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This paper unpacks the role of planning in the uncertain and uneven rural 

transitions in contemporary China. With depressed peasants’ incomes, severe pollutions, 

imbalanced supply and demand for safe and high-quality food, and increasing competition on the 

global markets, China is facing multiple challenges on its land, agriculture and economy. 

Various efforts have been made to rebuild rural China, through three often-connected processes: 

changing access to land, shifting agricultural policies and practices and restructuring a more 

sustainable and inclusive economy. In 2013, for instance, transfers of agricultural land use rights 

(nongdi liuzhuan), forbidden by law until 1984, were incorporated into national development 

policies and implemented nationwide to “scale up” and “upgrade” agricultural production. 

Planning has been central in policy making for such sustainable rural transitions, yet whether and 

how plan making and implementation play a role in the changing geographies of labor, 

landscapes, production, and social inequality has been inadequately studied. 

Through an intensive, multi-scalar case study of Chengdu in Southwest China, this paper 

examines the assumptions behind, practices of and outcomes from three sets of planning – 

township and village planning, urban-rural integrated planning and agricultural planning. 

Comparing the past and present plans and the trajectories of agricultural development of three 

counties, my research traces the origins, conditions, and contingencies of the contemporary 

regional agricultural specialization. Particularly, I offer a materialist explanation of why some 

places have witnessed certain transitions earlier and more successfully than others, and how 

certain products and modes of agricultural production become dominant in certain places. As 

local economic and ecological conditions have long been under interventions from state policies, 

regional and local plans and associated resource allocations in agricultural infrastructure, the 

unevenness of agricultural development should not be explained as following the “natural” laws. 

Rather, policies and plans, by naturalizing the produced nature and constructing the suitable 

conditions for sustainability, often end up reinforcing the uncertainty and unevenness of rural 

development. Findings from the pilot planning experiments in Chengdu challenge the existing 

planning practices to accelerate regional specialization and offer timely practical implications for 

the ongoing transitions nationwide and globally towards alternative agriculture.


