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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 wealth. 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
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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.





