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Chind s middle class has been devel oping rapidly over the past three
decades. If oneassumes tha there wasnoone or at least very few people,
who could be conddered middle classin 1978,there are now probably
around50 million people who can be consdered middle class. Although
the emergence of such agroupin three decadesisimpressive, given the
size of Chind s popuktion, it will bemany years until we can spesk of
China as amiddle-class sodety. In the meantime, despite indicationstha
themiddle class is more paticipaory than their economically less well off
neighbors, thereis noindication that themiddle class—much less the
wealthy—desires to chdlengethe political statusquo. Thefact tha many
more people self-identify themselves as middle class than can be
reasonably classified as such by sodological criteria seems to indicate that
large swaths of Chinese sodety identify with the aspirationsof themiddle
class. Among many fissiparoustendencdies in Ching, thisis onetrend that
seems to suggest sodal cohesion.

As anyonewho visits Chind s moden cities knows, thereis a growing middle class (as
well as awealthy class). But howbig isthis group and wha are theimplicationsof its
development? The answer to thefirst question, in particular, degpendson how onedefines
‘middle class,” andtha isnotas simple aquestionasit seems at first. ‘Middle class,” as
theterm isusudly used in China refers as much to sodological characteristics asit does
toincome. It is precisely because the middle class is thoughtof in sodological terms tha
it carriesaweightfar greater than its numbes would suggest. But before looking at who
makes up themiddle class, it is useful to look first at who makes up thewealthy, for mog
studies of Chind s middle class do notdistinguish carefully between the wealthy and the
middle classes.

Who Are the Rich?

In discussing the middle class in contemporary Ching, theblurriest lineis tha between
therich and the middle class (or uppe middle class). Y et withoutsome notion of the
wealthiest members of sodety, the conaept of a middle class makes little sense. Thefirst
thing onenotices aboutthe wealthiest members of Chinese sodiety istha ther sodal
backgroundshave changed dramatically over the past two decades. Those who became
wealthy in the early years of reform often came from distinctly non-€elite backgrounds—
workers, farmers, low-level enterprise managers, and even people released from labor
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camps—people who were sodally margind and therefore had lessto lose fromrisk
taking. Over the past decade or so, thewealthy come from much more €elite soda and
political backgrounds

In he study of Chind s wealthy, sodologist Li Chunling of the Chinese Academy
of Sodal Sciences (CASS) identifies five groupsas making up theeconorric elite. The
first groupcongsts of well over 100000people, origindly managers of state-owned or
collective enterprises, who became rich after thar enterprises were reformed (privatized),
but these people are usudly not counted as private entrepreneurs. Such people are
geneadly beter educated and better connected politically than the origind group of
entrepreneurs. Thesecondwas alarge group(Li does not give an estimate) of politically
well-connected people who “jumped into the sea’ of busnessin the mid-1990s Such
people used thar political connestionsto get rich. Thethird group mid- and high-level
manage's in multinaiond corporationsand technical personnd, are direct bendficiaries
of foreign investment and paticularly of effortsto cultivate a Chinese managerial class.
This group has expanded very rapidly; Li estimates its numbers at several hunded
thousnd. Thefourth groupis made of the many specialists and technical personné who
have goneinto busness. Li does not give an estimate of the size of this group but notes
tha ther numbers have been expanding rapidly and tha they have forced ther way into
thefrontranksof Chind s wealthiest in only afew years. Thelast groupisthosin charge
of powerful govenment ministries and large-scale, govenment-owned enterprises.
Agan, Li refrainsfrom estimating the numbers involved, but presumably thisis asmaller
but very powerful group of people.

The emergence of this new moneyed dlite has had a profoundimpact on Chinds
sodal structure. First, education has become more important in determining income. Li
argues tha even in theearly 1990son€ s return on education (tha is, the additiond
income garnered for each additiond year in school) was around4 percent, well bdow the
internationd standard of about7 percent (and 10-11 percent in Asia). But by thelate
1990s this situation had been completely reversed and returnson education were similar
to those in the United States and England (about 7 percent).

Even as education has become more important in determining income, so has the
use of power. AsLi notes, “Amongthe wealthy, acondgderable propottion have become
wealthy by directly or indirectly usng power.” The result of thistrend, Li argues, isthat
there will beever closer relationsbetween money and power in Chinese sodiety.? Perhaps
mog important, thereisagreat dedl of convagence in thesodal and educationd
characteristics of this group, and they are both the beneficiaries and suppoters of recent
econonic growth and marketization.

How Large Is China’s Middle Class?
Theseemingly straightforward question of the size of Chind s middle class turnsoutto be

difficult to answer, for theanswver dependsvery much on how oneddines the middle
class. It is possible to answer the question strictly in terms of income, butincome
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inequdity makes tha more difficult than it seemsat first. Depending onthe criteriaone
adopts, onemight overestimate the size of themiddle classin developed cities like
Beijing and Shangha while smultaneoudy notinduding the smaller and less well off
middle class of interior townsand cities. Induding interior townsand cities raises other
guestionsas well. Isbeng midde class smply a matter of income, or isit amatter of
education, profession, and perhgps consumption and style as well?

Oneeffort to look serioudy at thesize of themiddle class was undetaken by Li
Chunling. Using data on subjects between the ages of 16 and 70, collected in late 2001in
73 districts and counties, Li developed a sample population of 6,193 people. After
eiminaing tho till in school (because they had no income or profession), shehad a
sample of 5,860 In terms of profession, five occupaionswere “white collar”: party and
state officials (1.1 percent of her sample), enterprise managers (1.6 percent), private
entrepreneurs (1.0 percent), specialists and technical personné (4.2 percent), and office
workers (8.0 percent)—adding up to atotal of 15.9 percent of the sample popuktion.
Indugrial workers (132 percent), agricultural workers (432 percent), and the
unemployed (5.1 percent) were clearly not middle class. The group tha was difficult to
definewasthe 11.1 percent of the sample who were “individud indudria or commercial
workers,” some of whomwere white-collar and others blue-collar workers. Chinese
sodologists genegaly consder thisgroupto be*“traditiond middle class,” different from
contemporary white-collar workers. If onenevertheless indudes this groupin themiddle
class, then 27 percent of Li’s sample could beconsdered middle class.®

If onelooksat income rather than profession, Li calculates tha 24.6 percent of
Chind s popuktion (abovethe age of 16) should be congdered middle class. This would
indudeabout 60 percent of state and soda managers, 60 percent of managers, 90 percent
of private entrepreneurs, 40 percent of professiond and technical personné, 40 percent of
office workers, 60 percent of individud entrepreneurs, 10 percent of agricultural workers,
and 1 percent of the urban unamployed or semi-employed.

If onelooksat consumption habits, then those with at least six houshold
electronic goods(such astelevision, refrigerator, washing machine, telephone mobile
phone stereo system, DVD player, air conditionea, and microwave), then 35.1 percent of
households could be consdered middle class.

In contrast to these fairly modest figures, atotal of 46.8 percent of people
congdered themselves “middle class.” Specifically, the breakdown of answers was as
follows:

Self Identification of Social Standing

Upper Upper Middle Lower Lower No
Class Middle Middle Middle Class Unclear | Answer
1.3% 7.1% 384% 232% 208% 1.4% 7.8%

Source: Li Chunling,“Zhongguodangda zhongdan jieceng de goudhengji bili,” p. 8.
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Obvioudy, there are alot more people who think of themselves as middle class than there
are people whofit into tha group by whaever criteria. Another study based on survey
research donein thefirst hdf of 2004in five cities (Beijing, Shangha, Guangdong,
Wuhan, and Nanjing) foundtha 85 percent of thesample (N = 3038)identified
themselves as middle class.”

Thedistribution of respongs in this study was as follows:

Lower
Upper Class | Upper Middle | Middle Middle | Middle | Lower Class | Unclear | Total
0.6% 140% 431% 284% 9.9% 41% | 100%

Source: ZhouXiaohong,Zhongguo zhongchan jieceng diaocha, p. 48.

Thetwo surveys are not directly comparable because Li Chunling was induding the
countyside and small townswhereas Zhouexcluded them on thegroundsthat such
people could hardly enjoy amidde class lifestyle (an important pat of Zhou's definition
of middle class).

If onejudges thesize of Chind s middle class with theuse of asingle criterion
(occupaion, income, consumption, or self-identification), then Chinacan be said to have
asubgantial middle class. Close to onesixth of Chinese, some 1364 million people, are
middle class according to ther profession; abouta quater of the popuktion, or about211
million people, are middle classin terms of income; aboutonethird of the popdation, or
ove 300million people, are middle class according to thar consumption; and some
4016 million congder themselves middle class”

Given these rather robug figures, it comes as some surprise tha the number of
middle-class people shrinksvery rapidly if onecombines the different criteria Li
Chunling uses. For ingance, less than hdf of those who are d€fined as middle class if
only occupdion istaken into condderation have incomes tha also qudify them as middle
class. Using jud these two criteria shrinksthe size of the midd e class to about36 million.
If onecombines all four criteria, then themiddle class nearly disappears—only 4.1 of the
popuktion aged 16 to 70, or about3.5 million. If that figure seemstoo low, it
neverthdess undescores thefragility of China s middle class.’

By way of comparison, when Lu Xueyi and his collegues undetook their well-
known study of Chind s sodal structure in 2002,they conduded tha there were about80
millionin Chind s middle class.” Zhou Xiaohongargues that if thecriteria of receiving an
income above5,000yuan per month, being a college graduae, and having a middle-class
profession are adopted, then about 12 percent of the urban popuktion of Chinashould be
consdered middle class—tha would be about44 millionif onededudsthos unde 16
and over 702 These variousstudies suggest that if one meansby middle class havinga
modean, urban lifestyle and awhite collar occupaion, then China smiddle classis still
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quite small, certainly not over 50 million, or about6 percent of Chind s popuktion
(abovel6 and under 70 years of age).

Growing Status Consciousness

Thefact tha far more people identify themselves as middle class than can bereasonably
identified as such by any criteria standsin some contrast to an inareasing coNnTiouNess
of sodal statusin China. When Li Chunling did extensve interviewing in 1995-19960n
people’ s views of class standing, shefoundmog people were rather vagueaboutsuch
conacepts as “class’ (except for those who identified it with the class struggle of the
Maoist era) and not very interested. When shereturned to this topic in 1999-2000,she
foundtha perception of such topics had changed greatly, and roughly 80 percent of her
interviewees were quite clear aboutsuch conaepts as “middle class’ and “middle
stratum.” ® Shealso foundtha mogt people inginctively linked money and power,
refusng to say which camefirst. Asoneinterviewee said, “1f you have power, then you
have money; if you have money you can obtain the power to protect yourself. Thetwo
thingsare the same.”*° People were also able to give rather accurate descriptionsof
different sodal groupsin sodety, something they had not been able to dofive years
earlier. Li conduded tha “thisreveals tha differentiation between soda groupshas
aready become clear.”*

Aware of inareasing sodal differentiation, different people had different attitudes
toward it. Some felt that differencesin income were reasonable, inevitable, and should
continueto beinaeased, while others bdieved tha differencesin income were
reasonable butthat thedifferences in Chinawere too great and should bereduced. Still
others bdieved tha increasing income gapswere inevitable in a period of reform buttha
they would bereduced in thefuture, and, findly, others bdieved that increasingincome
gapswere unreasonable and should be changad. Perhapsinevitably it was those who had
bendited fromreform, particularly theyoung who bdieved tha income differentiation
was reasonable, while those with low incomes or who had been laid off foundincome
gapsto beunreasonable.

It isimportant to note that while mog people bdieved that differencesin income
are reasonable, they were unhgpy with the causes of inequdity. Mog people bdieved
tha those who have knowledgeor technical ability, or are highly capable, should earn
highe salaries, buttha it is unreasonable to use power to enrich onesalf.’> What is
surprising aboutpeople’ s feelingsaboutinequdity istha even thoughsuch inequdities
are gengaly smaller in govenment offices, resentments are often greater. People ingde
the system (tizhinei) see people in other departments beng pad more for the same sort of
work or see others who are less capable getting promoted, and they have strong
resentments. But those in the private sector, where income inequdity is greater, are less
resentful, seeing differences in income as driven by competition and the market
mechanism.*?
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Animportant condusontha Li Chunling derives from this research istha,
contrary to the expectation of many tha increasing income inequadities are creating
widespread discontent tha could spill over into sodal conflict, in fact mos people do not
resent inequdity itself, thoughthey are unhgpy aboutthe mechanismsthat lead to this
inequdity.*

Attitudes of the Middle Class

Much has been written aboutthepolitical attitudes of themiddle class, especially the
private entrepreneurs. Given thevery great presence of the party/state in Chinese sod ety
and the corresponding weakness of thelegd framework, China s midde class has
necessarily grown up in the shadow of—and, indeed, indde—the party/state. Rather than
emerging againg the state, theinterests of Chind s middle class have paralleled those of
thedtate; indeed, as Li Chunling’s research, cited above shows, the convergence of
interests between the state and the middle class has grown over theyears.

Neverthdess, themiddle class is more participaory and desirousof political
paticipaion than ther lesswell off counterparts. For indance, 23.9 percent of middle-
class respondents report paticipaingin oneor more soda groups(induding indugry
assodations), six and ahdf percentage points higher than those who are notmiddle class.
When asked “Wha do you think is the best form for public paticipaionin politics?’,
465 percent of midde-class respondents said “ direct participation” and anothe 19.5
percent said “by paticipaingin sodal groups” By comparison, 39.4 percent of non
middle-class respondents answvered “direct paticipaion” and 10.8 percent answered “ by
paticipaingin soda groups (which still seem like high numbesfor those who have
not madeit into themiddle class).™

This appaent desire for political participaionhasnot, or at least not yet, been
trandated into a demand for political change Indeed, when asked aboutthe greatest
shortcoming of pulic participaionin pditics, 428 percent of middle-class respondents
said, “participaion doesn’t matter” (bugi zuoyong), an even greater number than the 32.1
percent of nonrmiddle-class respondents. For ingance, onerespondent said, “it’s nottha
we are notwilling [to participate], but tha we have noinfluence.” Another though that
there was no need to paticipae: “The policies beng implemented by the state are
increasingly decided uponby intellectuds and specialists. Ther thinking and ours are
perhapsunintentiondly the same. They won't threaten our political postion, econonic
postion, or sodia postion. They won't have any [adverse] influence onus” *°

Wha is mog revealing in Zhou Xiaohong's daaistha those middle-class
respondats who are “insdethe system,” tha is, working for the state, are more
paticipaory than those who work outside the system. For ingance, when the question
aboutthebest form of political paticipaionis broken down, 43.2 percent of indders said
“direct paticipaion,” as compared to 379 percent of thos outside the system. Similarly,
greater numbers of indders than outsiders selected “increasing reporting channds and
strengthening supavision” for the best place to begin political reform (15.8 percent,
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compared to 4.2 percent).’” But even if the middle class seems more participaory than
the poorer sectors of sodety, thedesire for political participaionremainslow. When
asked to list a nunber of activities, induding developing oné s own career, consumption
activities, leisure activities, political participation, and family life, bothingdersand
outsiders listed political participaionlast.'®

Conclusion

Given therapid changesin Chinese sodety, knowing how to conaeptudize the notion of
“middle class’ and then estimating its size isinheently difficult. Judged strictly in terms
of income (and computing tha income in comparison to where an individud isliving),
then perhagpsa quater of China s popuktion, abou 214 million people, could be
congdered middle class. But strictly calculating incomes does not seem to capture the
meaning of midde class astheterm in generally used in Chinatoday. By ‘middle class
mog people seem to imply those who are college educated, urban, and have white-collar
jobs Intha case, Chind s middle class should be congdered much smaller, probably not
exceeding 50 million people. If this estimate is reasonably accurate, it will be many,
many years before we can speak of Chinaas a‘middle-class sodety.’

Thereis obvioudy an enomousdifference between thewealthy in Chinaand the
middle class, notto mention between themiddle class and others. Thewealthy are
genedly very well educated, politically well conrected, and play leading roles as
enterprise manage's, private entrepreneurs, technology develope's, and propeaty
developeas. By contrast, themiddle class leadsa more modest existence as office
manage's, lower-level cadres, technical personnd, and office workers. But togeher the
two groupsdominae econorric and sodal lifein China driving consumer tastes and
econorric trends

Despite increased consciousness of econonic differentiation in contemporary
China thefact tha 46 percent of the peoplein Li Chuniing’s sample and 85 percentin
Zhou Xiaohong's sample identified themselves as middle class suggests that a great
number of people identify themselves with the tastes and aspirationsof the middle class.
Althoughthere are desires for greater political participation, other gods, such as career
development and family life, are more important to mos people. This suggests tha the
middle classis having asodal and political impact far in excess of its nunbers and tha
its political impact isto increase the stability of thesystem. Thefact that the middle class
exhibits no sense of class congiousess or oppostion to the system (despite a desire for
greater participation) reinforces thisimpression.
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