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Foreword

KENNETH G. LIEBERTHAL
Jobn L. Thornton China Center

China's development of a middle class is of potentially enormous con-
sequence for its domestic future, for the global economy, and even for
the world’s capacity to limit climate change. Yet the growing body of
work to date that studies this phenomenon and its implications has been
characterized, overall, by imprecise descriptions, little agreement on data,
and a great deal of speculation (based in no small part on analogies from
the West’s historical experience). Against this backdrop, this volume
provides the best basis to date for further work on this important subject.

Despite its phenomenal record of sustained GDP growth, the People’s
Republic of China’s domestic social and political evolution remains
uncertain. For China has, in tandem with its exceptional decades-long
surge in GDP growth, transitioned from a remarkably egalitarian society
to one of extraordinary inequalities in wealth. Given the state’s pervasive
role in the economy and the importance of connections to the state for
accumulating wealth, serious political repercussions may stem from this
combination of economic growth and inequality. China’s simultaneous
embrace of the information revolution has arguably further upped the
ante, for Chinese citizens now know, to an unprecedented degree, what
others are experiencing, liking, and disliking.

The emergence of a middle class, as well as the popularization of its
attitudes and consumption habits, may provide the bridge to a stable
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and prosperous future for the PRC. Clearly, a large number of Chinese
citizens have, since the early 1990s, acquired sufficient personal wealth
to turn them into the types of discretionary consumers—of housing,
appliances, vehicles, clothing, home-use products, information, and ser-
vices—that are the hallmarks of a middle class. But overall China still
ranks below 100 in a list of countries sorted by per capita GDP. It is
likely crucial for stability, therefore, that opportunities to join the middle
class continue to expand at a pace sufficient to enable those who are still
poor to feel they or their children have a realistic chance of becoming
middle-class citizens.

In brief, the middle class in China is still in many ways inchoate. It is
less than two decades old and consists of some who got there through
private entrepreneurship, others who joined via educational achievement
and jobs in foreign-invested enterprises, still others in the state system
itself (both officials and middle management in state-owned enterprises),
and increasingly also members of the intellectual and cultural backbone
of China’s educational, entertainment, and belles arts circles. These are
very different groups, with appropriately diverse sentiments.

It appears that many of the integuments of the middle class else-
where—extensive civil organizations, a particular social ethos, and
fundamental conservatism with respect to the value of the system
itself—are still not dominant features of the Chinese middle class.
Indeed, the way the emerging Chinese middle class shapes itself along
these several tangents will likely be very consequential for the evolution
of the overall system.

Systemic reforms since the Maoist era have permitted the develop-
ment of China’s middle class, but this increasingly important social
stratum may become a destabilizing element if the system does not con-
tinue to evolve with sufficient speed. There is already widespread anger
that rapid escalation in housing prices is creating obstacles to new entry
into the middle class and is barring people’s return to it when health
expenses or some other exigency adversely affects their fortunes. In
addition, many feel that the very wealthy are exempted from paying for
the state’s obligations, while the middle class faces increasing burdens
because it both has resources and is not powerful or unified enough to
defend its interests.

China’s middle-class lifestyle is also still not fully formed. Until
recently middle-class aspirations were quite clear: American living stan-
dards—including high-quality housing, one or more family cars, good
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clothing, travel opportunities, and relatively conspicuous consumption
overall—provided the gold standard of what it means to be middle class
and modern. Because of the global financial crisis and, increasingly,
the reality of climate change, these views may change if given sufficient
guidance by China’s government and propaganda apparatus. The simple
truth is that the world cannot sustain a large Chinese middle class that
continues to strive for American levels of consumption (especially of fos-
sil fuels). The sensibilities and social ethos of China’s middle class will
thus potentially have profound global repercussions.

Indeed, sociopolitical stability in China and the country’s greenhouse
gas emissions will have enormous impacts on Asia and globally. To an
extent not widely acknowledged in the Western media, China’s emerg-
ing middle class will shape the broad parameters of China’s future on
these issues. This volume cannot delineate precisely how China’s middle
class will develop: too many variables are in play, and too little empirical
information is available. With so many things changing so rapidly and
on such a large scale in China, it is not possible to model accurately their
dynamic interactions and likely consequences. But this volume succeeds
in examining the issues from every important angle—the conceptualiza-
tion of the middle class, data describing its characteristics and evolution,
questions about the implications for systemic change in China, and com-
parisons with developments elsewhere—and provides the best available
data on each of these approaches to the overall issue. Chapter authors,
moreover, represent each generation, from current graduate students to
senior scholars in the field. As such, this volume significantly advances
our ability to understand and research two of the biggest questions of
our time: How is China’s middle class evolving? And how will it interact
with the state to shape the future of China?

The right way to read this volume, therefore, is as a set of contem-
plations, each supported by both evidence and expertise, on the nature,
aspirations, and potential consequences of the emerging Chinese middle
class. Cheng Li, as editor, has not imposed a single analytical scheme
on the contributors but rather has sought to ensure consistent quality
while allowing the diversity of views and approaches of serious scholars
to show through and inform the reader. This is in the best tradition of
edited volumes in that it addresses a subject that warrants both the rich-
ness of the data relied upon and the uncertainties inherent in the topic.
As a whole, this volume provides a significant foundation for the ongo-
ing examination of the current and future middle class in China.
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