in a substantial way (Abramson 2008). Suburbanization trends placed 
many residents in locations that, while less expensive, are far less accessible to workplaces than 
their prior residences, requiring motorized travel. Private motorization increased substantially 
– although the government is willing to offer assistance to those needing to relocate closer to 
work. These growth patterns produced a number of serious problems, including traffic 
congestion, reduced accessibility, and air and noise pollution, undermining the quality of life 
of urban residents (UN Habitat 2008; Zhang 2007).  

In terms of style, much urban design during this period was a replica of Western models, 
which increasingly infiltrated Chinese culture. These models did not necessarily take into 
account the unique local contexts, as well as social and cultural traditions (Zheng 2007; Kong 
and Pojani 2017). The construction boom, which many Chinese cities experienced, attracted 
a number of international “starchitects.” New architectural landmarks had a massive branding 
and “modernizing” effect (Miao 2008). But the traditional styles and small-scale public spaces 
were sacrificed in this process (Denison 2008).  

In terms of housing, new elements of urban form appeared, including informal settlements 
and gated communities, which were unknown under Mao, during the heyday of communist 
orthodoxy. In particular, the introduction of the gated community (modified from the Western 
single-family home concept) sparked a new trend across China. This type of neighborhood, 
also called “sealed residential quarter” (xiaoqu), refers to a large, often high-rise residential 
development unit housing 2000-3000 households. The neighbourhood is surrounded by high 
walls or fences, and provides all the necessary amenities and open space internally. While very 
popular with the middle classes, xiaoqu cause a series of problems in urban life, such 
morphological fragmentation and coarseness, social inequality and segregation, traffic 
congestion outside the walls, and a false sense of insecurity (Miao 2003).  

With the advent of neoliberalism, Shanghai reopened to the world, not only in economic terms 
but also ideologically, socially, and culturally. In 1990, Deng Xiaoping proclaimed Shanghai 
“the head of the dragon” – the dragon being China. In other words, the city was appointed as 
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China’s commercial engine and its principal urban image. A major motivation behind this 
decision was government’s desire to outperform Hong Kong, a British colony which remained 
independent from China until 1997 (Walcott and Pannell 2006; Xu 2003). Now Shanghai hosts 
the Chinese stock market and contributes a large share of the China’s GDP. The first post-
reform masterplan was prepared in the late 1980s by world-renown architects Richard Rogers 
and Ove Arup. Based on that plan, the glitzy Pudong New Area (a new CBD) was designated 
as a major showcase project (Wang et al. 2013).  

On an international level, Shanghai is competing with wealthy Asian cities such as Singapore, 
Hong Kong, Tokyo, and Seoul. It is moving beyond manufacturing to advanced service 
industries, such as software design, finance and fashion. Its development agenda contains the 
same rhetoric as other ambitious cities (including Western ones) who are engaged in culture-
led renewal processes (Sudjic 2016).  

Deyan Sudjic’s (2016) dramatic description of contemporary inner Shanghai is apropos:  
“Shanghai has the most assertive of skylines, which must be understood as an attempt to bulldoze 
itself into the list of essential world cities. At night it ripples with neon and light-emitting diodes like 
Blade Runner brought to life. Smog permitting, during the day it presents a distinctive silhouette 
of towers that is instantly recognizable as the symbolic incarnation of the new Shanghai. Towers 
are symbols but they are also a vital step in achieving substance. ‘Pay attention’ is the message 
of all those towers. Build them and the bankers will come. […] Shanghai was determined that 
every visitor knew the scale of what was going on, and harangued them in language that recalled 
the days of the Red Guards. Carved in both Chinese and English into a low granite wall were the 
words: ‘Persist in the development of Pudong without wavering until it is done.’ […] Shanghai is 
a city that has been through a spasm of change so violent that it tests the limits of human 
resilience.” 

While regaining its former glory, Shanghai has also come to embody the key tenets of 
neoliberalism - growth, innovation, knowledge economy, and competitiveness. Rapid urban 
development has led to rising incomes and better amenities but, at the same time, high 
population growth and density has placed extreme pressure on the city’s limited land resources 
(Figure 8) (Wang and Wang 2015; He 2012). Currently, Shanghai has more than 24 million 
inhabitants and a total area of more than  6,300 km² (Shanghai Government 2017; Shanghai 
Government 2018b). The developed land increased by more than 200% between 1990 and 
2010 (Zhang et al. 2013). The fastest growth occurred between 2002 and 2008, when the city 
expanded by 750 km2 (Yue et al. 2014).  

Thus the cropland formerly surrounding the city is disappearing, and urban blocks have 
become much larger (Shi et al. 2018, Han et al. 2009; Yue et al. 2015). Some of the finer grained 
morphological patterns in the inner city have also become coarser as old edifices have been 
removed to free up space for mega-development (Wasserstrom 2009; Jeffrey 2009) – although 
heritage protection policies have been in place since the early 1980s. Nearly 80% of housing 
is in gated communities – a phenomenon which has also cut off entire neighbourhoods from 
the public realm. Compared to 1990, living space per person has more than doubled. However, 
population densities in some parts of the inner city, such as the Old West Gate, are as high as 
1,800 to the acre (Sudjic 2016).  

A series of consecutive plans have aimed to expand the city on both sides of the river and 
deconcentrate growth into new satellite towns (e.g., Jiading and Minhang) in the province in 
order to relieve some pressure from the urban core. These satellites have been designed in a 
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fusion of German, Italian, Scandinavian, and Chinese urban styles (Sudjic 2016). For the most 
part, they serve as bedroom communities for white collar workers employed in inner city 
businesses (although some new production centres have located in the periphery).  

While the new subway has a daily capacity of more than 10 million, and trams, buses, and 
ferries are also available, private car ownership has skyrocketed. By 2010 the city comprised 
1.8 million cars. To accommodate them, the city has built abundant express roads. For 
example, between 1991 and 1996 an elevated north-south highway, two bridges (Huangpu and 
Nanpu), an inner ring road, and a tunnel across the Huangpu River were built at a cost of 
nearly $10 billion (Wasserstrom 2009; Wu 1999; Gao and Kenworthy 2017). More recently 
caps were put in place for the sale of new cars, as it has become obvious that demand cannot 
be met by building more road infrastructure. The new Shanghai 2035 Masterplan proposes to 
expand railway construction in order to enhance the connection between suburban districts 
and the city centre (Shanghai Government 2018a). Cycling was mostly abandoned for a few 
decades but is now slowly returning with the introduction of bikesharing and electric bicycles. 
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2019 
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Conclusion  
During the past century and a half, Shanghai has undergone a complete transformation from 
a small fishing town in the lower Yangtze Delta to a megacity prominently displayed on the 
world map. This paper has documented this transition employing morphological maps as a 
main analytical tool. Overall, Shanghai’s contemporary morphology is nearly unrecognizable 
compared to earlier eras. Figure 9 illustrates growth between 1884 and 2019.  

Change has been much more rapid since 1990, during a time of exorbitant economic growth, 
high migration flux, construction boom, and skyrocketing motorization. The fine grained 
morphological patterns of old Shanghai have been disappearing. Outside the centre, city is 
now dominated by a much coarser morphology, in the form of mega blocks (often gated, if 
residential) and wide roads. While Shanghai is socially vibrant and economically productive, a 
return to its past traditions in terms of urban morphology is desirable and likely to be more 
sustainable in the long run.  

 
Figure 9. Shanghai’s growth between 1884 and 2019. 
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