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Introduction: The Changing
Chinese Society

Li Peilin

The year 2009 marked the 60th anniversary of the establishment of the
People’s Republic of China. According to the Chinese Lunar Calendar,
60 years marks the beginning of a new cycle, or Samsara. Since being
established in 1949 — and especially since the reform and opening up
30 years ago — China has experienced the most drastic changes ever in
its 5,000-year history. During this time, China has transformed from an
agricultural society into an emerging, dynamic, and industrialized nation
and has undergone rapid urbanization. Chinese people’s standard of living
continues to rise and is taking rapid strides forward to a higher level of
comprehensive well-being. The population structure has had a historic
transformation with a low birth rate, low mortality rate, and low growth
rate. The average life expectancy has reached the level of many developed
countries, and China has changed from a poor and overpopulated nation
to great nation rich in human resources. Hundreds of millions of Chinese
people have been freed from poverty, which has made a significant contri-
bution to lowering global poverty levels. The social security system cover-
ing urban and rural residents is taking shape, which will greatly improve
the situation of Chinese farmers — a still large proportion of the Chinese
population.

China’s development over the past 60 years has indicated that the liveli-
hood of the people is the key point of economic and social construction;
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Li Peilin

development must always give priority to the livelihood of the people.
Having enough food and clothing is the first step in improving the liveli-
hood of the people. Only after basic needs are met can a higher level of
well-being be achieved. This “higher level of well-being” consists of
employment as the foundation, education as the main point, income
distribution as the source, social security as the support, and public safety
as the assurance.

I. Social Construction: Theory and Practices

At the beginning of the establishment of modern China, people’s liveli-
hood was in shambles after the chaos caused by numerous wars. Under
the leadership of the newly empowered Communist Party of China,
China recovered rapidly through developing production and manufactur-
ing, stabilizing prices, and improving the standard of living of the peo-
ple. Along with the stable growth of the economy, social projects were
also developed. Before the reform and opening up, the standard of living
was improved with steady and incremental steps and full employment
was realized. The social security system, compulsory education, and
medical care system were established and allowed for greater industriali-
zation. While social construction made great progress, China was also
experiencing hard times. The Cultural Revolution led to food and cloth-
ing shortages, and poverty was still a fundamental problem in China.
After the reform and opening up in 1978, the key emphasis in social
projects had been transferred from “the class struggle™ to economic
development, and along with swift economic growth, social construction
experienced unprecedented rapid development.

In China’s academic language of sociology, “social construction™ is not
anew concept. In the 1930s and 1940s, “social construction™ was an impor-
tant issue. At that time, no other person was as important as the sociologist
Sun Benwen (#)4< ) in initiating social construction. In 1933, he organ-
ized and served as chief editor for the magazine Social Construction. He
familiarized China with the concept of “social construction” and extended
the historical connotation of the word. In the past, while “socialist construc-
tion”, “modernization construction”, “national reconstruction”, and “eco-
nomic development” were common phrases heard in progressive circles,



