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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Social Stratification:
The Legacy of the Late Imperial Past

R. Bin Wong

Changes in social stratification remain one of the most useful arenas in
which to search for indicators of larger patterns of social change as eco-
nomic developments of one kind or another occur. In the 1950s and 1960s,
scholars approached social stratification within a larger set of understand-
ings about modernization. Agrarian social systems composed of lords and
peasants typical of sedentary societies were increasingly displaced in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries by urban-based social systems at the top
of which sat industrial and professional elites and beneath whom were the
working classes. Social structures became increasingly complex. Economic
differentiation meant additional occupations; social changes included the
development of new forms of popular culture and the transformation of
elite cultures, which created new markers of social status. Politically, the
formation of modern states created new positions of authority. Power was
expressed through new kinds of economic, social, and political capacities.

As the simple and confident explanations of large-scale historical change
have fallen on hard times, analysts have often continued with their empiri-
cal studies without larger claims about what the phenomena represent in
terms of broader patterns of change. Alternatively the broader patterns of
change become so general as to encompass all manner of variations within
them without necessarily having any account for the sources of variation
among diverse cases. This volume has introduced new data and analyses
to the study of shifting patterns of social stratification in China amidst the
rapid economic development of the past quarter century. Many particular
findings resemble elements of change found for other parts of the world,
vet the overall picture also contains features that reflect the history behind
contemporary China. )

This chapter briefly considers some of the broad features of social change
attending economic development in China over the past quarter century and
puts these into the historical perspective of Chinese political economy at
three historical moments beginning in the mid-eighteenth, mid-nineteenth,
and mid-twentieth centuries. China enjoyed a vibrant agrarian commercial
economy in the eighteenth century, which the state made considerable efforts
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to support and complement with policies designed to protect material pros-
hier areas and extend material prosperity

perity for poorer people in wealt
gions. Between the mid-nineteenth and

to populations living in peripheral re
mid—twentieth centuries, conpections to an expanding capitalist economy
or people in some parts of the em-

created new problems and possibilities f

pire, while those in other areas came to have fewer effective political or
regions within the empire. Foreign businessmen and
ader their own self-rule in a

es, Western economic and

economic ties to other
diplomats enjoyed protection and privileges u
growing number of treaty ports. From these bas
cultural influences spread across China, especially in major urban centers.
By the 1930s, there were increasing gaps between cities and countryside as
well as starker contrasts among regions. The People’s Republic established

2 unitary state ruling a unified country

in 1949 moved swiftly to achieve
in which economic development followed a Soviet-style industrialization
d with varied efforts tO organize and control the coun-

tryside. Central state [ministries planned the construction of heavy industry
and by the mid-1950s nationalized previously private, industrial consumer
industries. Redistribution of agricultural land in land reform campaigns was
followed in the 1950s by &ollectivization of agricultural production. Farm-
ouseholds were given work assignments by local authorities who re-

ing h
sponded to directives from higher levels of government.
The economic reforms Jaunched in the early 1980s typically are con-
ceived as a radical break with a planned economy in which close govern-
_based exchange and new hierarchies of

mental control gave way to market
nd power. If, however, we view economic and social changes
s of post-1949 conditions, but also

two centuries preceding the mid-
ns to sO-

strategy combine

wealth, status, 2
of the past 25 years not simply in term

with respect tO dynamics at work in the
cwentieth century, we can discern some broader and deeper patter

cial and economic changes that can inform our sense of future possibilities.

THE E1GHTEENTH-CENTURY POLITICAL
ECONOMY OF AGRARIAN EMPIRE

inese economy be-
produced for the
uch as grain and
merchant elite,
pers who ac-

sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, the Ch
came increasingly commercialized. Millions of peasants
market and many commodities, including daily necessities s
eled long distances. In additionto 2 small
there was @ substantial class of small-scale traders and shopkee
cumulated substantial capital. Commodification of land also was extensive,
but, as best as we canl judge based on early rwentieth-century data, only 2
fraction of land was controlled by large landlords; most households relied on

heir own fields or renting use-rights of relatively small parcels (Lavely
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and Wong 1992). In contrast to England, however, sharp class divisions did
not accompany commercialization of agrarian production in China. Instead,
the continuation of rural social relations in China amidst commercialization
was more similar to the experience of France and of German-speaking areas
on the continent (Aston and Philpin 1985). Justas in Europe, especially parts
of eastern and central Europe, China included areas untouched by markets
and specialized production for long-distance trade. But overall, commercial
economic expansion was as significant a phenomenon in eighteenth-century
China as it was In eighteenth-century Europe. For present purposes, a simple
awareness of these similarities helps us understand that the range of Chinese
experiences of economic growth in the preindustrial era were broadly com-
parable to those found in Europe.

Peasants in the richer parts of the Jate imperial empire often specialized
in crops and crafts for the market. The eighteenth-century agrarian economy
grew through a combination of intensified use of resources and the exten-
sion of agricultural production to Jands devastated by the mid-seventeenth
century dynastic transition or previously uncultivated. Long-distance mi-
grations of millions of people made possible some of the extension of culti-
vation across the empire, while improvements in agricultural technologies
raised levels of productivity on richer lands. Chinese and Japanese scholars
have led the way in documenting the expansion and transformation of agrar-
ian economic activities between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. The
best-studied examples are not surprisingly the best documented in original
sources; they concern the development of textile handicrafts and changes in
cropping in the lower Yangzi or Jiangnan region, around present-day Shang-
hai (Zheng 1989). Other commercially dynamic regions, such as the Pearl
River delta in Guangdong and coastal Fujian, have also received attention
(Marks 1998; Rawski 1972). In addition, poorer and more peripheral areas
experienced additional clearance of land and the production of commercial
crops. Southern Shaanxi, for example, first recovered from the fighting tak-
ing place with the fall of the Ming dynasty and establishment of the Qing
dynasty in the 1640s, and then extended hill land food cropping with corn
and sweet potatoes to help feed workers engaged in the timber trade, paper
making, and iron production (Wong 1997:19). In both richer areas with
considerable market town and city growth as well as poorer areas with lim-
:ted urban sites, rural inhabitants became increasingly connected to markets
and in the process often became linked to people and products in distant
parts of the empire and even overseas. In richer areas jike Jiangnan or the
Pearl River delta, people living in villages typically went to market towns
on a regular basis because physical distances were modest and the economic
and social reasons for going to a market town frequent, be these to arrange
a marriage, discuss a land transaction, or conduct some kind of commercial
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ers, therefore, were not fundamentally cut
towns and cities. In poorer areas where
a larger city, there were also fewer large
e urban-rural divide for common people
s in many parts of Europe in the same

pusiness. The lives of many villag
off from those of people living in
peasants might be less likely to go
arban centers. Asa consequence, th
was socially more muted than it wa

time period.
Within rural areas, late imperial Chinese economic growth seems rarely

produced the Kinds of social differentiation that took place in parts

to have
arkets that facilitated the commodi-

of Europe. The development of factor m
fication of land, labor, and capital did not lead to the kinds of class differ-

entiation that Marx famously found basic to the development of English
capitalism. For many years, Marxist-inspired historians, both in China and
beyond, looked hard for evidence that commercialization heightened social
differentiation. But there was little evidence of strong connectjons between
commercialization and increased social differentiation. Unlike villagers in

Europe, some of whom became rural proletarians before moving into cities

to work, Chinese households usually .combined craft and crop activities, and
ilities of village households to

market developments contributed to the ab
maintain, or even increase, their incomes despite rising populations. Similar
n of the rural textile and craft

©CONOMIIC PrOCEsses, in particular the expansio
ot generally lead to the European experience of a stratum
s labor and in rural indus-

before they moved to cities
nchored in agrarian, farm-
rentiation between people
land (Wong 1997:33-52).
ed, and thus they did not
andless were replenished

industries, did n
of rural proletarians, working both as landles

tries, who married and reproduced themselves
(Tilly 1984). In China, craft activities remained a
ing households, and there was little social diffe
working in rural industries and those working the
Moreover, landless laborers in China rarely marri
reproduce themselves. Rather the ranks of the 1
by those who had lost or sold their small holdings. The equal division of
s in every generation tended to reduce per capita land
holding over the generations, but individuals continued to rise and fall n
their fortunes beyond what happened through land partibility alone. The
hardworking and lucky accumulated land or began small businesses, while
the unfortunate and less diligent could lose land and even livelihood without
the general distribution of household types changing.!
During the late imperial era, China’s social and economic elite gained
status from education and passing civil service exaims, wealth from land
and commerce, and power from government positions and leadership roles
within local communities. They formed large and complex families that
had interests in land and commerce and maintained residences for extended
families simultaneously 10 villages and towns Ot cities. At the heart of the
elite reproduction were scholars who after passing the civil service exams

property among male
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tate bureaucracy for most of the millennium
g scholars often had gained wealth from
mbination of both. But in contrast to
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separate elites

staffed the world’s largest s
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rly modern Europe ot Toku

the societies of ea
s had far fewer institution

imperial Chinese elite
distinguished among urba
whom had their own distinct in
their power and authority. Japanese
the same kinds of power and authority ty
ies, but they were institutionally distinct from
tion of elites in European and Japanese societies was b
let alone complete, but compared to late imperial China,
ies had sharper breaks and more distinct concentrations of
than China, where there existed a social continuum for elites between town
cather than sharply distinct urban and rural elites.> When
ons of both elites and nonelites in eighteenth-century
social structures to those of societies in Europe
rally less complex form with fewer rigid and
ercial expansion and economic change
hese diverse social structures. The
th were contingent upon the
nese evidence is particu-
e set of conditions;

and countryside
we look at the conditi
China and compare their
and Japan, China has a structu
sharply defined divisions. Yet comm
unfolded in broadly similar ways across t
social changes generated by economic grow
character of social relations in each society. The Chi
larly difficult to assess because it ranges over such a divers
it is at times problematic and occasionally even foolish to compare social
¢ conditions in China with those in any European country since
are so fundamentally different.

Eighteenth-century Chinese officials were at
ences in €CONOMIC well-being as well as differences among rich and poor
Wong 1997:19-27). Complicating their assessments

e the possibilities of stark differences
¢ of a larger poor region in which
of; in such conditions, offi-
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ecure at least their subsistence
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ally solvent society was che basis for social stability and

achieve these goals, eighteenth-century officials developed a range of poli-
cies to promote agrarian production in pOOIer areas, including promoting
migration of people and the movement of technologies and resources from
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ddition, officials intervened in both richer

richer areas to the peripheries. In a
and poorer areas when famine conditions chreatened to cause social disrup-
r than economic Cores, but the move-

tions. Peripheral areas remained poore
as allowed for extensive eCONOMIC

ments of people and resources to these are
expansion. These developments complemented economic growth in more
ated by division of labor and specialization for market

prosperous areas cre
thout these changes in peripheral areas, the prospet-

production. Indeed, w1
ity of core areas would likely have been more limited as larger populations

would have remained to put pressure on resources.

The eighteenth-century political economy of Chines
supported commercial growth that was the key to levels of material prosper-
ity equal to or even exceeding those achieved over similarly large territories

Since scholars of Europe typically focus on very limited parts
t early modern economic growth,

ries within Europe. When these
d scholars are able to assemble

e agrarian empire

in Europe.
of northwestern Europe when looking a

they largely ignore the far poorer periphe

are brought into our comparative picture an
reasonable estimates of productivity and standards of living for both them

and Chinese peripheries, we'll likely confirm that both China and Europe
had similar ranges of economic productivity and standards of living before
the Industrial Revolution. For present purposes, It especially matters that
China lacked the kinds of institutionalized social stratification found across
Europe before the nineteenth century at the same time as it was able through
a largely different mix of institutional devices to create widespread com-
mercial expansion.

During the nineteenth century, industrial societies were created 1n sev-
eral European countries and by the turn of the twentieth century they were
also established in North America and in Fast Asia, most visibly in Japan
but not in China. In the nineteenth century some of the Chinese areas that
had become more densely settled in the eighteenth century exhausted thelr

urce bases or became sites of more fierce competition over scarce land.
t the kinds of resource transfers it made dur-
ing the eighteenth century t0 promote material security. The disruption of

y rebellions and uprisings that affected most all of the empire was,
The strength of different eighteenth-

| integration were seriously weak-
nd separate regional economies,

reso
The state proved unable to affec

midcentur
in fact, quelled but at very high costs.
century forms of economic and politica

ened over the nineteenth century. Distinct a
which were politically and economically less integrated, took shape (Wong
2004:27-32). The political integration of the empire thus became more vul-
nerable to social and economic changes that tended to enhance separation
and differences among various regions of the empire.

A few eighteenth-century towns and cities grew due to their positions as
trade entrepots. Many continued to prosper during much of the nineteenth
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century, their growth usually enhanced by trade opportunities with the West.
Though Western influences are often assumed crucial, economic dynamism
predated the nineteenth-century opening of China by Europeans. Moreover,
as William Rowe has argued at length based on the Yangzi River port of
Hankow, nineteenth-century Chinese cities developed organizational capac-
ities for rule and public order prior to and independently of Western influ-
ences. Merchants thus were important not only economically but for their
social and political leadership (Rowe 1984, 1989). '"

At the same time as merchants increased their economic and social
importance in larger towns and cities, and at least some peasants in the
hinterlands of these cities were prospering in the nineteenth century, there
were many people in more peripheral areas who were doing far less well.
Indeed, it seems very likely that some of them were doing less well than the
previous two or three generations of people in the same areas. Exhaustion
of resources, declines of trade, and mounting subsistence uncertainties pro-
duced increasing threats of Malthusian crises. Famines attacked many parts
of north China in the mid-1870s. Far more widespread than famines in
the eighteenth century, late nineteenth-century agrarian difficulties reflect a
combination of ecological crisis and economic uncertainties. Absolute pov-
erty may well have become more common in the late nineteenth century at
the same time as peasants in other regions were doing better than people
of earlier generations. The more prosperous parts of the empire became in-
creasingly connected to international markets and prosperity spread among
both new commercial elites and farming households producing for new mar-
kets. Even without industrialization, some late nineteenth-century Chinese
appear to be doing better economically because of international trade.

The collapse of the dynasty in 1911 ushered in nearly four decades of
political uncertainty marked by widespread conflict and violence—ranging
from banditry and small-scale protests within cities and across the country-
side to large-scale fighting among warlord armies in the 1920s, by Chinese
armies against Japanese invaders after 1937, and between Communist and
Nationalist armies between 1945 and 1949. Amidst the political turmoil of
the first half of the twentieth century, the social and economic separation
between poor peripheral parts of the former empire and the richer urban
cores became reinforced politically by the absence of effective rule spanning
the many regions of the country. )

Many peasants in the interior countryside were subject to growing eco-
nomic uncertainties. These peaked in the early 1930s with the Great Depres-
sion for those who had previously benefited from their connections to world-
wide markets; others more isolated from international markets often faced

grinding poverty that led to crisis quite separately from global trade. Eco-
nomic uncertainties in some rural areas combined with structural poverty in
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others made for difficult conditions over much of the Chinese countryside in

the 1930s, conditions only exacerbated by the Japanese invasion after 1937.
Some of those who could escape left the countryside for cities.

Cities became home:in the 1920s and 1930s to growing numbers of poor

obs in service industries of peddling goods.

people, some of whom found j
But a handful of cities also housed the new commercial and industrial elites,
ascent working and professional

as well as a kind of professional class. N
classes emerged amidst the presence of foreign clites. Urbanization and indus-
onsumption similar to and
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ose found elsewhere in the world. New kinds of voluntary
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come to power, one of two possibilities might have obtained. Both coun-

terfactuals start with the assumption that urban development would have

continued. They differ in their projected endpoints. One would lead to the

eventual demise of rural society, which is the hallmark of social stratifica-

modern societies. The other would posit a society bifurcated
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while considerable resources were mobilized by the government to form the
capital needed for state-led industrialization.
More significant for our common purpose of examining changing forms
of social stratification was the radical simplification of social life imposed
on both urban and rural China during the 1950s and 1960s. A party elite
spanned cities and villages to the exclusion of any other kind of elite. Even
more than the late imperial Confucian elite, the Communist party state elite
actively subordinated other potential economic and social sources of elite
formation to their ideology and institutions. Cities were stripped of virtu-
ally all forms of social associations and political groups; those left were
put under various kinds of state control and surveillance. Rural China was
deprived of the market connections that created broadly horizontal links
spanning economic and social purposes. These changes hardly represented a
return to pre-twentieth-century forms of urban and rural social life. Native
place and kinship ties were rarely visible socially or economically.

The state controlled society through a process of aggressive simplifica-
al indeed than the kinds of state simplification James Scott
has suggested in his Seeing Like a State to be a general trait of high mod-
ernist projects of twentieth-century states. Whether considered from the
yantage point of classes in which the interests of different large sections of

om the perspective of “civil society” or-

society compete with each other or fr
ganized in numerous voluntary associations—each able to pursue competing
gendas——industrialized or

or complementary economic, social, or political a
industrializing societies typically have structures that promote some degree
of social autonomy from government intervention. Post-1949 China lacked
both the social stratification of a capitalist society and the organizational
nuclei of a strong civil society. Instead, status distinctions were labels de-
fined politically. Those attached to one’s “class background” were difficult
to avoid. Individuals could, however, achieve those depending on zealous
participation in political life. Such labels were a feature of political cam-
paigns and movements through which the Chinese Communist party state
was able to mobilize large segments of society. Were society organized and
stratified according to the conventions more common among industrial and
industrializing societies, it may well have been more difficult for the party
state to achieve the kinds of political mobilizations they repeatedly made in
the 1950s and 1960s. Chinese society subject to radical social simplifica-
tion by the state, became, by the standards of other nonprimitive societies,
weakly stratified and underorganized.
Social simplification in the countryside began with land reform and pro-
gressed under collectivization. First, major differences in land-based wealth
were reduced dramatically by locale. Then, by the late 1950s, rural incomes
were largely determined by the value associated with different kinds of labor.

tion, more radic
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planned and therefore in some ways cumber-
some and inefficient, the social structure it promoted was far simpler than
what would have obtained under a market-based capitalist system. Similarly
in cities, the state achieved direct control over production in the second half
of the 1950s. The yast majority of the urban population were workers in
state-managed offices and factories. The urban elite, like the rural elite, de-
rived status, pOWer, and wealth from their party membership and roles they

played through their party positions and connections.

Eighteenth-century cural stratification had been fl
dlord families but far more places were stratified

and poor peasants. After 1949, there were no
sehold wealth. Moreover, the main factors
that promoted social mobility two centuries before—partible inheritance,
which reduced average landholding over generations, and market opportu-
nities, which raised incomes for some households—were absent after 1949.
es at least, post-1949 rural Chinese society was socially stable in
niscent of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Western images
n in Asian societies than the realities of eighteenth-century

While socialist agriculture was

uid. Some locales had

one or two dominant lan
more gradually between rich
major differences in rural hou

In some sens
Wways more remi
of rural stagnatio

agrarian life.

Urban social structures were more sharply different. Those of the eigh-
teenth century were dominated by associational forms developed within so-
ciety and with which officials attempted to gain some effective relationship.
Much of the social orderavithin Chinese cities depended on the people them-

nd supporting role, in contrast to the

selves; officials played a secondary a
dominant role that officials enjoyed in the three decades after 1949. Amidst
ced a Confucian elite at the top

these changes, a Communist elite has repla
of society. Absent in eighteenth-century Chinese society were the sharp cor-
ary, and clerical elites that

mong urban, aristocratic, milit
could be found across much of Burope and in Japan. A Confucian-centered
Chinese elite pursued wealth, power, and scholarship without the social dif-
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people in small-scale industries.
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pand village enterprises 1n the 1980s and 1990s
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ome social differentiation more similar to stratifica-

tion possibilities under the market conditions of carlier centuries than the
preceding socialist reforms.

largely nonmarket conditions of the 30 years

But local party jeaders have often continued to enjoy advantages owing to
their political connections, which have allowed them to prosper in ways that
have sometimes found illegitimate. The most egregious cases

some people
have been identified as forms of corruption by the government and subject

o severe punishments.
When we leave the countryside specifically and look at elites across both
urban and rural societys Communist Party clites no longer enjoy a mMONop-
status, wealth, and power Before the 1980s party
wealth, and power. The limited
s, wealth, and powet provides
ossibilities for social strati-
er Vdeveloping societies Of
urces of status, wealth,

¢ multiplied. Wealth and power remain connected, but there
1 more varied ways.

are many different threads of each that can be woven i
Social status markers have become more diverse even as they are hardly
th and power. Education, which had been s0 important

divorced from weal
to the status of Confucian elites 1 late.imperial tImes, matters in new ways

situations with at least s

oly on most sources of
membership was the key conduit t0 status,
number of alternative discrete sources of statu
another indication of the relatively restricted P

ailable, at least when compared to oth

fication av
advanced industrial ones. In the reform era, the so

and power hav

today.
Confucian elites ha

archy even if merchants W
Merchants often wanted Co
hoped some family members
was crucial to being a member

tatus hier-

d been at the top of the late imperial s
powerful.

ere wealthier and officials were more
afucian educations for their sons and certainly
might become officials. Confucian education
of either the intellectual or political elites.

Distinct from, but related to, both the changing economic and political elites
of the country aré the new knowledge elites whose status and wealth depend
on their familiarity with science and technology. Within the new knowledge
ose technical skills are used directly in production as well
es are in finance Of business organization. The latter
late to broader forms of social science knowledge
a and thus bring us to issues of how intellectuals as
e social structure.

hich education matters t0
similar

clites are people wh
as those whose abiliti
forms of knowledge 1€
practiced within academi
a diverse elite figure into contemporary Chines
There are at least three different ways in W
social stratification in China. First, there are the human capital issu€s
to those in other industrializing Of industrialized societies; levels of educa
tion affect the kinds of jobs and therefore the kinds of income people €2
have. Second, education matters for both general reasons and those more
elite positions become more diverse

particular to the Chinese situation. As
o wmie development, the sources of status become mote varied;
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chnocratic and critical elites with evolv-
ns to political elites. Third, education of different kinds also cre-
ular kinds that can be distinct from those of mass market
particular kinds of social tastes also form their
tinction comes to mind as a relevant

ates tastes of partic
consumerism. People with
own networks; Pierre Bourdieu’s Dis

comparative point of departure.
All societies combine different kinds of mechanisms and processes to

create social strata and cconomic hierarchies. The relative importance of
the economist’s “human capital” and the sociologist’s or political scientist’s
«social capital” does, however, vary among societies. One can consider the
| networks that cut across and through bureaucrati-
ical space to have been especially crucial
given the radical social simplifications of the bureaucratic socialist era. But
g social capital can also be built in other situations. If one
tion in the United States today, the features distin-
1 from that available at other first-tier re-
 arts colleges are less likely to be
uman capital and more

importance of informa
cally organized social and polit

networks utilizin
thinks of the role of educa
guishing an Ivy League educatio
search universities and distinguished libera
the substantive content that can be translated into h
likely to be the social relations and networks available through the contacts
only available at, or at least largely restricted to, the Ivy League. At the same
time as we look in the fiture at how human and social capital both develop
and affect Chinese social stratification, we should also be mindful of the
persistence of old networks beyond those within occupations. Consider, for
instance, the persistent role of native place ties to explain employment on the
ps working the Yangzi River; whether maid, cook, cabin boy,
em to be tied through their Chongging connections.
of Arthur Stinchcombe’s classic observations
ucture, namely that an organization
e of the era in which it was

passenger shi
or ship’s officer, all se
This is perhaps a variation
about social organization and social str
takes on features reflecting the social structur
formed (Stinchcombe 1965).
There are two final aspects
and remind us of how China’s future will

and through its connections with the larger wor
ent kinds of social space. One co
rban centers out of what were previously

s migration to larger metropolitan

of social stratification that deserve attention
grow simultaneously out of its past
1d. Both affirm the impor-

tance of analyzing differ ncerns the continu-

ing creation of new small-scale u

rural social settings. The second involve
areas. The urbanizing social structures of areas that were formerly agrar-

{an is a process distinct from the formation of ever-larger metropolises, but
how much these processes will subsequently share and how closely they will
ultimately be connected remains to be seen.
Looking more closely at social settings in th
parts of China, only some are becoming more urban,

e countryside in different
usually when they are
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already close to larger cities. What will characterize the larger range of pos-
sibilities that includes rural areas farther away from existing urban centers?
Much of what are today poor peripheries were settled in the Qing dynasty
and the political economy of that era created the material possibilities of
these regions. As 1 previously mentioned, the state today faces a far greatet

challenge in transferring technologies to these areas than the Qing state con-

fronted. How will social stratification change in these less-developed areas
as the state continues to promote a variety of development policies for the
so-called western region? In particular, how will urban-rural social relations
evolve across the country and how will we analyze these as basic features
of changing social stratification? Since standard models posit a shift from
cural to urban as basic to modern society, the persistence of a rural sector
that is itself modern can expand the framing of social stratification issues in
the developing world. The intense concern that policy makers are currently
spending on urban-rural relations suggests that China will not necessarily be
transformed into a largely urban society at any point in the near future (Qiu
2006; Fang 2007). At the same time our understanding of contermnporary
Chinese social stratification and economic change promises to illuminate
more general 1Ssues, it will benefit from being anchored in an understand-
ing of earlier forms of political economy and social stratification, especially
those regarding urban-rural relations across the spatial scale of the former
Qing empire. The chapters of this yolume offer some useful signposts for
marking the paths of social change taking place in contemporary China.
The socialist upheavals of three decades have now been followed by three
more remarkable and very different decades of social change. What will we
be writing about Chinese society 30 years from now?
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