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incorne is highest for those who have access to capital, and the previously

favored socialist proletariat has emerged as a relative loser. In short, China

appears to be converging toward a pattern of inequality found throughout
other market economies in which the returns to capital exceed those to labor

and capital is more mobile than labor.
At the same time as the outline of the postsocialist system of stratifica­

tion converges toward those of more established capitalist economies, three

features of contemporary Chinese society serve to slow the solidification
of a new order. First, rapid economic growth has created and continues to

create multiple opportunities for social mobility. In a nationwide survey in
2001, researchers from the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences found that

among those who started work before 1980, 32 percent achieved higher
occupational rank than their fathers; among those who started work after

1980,41 percent were upwardly mobile. Of those employed between 1980

and 1989, only 30 percent changed jobs and only 19 percent gained status in

the move. Of those employed between 1990 and 2001, 54 percent changed

jobs and 30.5 percent gained in status (Research Group for Social Structure

2005: 217). While job mobility remained somewhat lower than in other
market economies, the acceleration over the 1990s created significant gains

among the youngest cohorts in urban labor markets (Bian, Chapter 12 in
this volume). Nationwide, millions of rural-born youths continue to leave

their villages each year for new lives in the cities (Liang and Ma 2004). At
the S3me time the success of the one-child policy among urban couples will

continue to reduce the relative proportion of new entrants of urban origins

for another 20 years (Wang 2005). For the immediate future, therefore, we

would expect rural newcomers to transcend the social and economic status

of their parents. The fate of those born to urban manual workers who fail

to gain college education, however, is less optimistic because they are forced

to compete with their rural peers for low-skill service jobs.
Second, continuities with socialist practices embedded in the durable

party-state and a hybrid property rights regime maintain social categories

and group memberships that cut across class divisions (Wang 2008). These
categories and memberships not only shape distribution of job opportuni­

ties and access to capital but also create identities and loyalties that segment

Chinese society. One such group is the rural migrants to large cities. Two
decades after the initial liberalization of migration controls, rural migrants
continue to face economic and social discrimination. In terms of welfare

benefits and political rights, most remain "floaters" on the surface of China's

urban society (Solinger 1999a; Wang, Zuo, and Ruan 2002); economically,

they occupy a middle position between the urban born and those still work­

ing in villages (see Gao and Riskin, Chapter 2). In addition to the broad social
distinctions of urban, rural, and migrant, the population is also segmented

by geographic location, economic sectors, and work organizations that par­

tially homogenize access to political power and economic resources (Wang

and Wang 2007; Wang 2008). Chinese citizens therefore confront a paradox.
At one level, they map and acknowledge the sharp income inequalities for

society as a whole. At another, they recognize and often accept the smaller

degree of inequality in their workplaces or neighborhoods (see Han and
Whyte, Chapter 13 in this volume; Wang 2008).

Third, for several reasons the sense of class-consciousness crucial for
a class to transform from "a class in itself" to "a class for itself" remains

weak, and the two features of the postsocialist Chinese society just described
both contribute to undermining class-consciousness formation. As shown by

the survey results analyzed in Chapter 13, those economically at the bottom

of the society are not those most likely to reject the reforms or express anger
at current levels of inequality. To the contrary, those in the bottom deciles

express more optimism than those with higher incomes, in part because their
reference frame is with their own past and in part because of microlevel

equality. Case studies in rural China similarly find those who have been
"losers" refuse to see themselves as voiceless or victimized. In Chapter 9

Zhang uses land disputes in Inner Mongolia, Hebei, and Zhejiang to identify
the claim makers and their logics of entitlement. In contrast to legal and eco­

nomiccriteria that privilege clear property rights, she found that cadres and

villagers negotiated in a fluid sociopolitical framework in which claims to

property are central to the postsocialist order, and local interests rather than
universal rules determine what is considered just or fair. In a less optimistic

reading of perceived injustice, Ching Kwan Lee (Chapter 14) concludes that
it is inequity, not inequality, that fuels discontent. While aware of the large

gap in incomes, her Beijng respondents were most concerned about the im­
moral ways in which certain groups of people have gained their new wealth
and how the new postsocialist order has created new inequalities in access to
medical care and education. Also of note is that across the income spectrum

Lee's respondents looked for redress from the state, not from horizontal soli­

darities forged in the market or voluntary associations. Certainly the contin­
ued control of the Communist Party over public media and its opposition to

any alternatives to party-controlled organizations reduce the opportunities
for formation of oppositional class-consciousness. But Lee's results suggest

that many citizens also continue to accept a world in which they first turn

to the party-state for redress.
Contemporary patterns of poverty and wealth have their roots in China's

socialist period. But viewed in longer historical perspective, the rapid eco­

nomic expansion since 1978 represents only one brief interlude in China's

long history. Furthermore, as we are reminded by R. Bin Wong's sweeping
review of China's experiences since the eighteenth century (Chapter 15),
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there are intriguing parallels with a more distant past that further temper

expectations of convergence toward a more generic twenty-first century

postsocialist society. Intense commercialization, global trade, rural-urban
economic integration, and a unified economic and political elite are not

unique to the contemporary period; these elements also characterized the

Chinese political economy during the late imperial era. Relevant to under­

standing dynamics of class formation and class closure in those centuries
was the absence in China of the sharp class divisions that had emerged dur­

ing the commercialization of English agriculture as well as the absence of
clear social differentiation between those who worked the land and those

who worked in rural industry. Thus, in contrast to the English case that was

so central to the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Western theories of

class formation, Chinese society revolved around a family economy in which
craftwork remained in households that simultaneously engaged in farming.

At the same time few legal-institutional barriers stood between people of

different economic or social positions, and traditional Chinese elites were

also more integrated with nonelites than elites in either northern European

societies or Tokugawa Japan. In addition, officials in premodern China ac­

tively promoted agriculture in poor areas of the empire and systematically

regulated migration to balance regional disparities and alleviate absolute
poverty (Wong, Chapter 15 in this volume). Thus, the patterns we see today

of support for the state as an investor and as a redistributor, tolerance of

inequality in the face of opportunities for upward mobility, and strategies
of advancement built around enduring groups of networked kin may be as

rooted in China's long history as in thirty years of socialism or current eco­

nomic and political configurations of communist capitalism.

China's postsocialist economic growth has drastically altered the world­

wide mapping of wealth, poverty, and inequality. At the same time, the so­

cial and political processes shaping and defining the dynamic redistribution

provide fertile ground for us to rethink the theoretical approaches to the

study of poverty and weafth. The earlier wave of research in postsocialist
societies focused overwhelmingly on determinants of income inequalities

and revolved around the question of what types of individual characteristics

were rewarded more during the transition to markets than under the social­

ist redistributive regime (Bian and Logan 1996; Gerber and Hout 1998; Nee

1989, 1991, 1996; Nee and Cao 1999; Rona-Tas 1994; Wu 2002; Zhou
2000a). In contrast, in explaining the emerging trends of poverty and wealth

in China, authors in this volume go beyond questions about income inequal­

ity and debates over market transition. They focus instead on multiple out­

comes, multiple actors, and the complex processes embedded in the larger
institutional context. Inequality is generated as individuals arrive at a par­

ticular social position within a preexisting structure and then evolve as they

progress across the life course within changing social and economic institu­
tions. Such structures are products of historically and culturally defined pro­

cesses created by contemporaneous political, economic, and social forces. It
is such historical and structural forces that make inequality durable.




