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Introduction: Social Stratification in

the Market Transition in China
B By Li Peilin

Analysis of the interest pattern in a society has always
been the key basis on which the policies are made by the go-
vernments and the ruling parties at the modern time. Since
1978 .when the new policy of Reform .and Open-Door was inau-
gurated in China, the Chinese economy has begun its taking-
off. Aecompanying the economic boom, a rapid transition of
the sqocial,structure is speedy, which is paralleled by the notable
changes in industrial structure, employment structure, urban-
rural structure and social stratum structure.

The transition from a planned to market economy has en-
abled market mechanism to be a decisive factor affecting the en-
tire economic life of the Chinese people. According to a general
study, 90 percent or more of the prices of commedities and la-

borers are now regulated by market mechanism.
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Nevertheless, an equally rapid change has been seen in in-
terest differentiation of the society, which is characterized by
an widening income disparity between people in different units,
different trades, different regions, the enterprises of different
ownerships as well as between rural and urban areas. In the
meantime, the disparity between labor income and capital profit
is also broadening.

Despite the fact that a general improvement of people’s
living standard has been achieved, the income and capital of
certain groups have risen very rapidly while the others’ eco-
nomic status are relatively descending. This change has galva-
nized a rush for efficiency and profit on the one hand, and re-
sulted in problems in social order and value system on the oth-
er, which caused certain suspicions and dissatisfaction from var-
ious social strata with the current situation as well as the state
of their own. Rampant corruption and various illegal economic
" behaviors in chasing wealth are, to certain extent, adding to
the collapse of the public’s belief in justice and their support for
the Reform. \\‘ : _ ‘

The reform of economic system and social development in
China has enterd;qd into a new period. The first stage of the Re-
form, during wliich decentralization of power and redistribution
of interests were adopted by the government in order to let the
majority of the public benefit from the reform, is drawing to a
close. S
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Movement of the reform has slowed down as the rigid part
of the old interest pattern is showing itself to be a drag on the
progress. It is clear that all the social reforms would take place
at a tremendous cost since it has to be against the interests of
some old social groups.

What makes the situation now even more complicated is
that the structural contradiction which has existed for a long
time and the system conflict broken out in recent years are get-
ting entangled with each other during the new period. Even
worse, the government is short of financial power necessary for
compensating those who suffer most from the change. Social
stability is thus genuinely in crisis.

It is under this circumstance:that an interest analysis of
different social classes and strata is appearing to be extremely
important. It has a significant bearing not only on how social
relatiqns will be adjusted and how the interest conflicts between
different social groups will be dealt with, but also on how to
work out a reform blueprint which will benefit the majority of
the public, and how to foster a fair-minded social value during
the new period.

Actually, smooth implementation of a reform plan is not
merely detgr‘minéd by whether or not the plan is perfect in the-
ory. It usually depends mainly upon to -what extent it can be
accepted by the majority of the public. Despite the fact that the
majority-supported plan may not be the perfect and most eco-
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nomic one, it is obvious that the interest conformity will pro-
vide a foundation on which all the reform plans will be opera-
ble.

This book is mainly devoted to an analysis of the interest
relations between different social classes and different strata in
contemporary China. In order to mirror the sociological study
of sqcial classes Rowadays in China, a number of celebrated
scholars from universities, research institutes and government
departments are involved in the work while the research fellows
from the Institute of Sociology, Chinese Academy of Social Sci-
ences form its main bodies.

Consisted of one general report and 12 reports, the book
was written on the assumption that conflicts of interests as well
as their settlements will determine how the reform will deve-
lbp. What made the book special is that all the reports were
based on empirical study or survey. Since the study of interest
conflicts and their solutions is a starting work in China, it is
not required for authors of the reports to share one standard or
view in common and, accordingly, arguments based on their
own data and views are welcomed. Therefore, each paper in
the book represents its author’s point of view. As the chief edi-
tor, I am fully responsible for the book as a whole..

The surveys through questionnaire based on -which these

_reports were written include: the sampling survey on the Chi-

nese working class jointly conducted by the Secretariat of the
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Party’s Central Committee and All-China Federation of Trade
Unions in 1982, the sampling surveys on the condition of Chi-
nese workers conducted by the Institute of Workers’ Movement
under the All-China Federation of Trade Unions in 1986, 1991
and 1992, the annual survey of 300 sampling villages conducted
by the Agriculture Ministry, the annual sampling survey on ur-
ban and rural households conducted by the State Statistics Bu-
reau, the national sampling survey on senior natural scientists
conducted by six institutes including that of Sociology, CASS,
organized, by. State Planning Commission in 1993, the national-
sampling survey on private enterprises jointly conducted by the
Institute of Sociology, CASS, and All-China Federation of In-
dustry and Commerce, the national sampling survey on private
enterprises conducted from November 1991 to February 1992
by State. Commission of System Reform and State Bureau of In-
dustry and Commerce, and the national sampling survey on the
income disparity of urban and rural residents conducted by the
Social Survey Center, People’ s University of China in 1994.
Condugting the, surveys-and analyzing the data were com-
plicated. tasks .4t the expenditure of /tremendous financial and
man power. Advanced technology were ai)plied in designing the \
questionnaire and processing data. Evertually, we invested a
great. amount of money and man power again in studying these.
materials. We .should, in any case, express our gratitude to

those institutes mentioned above for their high-quality work as
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well as the kindness for granting us to use these materials
which, no doubt, reduced the cost for producing the book to a
great extent.-

This book is embodied painstaking works gnd precious
studies of all the authors. Without their sincere cooperation and
efficient work the publication of this book within one year is
impossible. As the chief-editor of the book I should express my
deep thanks to them and assume responsibility for any fault.

, The General Report listed the major factors which result in
great change in social stratification and interest differentiation
since the Reform and Open-Door Policy was adopted in 1978

— In policy making the government has abandoned the
previous prineiples to base everything on class struggle, to at-
tribute all the interest conflicts happening during the process of
social development to “class antagonism”, and stratify social
classes according to different ideclogical stands. It, instead,
has called for re-adjusting the interest pattern according to the
principle of material interest, putting forward that “some peo-
ple should be encouraged to become rich through labor first.”

~— The moderate process of reform throughout the 1980s
was guided by .the policy of decentralization of power an/d redis-
vtribuxion» of interests. As a result, a multi-polar interest pattern
has taken form which consists of various of comparatively inde-
pendent interest groups and different power holders.

— The situation of co-existence of various ownerships in
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/the economic development rather than the domination by state-
'and collective ownerships has given rise to some new social
classes and interest groups.

— The modification of China’s industrial structure has
provided an opportunity for over 100 million agricultural farm-
ers to become industri;l workers. As a result, the old manage-
ment system of urban residents based on permanent resident
certificates and units are being seriously challenged and watered
down. The emergence of the clear-cu;c professional and voca-
tional. division has brought about different interest groups with-
in the previous social classes. And the commonly-accepted value
in the past that social status was equal to income and prestige
has been shattered.

Based on a great amount of materials and data, the Gener-
al Report analyzes ten key issues about social stratification and
interest differentiation, which have been controversially dis-
cussed among, Chinese social scientists, These issues are;

1)Whether ar not has the poor-rich polarization appeared
in Chinese society? By employing Gini Coefficient analysis and
the Five-level Method, the report argues that the Chinese soci-
ety has not suffered from serious income disparity at present
time yet. The situation seems threatening just because the Re-
form was launched at the background of extreme equalitarian-
ism. Nevertheless, the current trend of income disparity i$ be-

coming out of rein because, in reality,  broadening of the dis-
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parity in property owning is at a much faster speed than that of
income disparity. Even worse, a considerable amount of capital
or income were acquirgd through illegal channels or corruption.
Consequently, the widening disparity has been expand_ed tobea
monster in people’s mind, threatening public’s tolerance.

2) Concerning the relations between income disparity and
economic growth, the author points out that while the Chihgse
economy has been keeping a high-speed growth during the past
16 years, the income disparity has been going against the in-
verse “U” shaped hypothesis as S. Kuznets stated: It, instead,
has followed 2 course of “U”shape. This indicates that during a
short period there is no certain connection between high-speed
economic growth and broadening of income disparity.- Never-
theless, ‘we cannot rule out the possibility that an interrelation
between the two factors exists during a comparatively long peri-
od despite that the interrelation may not be shown as a cause-
and-effect relations. It is expected that during an increasingly
long period in the coming years China will be experiencing a
transition from a low-income to a medium-low-income country.
Therefore, an enlarging income disparity during this period will
be in accordanice with the law of economic devélopmenit. What
should be in mind is, nevertheless, that the income disparity in
China is characterized by the disparity between trban and rural
residents and those between different regions, and the momen-

tum of these disparities’ broadening’ cannot be held during a




