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Gentrification Case Profile

Kaiyu Zheng

1 Introduction

In this essay, I discuss the gentrification case in Yuexiu, a district in Guangzhou, China. The reason

I selected this district is because I grew up in Guangzhou, and went to a secondary school in the

Yuexiu district. As many other places in China, Yuexiu has experienced intense redevelopment as

the state transitioned to a socialist market economy. Through reading resources on the gentrification

phenomenon occurred in Yuexiu, represented by housing and population changes, I hope to have a

deeper understanding of the nature of the redevelopment that has been going on in China. As we

soon will see from my analysis of the gathered resources and class readings, the case of Yuexiu has

its distinctiveness compared to the typical gentrification cases studied in the West.

2 Case of Yuexiu, Guangzhou

Overview There is a profound history associated with Yuexiu. In a nutshell, it has been a historic

and cultural center of the Guangdong (i.e. Canton1) region, dating back to the Nanyue kingdom

which occupied the region 2000 years ago. In the recent history of Guangzhou (20th century), three

out of four commercial centers were clustered in Yuexiu. Currently, it is one of the four oldest

districts in Guangzhou. Remarkably, its population density ranks the 4th across the entire country,

among the same lavel of districts, with approximately 52,832 people per kilometer squared2. Yet it

is one of the smallest districts in Guangzhou. Besides, the municipal government of Guangzhou, and

the provincial government of Guangdong both reside in the Yuexiu district. Furthermore, several

highly-ranked primary and secondary schools are scattered in Yuexiu.

Overall, the notable traits of Yuexiu are three things: (1) An old district that bears culture

legacy, (2) A district with highly dense population over a relatively small region, and (3) A center

of key administration departments, historic economic drivers, and widely-recognized schools.
1The name Canton comes from Portuguese mimic of the local dialectical pronounciation of Guangdong.
2As comparison, the population density of Manhattan, New York is 27,812/km2.
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Changes As an old district, Yuexiu possessed many social, cultural, and architectural character-

istics. The type of traditional culture in Yuexiu is called Lingnan culture3. One of the most iconic

representation of such culture is the Qi Lou4 (or verdana in English), as shown in figure 1 and 2.

These buildings are characterized by the 4-meter tall pillars that supports the stories, providing

room for shops and foot traffic on the street. Not only does the style of this kind of building sym-

bolizes the tradition, it also provides room for the crowded street, which, in turn, indicates the vivid

and energetic community around.

Figure 1: Example of Qi Lou in Yuexiu.
The buildings were built at the edge
of the curb, but because of the high
ceilings of the ground floor, it provides
room for foot traffic, business, and stor-
age. (Image credit. Wen., Xu)

Figure 2: Shangxiajiu Pedestrian
Street, Yuexiu, one of the most popular
shopping streets in Guangzhou, where
shops are inside Qi Lou (Image credit.
Wikipedia)

Starting from the 90s, as the pace of development accelerated in Guangzhou, some of these Qi

Lou suffered from the fate of being destroyed, and people that resided in them had to be displaced.

For example, seeking economic benefits, the metro developers planned a route through a central road

in the Yuexiu district, the San Yet-sen Road, which resulted in destruction of traditional buildings

along that road.

Besides, real estate developers started to invest heavily in Yuexiu. In some areas, the gated

communities with attractive garden landscapes are the result of such development. As an example,

the Jia He Yuan (JHY), shown in figure 3, was built on an area originally occupied by dense,

dilapidated and private houses [7].
3Or, Nanyue culture
4Qi Lou literally means “a building that is riding (on pillars)“.
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Figure 3: Profile of Jia He Yuan, a gated residential community in Yuexiu. (Image credit. [7])

The change in land use, and the elevation of real estate development, fostered rise in house

prices. As shown by Hu [3] and Zhang, et. al. [7], since 2000, the ratio of housing prices in Yuexiu

to housing prices in Guangzhou has increased. There is also an increase in the average age of

move-in for residents in Yuexiu [7].

A series of changes in population followed, that can be viewed as the domino effect. Since Yuexiu

is home of many renowned schools, and because of the school enrollment policy which suggests that

students can enter secondary schools in their district of residence more easily, the people that moved

in to Yuexiu have a higher average income, and a higher average education level, and they aim to

send their children to those good schools. This is called the “jiaoyufication“ phenomenon5, studied

by He [2]. Consequently, low-income workers had to move out.

3 Assessment & Discussion of the Gentrification in Yuexiu

Validity of Using Gentrification to Describe the Changes Before assessing the changes,

let me first clarify why these changes can be regarded as a gentrification phenomenon. Kennedy

and Leonard [5] defines gentrification as the process by which higher income households displace

lower income residents of a neighborhood. They also state that gentrification can occur in the midst

of revitalization. In the case of Yuexiu, gentrification occurs exactly in the midst of revitalization

and reinvestment. The direction that the state targets – building Guangzhou as a world-class
5education-driven gentrification
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metropolis in a socialist market economy envirionment– rearranges the state’s own funding, and

attracts capital from Hong Kong real estate developers; In some cases, the state cooporates with

private-sector developers to benefit from the profit of the housing market. This revitalization and

reinvestment, together with the educational resources of Yuexiu, are actually the foundation for

the gentrification, higher income “jiaoyufication families‘6 [2] replacing lower income workers and

original residents, to occur, in my view.

Two Sides of the Gentrification The gentrification in Yuexiu has positive and negative effects

at once. It is a double-edged sword as described by Kennedy and Leonard [5]. On the positive

end, the gentrification boosts the local economy, as people with higher income move in, the demand

increases. The shopping streets, such as the Shangxiajiu Pedestrian Street, still have the same

role as before. The gentrification process also stimulates improvement of local school education,

since schools are likely receive students with a higher educational goal. On the negative end, the

gentrification process, as a result of redevelopment, destroys buildings with historical value, and

some communities that reside in those buildings. It also displaces people with lower income out

of the region. This is a social cost that is ignored in the redevelopment process [7]. One possible

consequence of such social cost is polarization between the rich and poor, between those who “live

inside the gated gardens“ and those who don’t.

More Discussions The wave of urban redevelopment is planned on the basis of economic growth,

and I believe that the planners have well achieved their initial goals. Since the plans were carried

out in criticism, it is not likely that the urban planners did not anticipate such loss, They simply

chose the economic benefit over the pain of some people’s loss. From my point of view, such trade-off

is unavoidable, especially when the economic development plays such an important role in today’s

world.

Freeman [1] discussed in his book that people who originally lived in a gentrified place are not

necessarily victims of the gentrification. He suggests, as purely speculation, that gentrification might

be correlated with increase in residential satisfaction, thus less motivation to move. For the case

of Yuexiu, local small business owners are naturally the benefiters of the gentrification. Besides,
6Families that aims to give their next generation the best education possible.



Page 5

local people can interact with people from more diverse background, and thus their children are

likely to know friends that differ from them more. This is, from my perspective, important given

the one-child policy in China.

As hinted in the introduction, the gentrification in Yuexiu differs in some aspects from the

gentrification that occurs in western countries. The East-West difference on gentrification has been

studied in depth by multiple scholars [7], [3], [2], [4]. In essence, the typical western gentrification,

as described by Berry [5], comes in three stages, with increasing intensity of displacement, and

decreasing tolerance of amenities, and thus declining inner city livability. However, the gentrification

in Yuexiu does not result in a less productive inner city, but in fact, strong economic growth. In

my view, this is partly due to the extremely high population density, and convenient transportation

methods in Guangzhou (especially the metro system): There are always enough foot traffic in the

business streets in Yuexiu, and the move-in of high-income residents increases the demand and

purchasing power locally.

4 Conclusion

I have examined the gentrification case in Yuexiu, Guangzhou, China. The changes are primarily

in replanning of land use (e.g. introduction of metro), redevelopment of housing that introduces a

thriving housing market, which resulted in destruction of original buildings with traditional values,

and displacement of low-income workers. I have discussed the positive and negative aspects of the

gentrification, and also how the gentrification in Yuexiu is not necessarily a disaster for original

residents, in consent with Freeman. I also discussed the distinction between gentrification in Yuexiu

and in the West. I have stated my opinion about the state developer’s goal, which is to go after

economic growth under the awareness that such pursuit has potentially heavy social costs.
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