
 
 

1 
 

Robert F. Wagner Graduate School of Public Service 

Urbanization and Sustainable Development in Transitional China 

Prof. Zhan Guo 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Let's Call It a Night:  

24-hour cities for the Post-Tiananmen generation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Andreina Seijas J 

Summer 2012 

 



 
 

2 
 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION……………………………………………………………………………3 

 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: the 24-hour city and the night-time economy…..4 

 

3.  THE POST-TIANANMEN GENERATION………………………………………………6 

 

4. 24-HOUR CITIES WITH CHINESE CHARACTERISTICS……………………………..8 

 The Chinese night economy 

Night-time governance 

Public space and private boundaries 

Social stratification  

  

5. NIGHT CULTURE AND THE URBAN YOUTH…………………………………………12 

 

6. CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS……………………………….15 

 

7. REFERENCES………………………………………………………………………………17 

 



 
 

3 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

In October 2011, the world’s population reached 7 billion (UNPFA, 2011).  For 

the first time in history, the majority of human beings are living in cities (Avina, 2011). In 

a global scale, urbanization is associated to the development of modern infrastructure, 

the creation of economic opportunities and the transformation of social behavior.  

In the past thirty years Chinese cities have undergone a rapid process 

modernization. As millions of people have migrated to urban centers, Chinese cities 

have incorporated extensive infrastructure and public services to cater to the needs of a 

growing population. Businesses have adapted too. Shops and restaurants have 

extended their opening hours due to an increased night-time activity; while clubs and 

Karaoke bars have been incorporated to the list of leisure alternatives. 

The night is an essential space for social interaction, where young identities are 

built and social barriers are broken. Young men and women who live in cities are the 

main beneficiaries of the extension of this time frame. The Chinese night economy has 

quickly become an engine not only for economic development, but also for social change 

particularly for the new Chinese generations. 

The following paper will analyze to what extent the emergence of a night-time 

economy and culture in China is changing the values, ideals and expectations of the so-

called Post-Tiananmen generation. This work will focus on young men and women 

between 18 (legal drinking age in China) and 30 years of age who work and live in 

Chinese Tier 1 cities1.  

                                                        
1 Tier 1 cities in China are those with a population of more than five million, GDP of RMB 250 billion or more, strong 

economic growth, geographical significance, advanced transportation infrastructure, cultural significance, and capacity to 
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First I will present the concept of the 24-hour city according to its main 

proponents in the social sciences. Second, I will describe the characteristics of the night 

time in China and how it differs from the night-time in the Western world. Third, I will 

analyze the impact of the night-time economy and culture over the lives of the urban 

youth in China. Finally, I will provide some policy recommendations for Chinese 

policymakers and urban planners interested in regulating this time frame. 

 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: THE 24-HOUR CITY AND THE NIGHT-TIME 

ECONOMY 

The night, as a referential notion of time and space has its origins in the 1990s in 

the United Kingdom. Since then, the study of the night has increasingly gained attention 

in social research and has taken two significant directions. The first is the notion of the 

night-time economy, which analyzes economic activities that take place during the night, 

the impact of round-the-clock shifts in the functioning of the city, as well as the role that 

night economies have in a city’s development. Some of the main proponents are: 

Chatterton, 2002; Brabazon and Mallinder, 2007, Bianchini, 1995; Kreitzman, 1999; 

Melbin, 1978; Sharman and Harris, 2008; Winlow and Hall, 2008 (Seijas, 2011). 

The second direction explores the aspects of the night related to social behavior, 

analyzing the attitudes, habits, expressions and cultural manifestations that emerge as a 

result of night-time policies. Some of the main proponents are: Talbot, 2007, Palmer, 

2000; Chatterton and Hollands, 2003; Williams, 2008 (Seijas, 2011). 

                                                                                                                                                                     
attract investment and tourism (RightSite, 2009). For the purpose of this paper I will consider the following as Tier 1 cities 

in China: Beijing, Chongqing, Shanghai, Tianjin, Changchun (Jilin), Chengdu (Sichuan), Guangzhou (Guangdong), 

Hangzhou (Zhejiang), Harbin (Heilongjiang), Jinan (Shandong) Nanjing, (Jiangsu), Shenyang (Liaoning), Wuhan (Hubei), 

Xi’an (Shaanxi), Dalian, Qingdao, Shenzhen, and Xiamen. 
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 The term “24-hour city” refers to the modern trend towards longer and non-

standard business hours to increase productivity and meet consumer demand. “Night-

economy” is used to encompass bars, restaurants, shops, theaters or any other venue 

that is open in the evening.  

From an economic perspective, the night economy poses both opportunities and 

challenges for local governments as it adds jobs and vitality to urban centers, but also 

requires new regulations to prevent unlawful behavior such as noise and crime. 

From a social perspective, night spaces have the potential to break down 

misconceptions by allowing the interaction of different social groups without physical and 

social barriers that exist during the daytime (Seijas, 2011). For Sharman and Sharman 

(2008), “nights often afford opportunities for people who lack education, language skills, 

or other forms of social capital. This is especially attractive to those who may be socially 

or politically invisible, by choice or circumstance” (p. 20).  

The present work combines both research directions by exploring the impact of 

the night-time economy on social behavior. In this sense, I analyze both its economic 

benefits and its social costs for the youth in Chinese cities. To the date, however, only 

few academics have examined the social and economic implications of the emergence 

of night spaces in modern China.  

James Farrer, Professor of Sociology and Global Studies at Sophia University in 

Tokio, and Andrew Field, Director of Shanghai Programs at Boston University, have 

explored the field for the past 20 years. Their joint study “From Interzone to Transzone: 

Race and Sex in the Contact Zones of Shanghai’s Global Nightlife” (2012) explores the 

changing nature of social and sexual stratification in Shanghai, a city where racial 

segregation was ubiquitous in the 1920s and 1930s. For Farrer (2008) nightlife is “an 

area in which we can study the transnational processes of cultural change in China, 

while examining the possibilities of individual agency, resistance and creativity within 
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these organizing structures” (p. 1). 

Dr. Matthew Chew at Baptist University in Hong Kong, an academic and self-

denominated  “night walker,” is another relevant proponent of the field. In his article 

“Research on Chinese Nightlife Cultures and Night-time Economies” (2009), Chew 

summarizes the main elements of the Chinese night-time economy, and explains that 

research on the night in China remains scarce due to a lack of understanding of its 

relevance and practical difficulties while doing research in the field. 

With regards to night-time governance, Ma Jun (2007) studied the role of local 

governments in Shanghai in the regulation of dance halls between 1927 and 1943. This 

work takes into account policy elements such as the evolution of closing hours over time. 

Recent accounts of policies to regulate the night scene were not found or are not 

available in English.   

 

3. THE POST-TIANANMEN GENERATION 

The term “Post-Tiananmen generation” or “Post 1980s generation” refers to 

those who were too young to remember how life was like in China before Deng 

Xiaoping’s market reforms began in 1978. In the past thirty years this generation has 

witnessed changes such as the shift to a market economy, fast economic growth, 

massive urban migration, rapid popularization of the new information technologies 

(ICTs), and the individualization of society. As a result, young men and women are now 

more independent and focused on individual success (Joy, 2012). New generations are 

also more educated, more politically active and environmentally conscious (Hook, 2012). 

For Komolafe (2012), the arrival of the Internet in China dramatically changed the 

patterns of social interaction as new generations now make their voices heard online, 

rather than on public space (See Figure 1).  On average, the new generation of media 

users in Tier 1 and Tier 2 cities in China spends 17 hours online per day – much more 
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than their American and European counterparts (China Youthology, 2012). The cell 

phone is the most ubiquitous tool for communication among the Chinese youth (Farrer, 

2007) and the micro-blogging site Weibo has become the central platform for social 

interaction in the country. Youth use media as an “identity ingredient, relationship 

mediator and social currency” (China Youthology, 2012). 

 

 

Figure 1: Chinese new generation 
Source: Hook, 2012
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Just like this generation, China's burgeoning nightlife scene is relatively young. 

Previously, it was banned by the Chinese communist authorities; it was a hostile and 

paternalistic sociopolitical context (Chew, 2009, p. 4). Later on, the night scene re-

emerged in the 1980s as a symbol of “working-class youth culture, [and] as a leisure 

activity aimed broadly at employed urban youth” (Farrer, 2008, p. 5).  

The rapid growth of a contemporary night-time economy in China is attributed to 

sustained economic growth, greater purchasing power, and increased influence from the 

West through social media. For Chew (2009), however, it was not until the late 2000s 

that the night-time economy became “commercially successful, culturally vibrant, and 

conspicuously present all over the country” (p. 4). The following section will describe in 

more detail the characteristics of this time frame in urban China. 

 

4. 24-HOUR CITIES WITH CHINESE CHARACTERISTICS 

Restaurants, social dance halls, dance clubs, bars, karaoke clubs, saunas, gay 

nightlife spaces and nightlife development zones – such as popular Tianzifang and 

Xintiandi in Shanghai (See picture 1) – are the main centers of night-time activity in 

China (Farrer, 2008). Although the list is similar to that of leisure spaces in the West, the 

social and power dynamics that exist in these spaces have a different nature in China. 

 
The Chinese night economy  

The night-economy is becoming increasingly relevant in China. For Chew (2009) 

it is “at once a high value–added cultural service, a consumption outlet of local creative 

products, a provider of a large number of jobs, a strong generator of local taxes, a 

cultural clustering base that facilitates productivity of the creative class, and an 

infrastructural component of urban regeneration and tourism” (p. 6). From the social 

perspective, night-time consumption in China is a typical way to express power and 
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status (Farrer, 2008). From the supply side, however, the night time has different 

implications. 

Just like in Western capitals, the nightshift usually offers entry-level jobs for low-

wage workers in Chinese cities. According to Farrer (2012), most of those who work in 

nightclubs are migrants. Millions of Chinese rural dwellers migrate to the cities every 

year in search for better living conditions, and enlist in the growing number of service 

and custodial jobs that emerge during the night time. For those who have left their 

homes behind, working during the night and sleeping during the day is a concession 

they are willing to make if it is the only way to stay in the city.  

Besides a safe haven, the night is also a social platform for migrant workers and 

minorities in China. For Farrer (2008) the night offers spaces for social mobility as it 

provides opportunities to “showcase themselves to society”, and to improve their social 

status due to high earnings. 

 

 

Picture 1: Map of Tianzifang, a residential and commercial complex in Shanghai (left). Residents and 

shop owners in Tianzifang (right)  
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Public space and private boundaries 

Public space has different interpretations in China, which vary by age and social 

status. In the 1960s, public spaces were a frequent night-time destination for the youth. 

Today, in lieu of the public park or square, the youth has resorted to bars and nightclubs 

as the main scene for night-time leisure and social interaction. As a result, collective 

activities held in public spaces at night such as dancing or playing Mahjong (See picture 

2) have become associated with the middle-aged or the elderly.  

The boundaries between public and private spaces in China are slim. In Wuhan, 

for instance, is not rare to find residents sleeping on the streets in hot summer nights; 

and in Shanghai, many residents walk around wearing pajamas (Guo, 2012). Those who 

lack the purchasing power can also join the night-time economy by appropriating open 

spaces around nightlife districts for their own leisure purposes (Chew, 2008). For 

example, public drinking around the Chuan’r  – a popular “drunk food” that consists of a 

variety of meat dishes served on a stick – is a common youth spot in most Chinese cities 

(See Picture 2).  

 

 

Picture 2: Young Chinese play Mahjongg in a sidewalk in Shanghai (left). The Chuan’r at the 

back gate of East China Normal University’s (right).  
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Pedestrian streets have also become a ubiquitous element of the night-time in 

China. A line-up of shops and restaurants – many of them Western brands and 

franchises – offer urban dwellers a shopping center en plein air during the day and a 

space for promenading and people-watching during the night. Wanfujing Street in Beijing 

and Nanjing Road in Shanghai are popular examples. 

As opposed to their Western counterparts, Chinese youth usually do not meet at 

home. Private gatherings do not take place in living rooms, but in a more intimate space 

that opens 24 hours: the Karaoke Television (KTV). A Japanese influence, large 

Karaoke clubs are now omnipresent in China. Their private singing rooms are ideal 

spaces for dates, casual outings and even prostitution. According to Sociologist Pan 

Suiming, “one-third of the hundreds of thousands of KTV hostesses in China offer sexual 

intercourse for money” (Farrer, 2008, p. 8). 

 

Night-time governance 

Night-time governance in China has dramatically changed over the last three 

decades. According to Chew (n/a), during the 1980s, holding parties at night was heavily 

penalized, even with execution. Today, the government actively supports the night-time 

economy by promoting the construction of bar areas and nightlife development zones. 

For Roberts (2006, cited in Chew, 2009), the reasons behind this support are similar to 

those of local governments in the West: “increasing local tax revenues, regenerating 

urban areas, and facilitating tourism” (p. 5). 

In China, public drinking is not illegal and closing hours are not enforced for 

night-time venues. As opposed to the United Kingdom – where night studies are mainly 

focused on safety regulations – violent crimes are a secondary problem in China (Chew, 

2009) as do not usually escalate into dangerous violence. As Farrer (2012) points out, 
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the question is then not one of government regulation, but social stratification: “If you 

have money you can party all night” (Farrer, 2012).  

 

Social stratification  

Compared to Western capitals, night spaces in China are relatively “open” due to 

safety, a lack of explicit racial or ethnic segregation, greater gender parity and low levels 

of violent homophobia (Farrer, 2012). However, deep social stratification is a common 

feature of the Chinese economy. “Participating in nightlife requires economic capital 

(money), cultural capital (perhaps being a foreigner), social capital (knowing the 

management), or sexual capital (looking sexy)” (Farrer, 2012).  

 For Farrer (2012), however, in comparison to LA, London or New York, social 

exclusion in Chinese night spaces is minimal. “Clubs cater to different types of clients, 

but policies of actual exclusion based on race and nationality are very rare. If you have 

money in your pocket, you are in” (Farrer, 2012).   

Despite its openness, however, Chinese nightlife is becoming increasingly 

expensive. According to Farrer (2012), high rents have made cheap social dance halls 

and discos disappear.  “Extravagant nightlife consumption has become a major means 

used by the nouveau riche in China to conspicuously show off their wealth” (Chew, 

2009, p. 14). As a result, in a few years, low-income groups such as youth and migrant 

workers will have little or no access to this type of leisure unless they work in the night-

time economy.  

 

5. NIGHT CULTURE AND URBAN YOUTH 

Generational change is one of the main outcomes of Chinese urban 

development. According to Arora (2011), “development has pushed each generation 

further away from the one before it, giving the term ‘generation gap’ a resonance it lacks 
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in the West”. The emergence of the night economy in China has led to concrete 

behavioral changes in the new generations. A revision of the literature in Chinese night 

studies as well as observations made on the field have revealed that the night-time 

economy in China is shifting stereotypes and consumption patterns in the urban youth. 

 

Breaking stereotypes 

Many stereotypes exist around the nightlife in China. As Farrer (2012) points out, 

nightlife for the youth in China is not like in the United States. “Most nice college 

students don't go clubbing at all, or only go rarely”. The night scene is traditionally 

perceived as a symbol of sex, drugs and violence. 

For the migrant youth, however, the night is becoming an attractive space filled 

with opportunities to meet new people. Away from their parents and the scrutiny of their 

inner social circles, young men and women who migrate to cities look for the night-time 

as a space to cut loose. This is the case of Xiamen, where night entertainment venues, 

bars, taverns, social clubs and disco clubs are emerging at the order of the day (Xiamen 

Municipal Government, 2011) 

Night spaces also serve to break stereotypes about foreigners. The night-time 

used to be regarded as an international territory, but local trends are rapidly changing. 

According to the Xiamen Municipal Government (2011), local clubs are now always 

packed, even more than Western ones. For Farrer and Field (2012) nightclubs in China 

work as “transfer zones, or transzones, within which Chinese and non-Chinese interact 

deeply on many levels, both as producers and consumers of nightlife subcultures” (p. 

26). 
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Night spaces are key for social modeling and for the adoption of foreign attitudes 

and behavior. It is in nightclubs and bars where young men and women are learning  

“the conventional practices and expectations of nightlife sociability (…) such as 

heterosexual dating, buying drinks and exchanging numbers, but also more eroticized 

nightlife practices such as making-out with a stranger on the dance floor”  (Farrer and 

Field, 2012, p. 21).  

But not all behaviors that are learned in the night are positive. Youth become 

vulnerable and more exposed to activities such as drugs and prostitution. Therefore, 

although a growing number of Chinese are embracing nightlife, many still shun it as 

something "bad people" do. "People still have stereotypes about nightclubs, especially 

the parents' generation; they've never been to nightclubs, so they don't know what's 

happening" (Xiamen Municipal Government, 2011). 

 

Changing consumption patterns 

As the lifestyle of Chinese youth is rapidly changing, their night-time consumption 

patterns are evolving as well. Urban areas in Shandong, the second largest province in 

China, are witnessing a notorious increase of their night economy, which has become a 

“significant business resource of economy developing and citizens' daily lives, as well as 

the trend of fashion” (sdchina.com, 2012).  

One of the main reasons attributed to this change is the growth of a large middle 

class with greater purchasing power. Consumers in Tier 1 cities are willing to spend 50 

percent of their spare earnings in the stock market, and 47 percent on holidays (Nielsen, 

2009). “Millions of Chinese people are enjoying the benefits of their newfound 

socioeconomic status. [They are] able to buy a car, move out of their parents’ homes 

and obtain a college degree” (Tobon Tobon, 2012). 
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As consumer patterns evolve, policies have also changed. According to an article 

by China Briefing (2012) over the past three years many Chinese provinces have 

lowered business tax (BT) rates for enterprises operating within the entertainment 

industry in order to boost entertainment consumption and the night economy. However, 

to the date few policies exist to regulate the social dynamics in Chinese night spaces, 

such as anti-discrimination laws, the penalization of prostitution, and the enforcement of 

closing hours for night venues. 

 

5. CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

The present work confirms the thesis that the night-time economy is changing 

Chinese youth values and expectations of the city. The young Chinese want a better 

lifestyle – a well-planned city, better public transportation, shops, restaurants and 

opportunities – and they expect their local governments to provide this environment for 

them.  

According to Chew (2009) “it is increasingly understood by the state that the 

cultural industries offer numerous practical advantages (p. 6.) Although new policies 

have been incorporated, some of them still have to adapt to the new attitudes and 

consumption patterns, and others currently fail to regulate behavior like prostitution.  

Local governments should have a more active role in the development of 

strategies to regulate this time frame. For instance, a Weibo and social media campaign 

could be a highly effective means to reduce misconceptions about the night-time and to 

promote it as a dignified source of employment. 

Chinese civil society should become more involved. The absence of non-

governmental organizations – understood as entities ideologically separate from the 

government –makes night-time governance a highly centralized and top-down policy 

space where regulating working and consumption conditions is associated to traditional 
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power dynamics. However, the young protesters’ success in July 2012 to stop a factory 

construction in Shifang (Sichuan province) reveals that new generations are more 

interested and capable of achieving social change (Bradsher, 2012).  

The lack of night-time governance in China also responds to the absence of 

aggregate data on the night-time economy. “No one, including veteran industrial 

insiders, knows exactly how large the national night-time economy is or how many 

individuals it employs” (Chew, 2009, p. 6). Without this basic data, designing policies 

and business models for this time frame becomes very challenging. 

 For Glaeser (2007) “cities are machines for making collaboration easier”. 

Understanding not only their economic benefits but also their relevance for social capital 

is key for Chinese cities. Chinese nightlife continues to be accessible to the majority, but 

its stratification could have serious implications in the already existing socioeconomic 

disparity in China.  

As Campanella (2008) points out in his book The Concrete Dragon: China's 

Urban Revolution and What It Means for the World, “China is in the midst of a wholesale 

reinvention of the city as we know it”. Such notion should incorporate a bigger night 

economy that caters to all individuals in the social spectrum, including low-income 

groups that are becoming segregated by the increasingly expensive nightlife. It should 

also incorporate night-time infrastructure, such as public transportation systems that run 

round the clock, licensing – i.e. the regulation of unlicensed taxis – and improved 

surveillance, basic requirements to become 24-hour cities.  

Besides a relevant economic indicator, the booming night-time economy can also 

serve as a lens to understand Chinese youth, the next generation of leaders that will 

shape the social, economic and political future of the world’s second most powerful 

economy. It is the hands of planners and policymakers to acknowledge not only the shift 

in values, but also to meet new expectations of the youngest in Chinese cities. 
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