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Inequality and Social Stratification in Post-socialist China
Abstract
This essay reviews research on inequality and social stratification in China since the
mid-1990s. Going beyond the theoretical framework of the market transition debate,
research in the field has been much advanced by paying more attention to the roles of
the institutions of Chinese state socialism, such as the household registration (hukou)
and urban work unit (danwei) systems, and workers’ self-selective mobility.
Empirical studies have benefited from the systematic collection of well-designed and
high-quality survey data and from the application of advanced statistical methods.
Substantive analysis has been extended to new themes related to social class, gender,
ethnicity, education, wealth and housing. The essay concludes by seeking to identify
wider implications of empirical findings from China for comparative research on
inequality and social stratification and provides some suggestions on the future
direction of the field, including more efforts on theorization, comparative research,
concrete institutional changes, and specific regional contexts. Sociological research
on inequality should also be actively engaged in public policy discussion on relevant
issues.
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Introduction
The past four decades have witnessed burgeoning sociological research on China. The
accumulation of literature on the changing patterns of inequality and social mobility is
particularly impressive. When China studies were first reviewed in this journal
(Whyte, Vogel & Parish 1977) and in the 1980s (Walder 1989), little published work
was distinctively sociological in focus, and empirical studies of inequality and
stratification were too scanty to warrant a single review article. The subsequent
booming literature can be attributed partly to the sharply rising inequality in China
since the mid-1990s (Li et al. 2013, Li et al. 2017 chapter 2, WIL 2017, Xie & Zhou
2014), and partly to social scientists’ continuing and fundamental interest in how the
institutional transition from a redistributive economy to a market economy has reshaped the social stratification order, which has stimulated a heated and as yet
unresolved, debate (Bian & Logan 1996, Heyns 2005, Nee 1989, 1996, Rona-Tas
1994, Szelenyi & Kostello 1996, Walder 1996, Xie & Hannum 1996).
Two essays previously published in this journal are highly relevant to the themes
to be covered here. The first evaluated controversial findings in the market transition
debate, albeit not in the specific context of China, with an attempt to reconcile
competing theories (Nee & Mathews 1996). The second essay provided a more
comprehensive review of post-1980 research on class stratification, socioeconomic
inequalities and mobility in China, focusing on structural changes in the (early)
reform era with reference to the Maoist past (Bian 2002). Building upon this work , I
propose in this essay to provide a systematic review of theoretical perspectives
beyond the market transition debate and empirical analyses of Chinese inequality and
stratification—in particular, the research development since the 2000s, focusing on
the quantitative sociological research on the changing patterns of inequality in the
perspective of China’s institutional transition to a market economy.
The review is organized in three main sections: (1) new theories/perspectives; (2)
new data collections and analytical methods; and (3) new research themes. The essay
concludes by seeking to identify wider implications of empirical findings from China
for comparative research on inequality and social stratification and provides some
suggestions on the future direction of the field.
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Beyond the Market Transition Debate: New Theories and Perspectives
Early studies of inequality and stratification in reform-era China were centered
primarily on the market transition debate. Market transition theory proposed that the
emerging market economy would undermine the socialist redistributive economy,
leading to a decline in returns to political power and an increase in returns to human
capital and to private entrepreneurship (Cao & Nee 2000, Nee 1989, 1991, 1996, Nee
& Mathews 1996). Alternative explanations emphasized the persistence of the
redistributive power (Bian & Logan 1996) or the conversion of political power to
economic advantage (Rona-Tas 1994).
Controversies are rooted in how to interpret divergent empirical findings in the
antithetical framework of the market vs. the state. Scholars initially involved in the
debate mainly relied on confirmatory studies of income inequality, and particularly of
the influence of political power and returns to human capital, to infer changes in the
social stratification mechanisms. Subsequently, some scholars suggested that such a
dichotomous division might have been improperly drawn (Zhou 2000a, 2000b), citing
the evidence that the rise of the market was not necessarily accompanied by a decline
in the state’s influence. Following the unresolved debate, various new theories and
perspectives have been proposed to account for the post-socialist inequality in general
and Chinese stratification in particular, which can be summarized in the following
streams:
1. Macro-structural Revisionism
As inconsistent and contradictory findings accumulated, there were some signs of
compromise within the conceptual framework of redistribution vs. market. Even
market transition theorists acknowledged the persisting advantages of party members
and cadres in terms of income and occupational attainment (Nee 1991, 1996, Nee &
Cao 2002) and maintained that discontinuous changes were modest in scope, but they
argued that this was due mainly to partial reform and that the predicted events would
occur if a tipping point were to be reached (Nee & Cao 2002). On the other hand,
proponents of the power persistence thesis also revealed that income returns to
measures of both positional power and human capital not only increased in urban
China from 1988 to 1995 but also were significantly higher in cities where labor and
capital markets were better developed. However, there was no sign to show that
further expansion of the markets’ influence would lead to decline in the positional
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power (Bian & Zhang 2002). In a conceptual model of coevolution between politics
and the markets, Zhou (2000a) argued that state-initiated reforms and the emerging
markets were intrinsically interconnected—neither could be understood without a
complete and substantive understanding of the other. Both political and market factors
were found to contribute significantly to a household’s economic wellbeing (Jin &
Xie 2017). Continuity and discontinuity in Chinese stratification were generated
through different mechanisms of resource allocation that were combined and
interacting in complex patterns.
Moreover, China’s institutional transformation involved multifaceted processes,
of which marketization was only one. Changes in inequality may be driven by
economic growth and structural change, rather than by marketization. Walder (2002)
showed that income returns to cadres and entrepreneurs in rural China were
contingent on the relative importance of wages and entrepreneurship in the local
economy. In some regions where township and village-owned enterprises played an
important role, village cadres and their family members were able to maintain their
income advantages, and the growth of wage employment as an alternative source of
income may have reduced the relative economic advantages of private entrepreneurs.
Hence, the issue of who wins and who loses in the market transition was
complicated, largely contingent upon specific institutional arrangements between the
market and the state (Szelenyi & Kostello 1996, Walder 1996). Such specific
institutional arrangements evolved continuously, creating a changing structure of
opportunities. Those who were able to take advantage of the new opportunities would
be better off and become winners. Moreover, further marketization injected new value
into public property, which may also have generated opportunities for the incumbent
elite to convert their political privileges into economic advantages. This process,
however, was dependent upon the extent of the regime change and legal barriers,
which varied across countries and different reform stages (Walder 2003). In China,
the massive privatization in the late 1990s brought fundamental changes in firm
ownership and created a new elite class of private entrepreneurs, many of whom were
former cadres and former managers of state-owned enterprises (Kung & Lin 2007, Li
& Rozelle 2003, Walder 2011, Walder et. al 2013). To what extent they were able to
exploit such opportunities depended on how the privatization process was structured
and regulated locally (at provincial levels) (Xu & Wu 2018).
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In summary, the macro-level institutional transition from redistribution to a
market economy had no straightforward impact on advantages enjoyed by former
elites in post-socialist China. Scholars subsequently moved beyond the framework of
the market transition debate and paid more attention to the roles of concrete
institutions and intermediate processes in shaping inequality in China and called for
substantive institutional analysis (Zhou 2000a). The urban work units (danwei) and
the household registration system (hukou) thus have received special attention (Wu
2002, Wu & Treiman 2004).
2. Substantive Institutional Analysis: Hukou, Danwei, and Chinese Social
Stratification
Hukou and danwei were two institutions installed in the 1950s to facilitate the
redistribution of resources and life chances among Chinese citizens. The hukou
system required all Chinese households to be registered in the locale where they
resided and also categorized as either “agricultural” or “nonagricultural”
(synonymously “rural” or “urban”) status. The system divided China into two
societies (Chan 2009, Chan & Zhang 1999), with the majority of the population
confined in the countryside and entitled to few of the rights and benefits that the
socialist state conferred on urban residents, thus creating not only a spatial
stratification between the countryside and the cities, but also two unequal classes of
Chinese citizens (Solinger 1999, Wu & Treiman 2004). In urban areas, the danwei
had served as an intermediate agent linking individuals to the state and conferring
unequal socioeconomic status and life chances on workers in accordance with its
structural position in the redistributive hierarchy (Bian 1994, Walder 1992, Whyte &
Parish 1984). Studies have well documented individuals’ work unit (danwei)
attainments and associated socioeconomic benefits in urban China (Bian 1994, Lin &
Bian 1991).
Because the hukou and danwei were key institutions to the Chinese redistributive
economy, they shall be brought to the center of research on how the institutional
transition to a market economy affected changes in inequality. Economic reform since
the mid-1980s has transformed the role of danwei in urban social stratification. Stateowned enterprises were pushed to the market to compete, and their capacities in
generating extra revenues and rewarding their employee-members were further
differentiated, not always in line with their structural position in the redistributive
6

hierarchy (Naughton 1997, Xie & Wu 2008). In contrast to the predictions by market
transition theory, returns to education did not monotonically increase as work units
became more marketized, because bonuses, which constituted more part of
employees’ compensation in more marketized firms, were more equally distributed, at
least up to the early 1990s (Wu 2002, Xie & Hannum 1996).
Rapid privatization in the late 1990s had fundamentally restructured the danwei
system and created a more fluid labor market in urban China. Consequently, the
significance of work unit (danwei) sector/ownership (commonly grouped in four
categories as government/public institutions, state-owned enterprises, collectively
owned enterprises, and private enterprises) in social stratification seemed to decline
(Jansen & Wu 2012, Lin & Wu 2009). Xie and Wu (2008) revealed that, while a work
unit’s sector accounted for only a small fraction of the variance in workers’ earnings,
its financial situation (measured by profitability) remained the second largest
determinant of earnings after the region or city. Hence, work units remained relevant,
but their mechanism for creating inequality may have undergone a subtle
transformation as the channels of resource distribution among work units have been
altered (Wu 2002, Li 2015). Further analysis shows that inequality persists primarily
between government agencies/public institutions and enterprises. Even after taking
into account individuals’ selectivity, the organizational income premium (a structural
effect) could still be found (Wu 2013).
Compared to work units, hukou played a much more prominent role in social
stratification, even in the late reform period. After taking place of residence into
account, rural hukou origin was found to significantly decrease one’s educational
attainment and chance of joining the Communist Party (Wu & Treiman 2004, Wu
2011), and disparities in schooling and income between rural and urban hukou holders
continue to remain large even today (Hao et al. 2014, Liu 2005). Although hukou
status, assigned at birth, can be thought of as primarily an ascriptive attribute, some
limited channels are available for those of rural origins to obtain urban status, such as
receiving vocational/higher education, joining in the party or military service (Zhang
2015). Access to these resources, nevertheless, is constrained by family background,
including hukou origin (Wu & Treiman 2004). While converting one’s hukou status
from rural to urban is a central aspect of upward social mobility, the selective process
also shapes the pattern of intergenerational occupational mobility in Chinese society
(Wu & Treiman 2007). The weak association between parent’s and offspring’s
7

occupational status found among the urban population is due to the rural-urban divide
and the selectivity of rural-origin people in cities, rather than to the state egalitarian
policies (Blau & Ruan 1990, Lin & Bian 1991, Whyte & Parish 1984).
The economic reform has relaxed administrative control of rural-to-urban
migration via the hukou system, and the surging migration in the reform era has
brought more visible social boundaries into cities where the hukou system encounters
the danwei system. Many local city governments continue to employ hukou status as
the explicit basis for providing subsidies, welfare and public service, and to
discriminate against migrants without local hukou. Such “institutional discrimination”
is more severe in government/public institutions than in public enterprises. Intersectoral comparisons reveal that the role of the hukou in Chinese social stratification
may be eroding as the redistributive state gradually retreats to give way to competitive
labor markets. Indeed, rural migrant workers have been found to enjoy a slight
earnings advantage in the urban private sector (Wu & Song 2014, Zhang & Wu 2017).
In addition to the rural-urban hukou divide, the distinction between local hukou and
nonlocal hukou also plays an important role in determining workers’ entry into
different sectors, occupational attainment, and earnings (Li et. al. 2015). In the rapid
urbanization process, many villages have been directly incorporated into cities and
their residents have been granted urban hukou status. As the selectivity of urban
hukou status declines, its socioeconomic significance has changed accordingly. Today
an urban hukou premium is found primarily among those whose hukou was converted
based on merits (Wu & Zheng 2018).
3. The Opportunity-Mobility Perspective and Micro-level Sorting Process
Given an existing intellectual gap between the macro-level institutional transition and
earnings inequality among individuals, a new stream of literature moves a further step
towards a micro perspective, explicitly conceptualizing the process as to how
transitions alter opportunity structures in labor markets and how individuals respond
to changing opportunities by moving across different positions.
A notable example was workers’ mobility from the public (state and collectively
owned) sector to the private sector. From 1990 to 2016, the share of urban
employment in the public sector declined from 81.5 percent to 16.0 percent (National
Bureau of Statistics 2017, see also Li 2013). Workers entered the private sector
through two qualitatively different mechanisms—through layoffs that pushed them
8

into the market involuntarily or through self-selection that allowed them to voluntarily
‘‘jump” into the market sector (Lee 2000, Wu 2010a). These two groups of workers
were likely to possess different characteristics. Workers’ labor market performance
was contingent on when and how they entered the market. These who entered early on
experienced neither higher earnings nor higher returns to education than those who
remained in the state sector, although later entrants did experience an earnings
premium and higher returns to education (Wu & Xie 2003). More specifically, among
late entrants, only voluntary entrants enjoyed earnings advantages over those who
remained in the public sector, and the causal effect of a market entry on earnings was
negatively associated with the propensity for making such a transition (Wu 2010a,
Xie & Wu 2005).
To be certain, such differential sorting processes were contingent upon the
institutional transitions at the macro-level and interacting with the changing
opportunity structures in the labor markets. While self-employment provided a major
avenue of mobility for those who were deprived of socioeconomic opportunities
under state socialism, a dual opportunity structure gradually evolved in the urban
labor market, in which the private sector offered an alternative but increasingly
attractive career path for social mobility (Davis 1999). Consequently, data analysis
shows that both education and cadre status deterred people from entry into selfemployment in urban areas but not in rural areas. Over time, however, urban cadres
have become increasingly more likely to be self-employed, and only those who
became self-employed in urban China during the late reform period enjoyed higher
incomes than wage earners (Wu 2006).
The differential sorting processes of individual workers in the labor markets and
aggregated consequences have produced structural changes, reflected in the changing
compositions of the labor force and income inequality. Nearly half of the growth in
earnings inequality from 1996 to 2010 was due to increased returns to education; the
other half can be attributed to changes in the composition of the labor force,
specifically, shrinkage of the public sector and a surge in rural-to-urban migration
(WIL 2017, Zhou 2014).
New Data Collections, Research Designs and Methods
Early studies of Chinese inequality and stratification have mainly been based on
cross-sectional surveys at one site, in either rural or urban areas, rendering empirical
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results hardly comparable to assess their broad implications. Much of the
advancement in this research since 2000 has benefited from the increasing availability
of national representative household survey data and new research designs and
methods.
1. New Data Collections
“Life Histories and Social Change in Contemporary China” (LHSCC), completed in
1996, has been a milestone project in the development of social surveys in
contemporary China. Although survey data collected from multiple sites had
previously been employed in some research (e.g., Nee 1996, Xie & Hannum 1996,
Zhou 2000a), it was not until the LHSCC that the data from a national probability
sample survey of the general population became available, with a particular research
theme on social stratification. The survey is a multistage stratified national probability
sample of 6,090 adults aged 20-69 from all regions of China (except Tibet). Samples
from rural and urban areas were drawn separately, yielding 3,003 rural cases and
3,087 urban cases, which can be combined, with appropriate weights, to form a
national sample (see Treiman & Walder 1996). 1 The survey questionnaire solicited
extensive information on respondents’ life histories and the characteristics of family
members to provide a comprehensive database for the study of inequality and
mobility in Chinese society. The sampling designs, quality control, and
documentation were to the highest professional standards among surveys conducted in
China in the 1990s.
The Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS), launched in 2003 and modelled
after the US General Social Survey, is an annual or biennial cross-sectional survey of
a nationally-representative sample of the population from all provinces except for
Tibet, and the 2003 survey had an urban sample only. Similar to the LHSCC, the
CGSS has adopted multistage, random sampling stratified by region, rural and urban
populations, and by education. One person aged 18 or above is randomly selected
from each sampled household to serve as the survey’s respondent (Bian & Li 2012).
The sample size varies in each wave, ranging from roughly 6,000 to 12,000 cases in
different years. Although the CGSS projects are general and open in topic selection,
stratification and mobility are at the top of its list of scholarly themes. The CGSS data
See details at http://www.library.ucla.edu/social-science-data-archives/life-histories-socialchange-china
1
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for 2003 and 2008 contain detailed retrospective information about education and job
history, which scholars can analyze to address various issues related to educational
stratification and career mobility in both the pre-reform and reform eras. The
accumulated CGSS surveys since 2003 have provided a continuously-updated
national dataset for tracking long-term social changes. 2 The data can also be
compared with those from previous surveys (e.g., the LHSCC) to assess changing
inequality patterns during a critical period of China’s economic development and
privatization.
While repeated cross-sectional data are useful to research on macro-level social
changes over time, they are of limited use in addressing individual changes and
causality (Firebaugh 2008). The China Family Panel Studies (CFPS), launched in
2010, represents the burgeoning interest in collecting panel data in China. The CFPS
aims to collect comprehensive information on the community, family and individual
levels across multiple domains from a nearly nationally representative sample (25
provinces covering 94 percent of the national population). It uses multi-stage, implicit
stratification and a proportion-to-population-size sampling method with a rural–urban
integrated sampling frame, dividing provinces into six self-representative strata
(Shanghai, Liaoning, Henan, Gansu, and Guangdong, and rest). Extensive information
about sampled households and all individual household members was collected: the
baseline survey interviewed 33,600 adults and 8,990 children from 14,960 households,
who have been followed up biennially towards 2020 (Xie & Hu 2014). 3 The CFPS
provides researchers with high-quality and comprehensive data on inequality covering
multiple domains and across multiple levels. As more waves of panel data accumulate,
researchers can analyze the causal pathways on which individuals evolve over time as
they are affected by their family and community environments and their past
experience (e.g., Xie et al. 2015, Zhang et al. 2014).
In addition to the CGSS and CFPS, the Chinese Household Income Project
(known as the CHIP 1988, 1995, 2002, 2007 and 2013), to which a special sample of
migrant households was added in 2002 and afterwards, provides an important source
for both economists and sociologists tracking the dynamics of income distribution in
China (Griffin & Zhao 1993, Riskin et al. 2001, Gustafsson et al. 2008, Li et al.
2

See details at http://www.chinagss.org/.
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See details at http://www.isss.pku.edu.cn/cfps/EN/.
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2013). 4 Finally, there is useful data available from China’s population censuses. The
censuses of 2000 and 2010 included a long form questionnaire administered to 10
percent of all households. There was also a one-percent population sample survey in
2005 (known as “mini-census”), conducted between two censuses and collected
information on respondents’ work income, work unit sector, working hours, fringe
benefits, and employment status, as well as other demographics. These data are an
indispensable source of data for social scientists tracking large-scale social changes
and trends in socioeconomic inequality (e.g., Treiman 2013, Wu & He 2015).
2. Research Designs and Methods
Previous scholarship on Chinese society was largely tied to area studies, which
typically relied on poor-quality data and descriptive tools and thus occupied only a
marginal position in the discipline of sociology. Since the late 1980s, research in the
Chinese inequality field has become more disciplinarily bounded and theoretically
oriented, initially exemplified by work involved in the market transition debate. Such
a shift has been further consolidated by thoughtful research designs and rigorous
methodology in empirical analyses.
Take the operationalization of marketization as an example. A straightforward
approach is to use the passage of time and to attribute temporal changes to the effect
of marketization (e.g., Bian & Logan 1996, Nee 1989, Shu & Bian 2003, Hauser &
Xie 2005). However, the impact of marketization may be confounded with that of
other socioeconomic trends (e.g., economic growth) that may affect stratification in
different ways (He & Wu 2018a, Walder 2002). The second approach is to compare
patterns of inequality among different work unit sectors, particularly the state and
market sectors (Zhao & Zhou 2002), or sectors in finer classifications (e.g., Zhou
2000a, Wu 2002, Wu & Song 2014), to measure the monotonically increasing
exposure to the market influence. This approach, although easy to implement, may
overlook the fact that factors sorting workers into different sectors are endogenous to
marketization (Wu & Xie 2003). The third approach is to approximate the local extent
of marketization either by developing a typology of region (grouped by provinces)

Other institution-sponsored academic surveys relevant to the studies of inequality include the China
Labor Force Dynamics Survey (CLDS) at Sun Yat-sen University since 2012, focusing on employment
(http://css.sysu.edu.cn/Data), and the China Education Panel Survey (CEPS) at Renmin University of
China since 2013, focusing on school processes (http://www.chinaeducationpanelsurvey.org/).
4
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(Nee 1996) or by using specific regional or city statistics (e.g., Bian & Zhang 2002,
Cohen & Wang 2009, He & Wu 2017, Xie & Hannum 1996).
The designs above are made possible not only by the increasing availability of
survey data with large sample sizes, but also by the application of advanced statistical
methods. To demonstrate the source of earnings inequality related to specific
structural factors (e.g., occupation, employment sector), Brown’s decomposition
method (Brown et al. 1980) in econometrics has been applied to show that rural
migrants’ earnings disadvantages are largely attributable to occupational segregation
(between-occupation variation) based on workers’ hukou status, rather than to unequal
pay within the same occupations (or “wage discrimination”), and the segregation
effect is more prominent in the government/public institutions than in enterprises
(Zhang & Wu 2017); earnings inequality between Uyghurs and Han locals in Xinjiang
are mainly derived from within-sector differences, whereas disparities between Han
migrants and Han locals are mainly due to sectoral segregation (Wu & Song 2014).
Under certain circumstances, scholars sometimes may be interested in assessing
the relative importance of different factors in contributing to income inequality at a
specific time point or over time. Using a partial R2 as a measure, namely, the net
proportion of the variance explained by a determinant after the inclusion of all other
independent variables, studies show that city and danwei profitability were among the
two most important factors contributing to income inequality in urban China in 1999
(Xie & Wu 2008), and region and rural-urban residence type continued to be the two
major factors explaining nationwide income inequality in 2010, followed by
education (Xie & Zhou 2014). To decompose trends in income inequality with
repeated cross-sectional data, new methods are proposed to model group means and
variance simultaneously, and attribute overall income inequality to changes in
different sources (Jansen & Wu 2012, Zhou 2014).
To address contingent relationships and temporal changes throughout
individuals’ life courses, researchers have been able to apply event history analysis,
owing to the availability of retrospective life history data. The relative timing of
joining the Communist party and changing jobs allows researchers to test more
precisely to what extent party membership predicts career advancement, or whether
promotion tends to lead to joining the party (Walder et al. 2000). The relationship
between joining the party and receiving a college education can be analyzed using a
similar approach (Li & Walder 2001). Event history analysis can also be used to study
13

how the contingencies have varied across different historical periods, such as the rate
of hukou conversion among those of rural origins (Wu & Treiman 2004), cadres’
entry into self-employment over time in rural and urban China (Wu 2006), or job
shifts in different reform periods (Li 2013, Zhou et. al 1997).
Stratification research in the 1990s increasingly adopted multi-level analytic
designs and methods (Treiman & Ganzeboom 2000), and Chinese stratification
researchers have been keeping apace. Given the fact that uneven regional
development has been one of the most prominent features of China’s economy and
society, scholars often employ large-scale national data matched with regional
statistics and apply multi-level models to study how inequality patterns vary with
local contexts (Hauser & Xie 2005; He & Wu 2017, Xie & Hannum 1996).
Endogeneity is always a concern in social science research (Morgan & Winship
2014). Models for panel data are employed to take important but latent individual
attributes into account in examining changes in income determinants of theoretical
importance in urban China (Zhou 2000a). As multiple waves of household survey
data from projects like the CFPS have accumulated, models for panel data analysis are
used more often to address the inequality dynamics in China (e.g., Xie et al. 2015).
On the other hand, because panel data are not always available, other statistical
methods promising to assess causal effects with observational data have gained in
popularity. For instance, propensity score matching analysis allows researchers to
summarize all the differences between the treatment and control groups with
propensity scores estimated from binary logit models (Guo & Fraser 2009. It has been
applied to study inequality between workers in the public and private sectors (Wu
2010a, Xie & Wu 2005), among different types of work units (Wu 2013), between
migrants and local workers (Zhang & Wu 2017), and between those who have
converted their hukou from rural to urban through different mechanisms (Wu &
Zheng 2018). Although researchers have been increasingly aware of the causality
issue, sociologists’ applications of other advanced statistical models to address the
issue, such as the instrumental variable approach, difference-in-differences, and
Heckman selection models, have yet to appear in the field of Chinese social
stratification.
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New Themes in Inequality and Stratification Research
Class, gender, and race/ethnicity are three important dimensions in the sociological
study of inequality. With the availability of high-quality data and advanced statistical
methods, scholars of Chinese social stratification have started exploring new, broader
themes on inequality in different dimensions other than human capital and political
power (class, gender and ethnicity) and of different outcomes other than income
(education, wealth and housing) in the context of China’s institutional transitions. 5
1. Bringing Class Back in
Since the mid-1990s the substantial growth of private ownership has led to societal
polarization between the rich and the poor. This change has revived scholarly interest
in social class, often using the term “social stratum” (Goodman 2014). China’s new
middle classes, growing out of the private sector and prospering in capitalist
competition, not only are more aware of their civil and property rights but also have
more cultural and economic resources to protect them, making their political attitudes
and social values a focus of investigation (Cai 2005; Goodman 2014, Wu & Cheng
2013). At the same time, a new working class comprising mostly rural migrants in the
private sector provides an important perspective for studying labor disputes and
collective action in China (Chan & Selden 2016, Pun 2005).
The first question is, how can we define social classes in the Chinese context? In
comparative research on social stratification, a convenient choice is the EGP class
scheme, which classifies all occupations using only six categories:
professional/managers, routine non-manuals, small owners, foremen and skilled
manual workers, semi-skilled and unskilled workers, and farmers (Erikson et al. 1979).
However, Wu and Treiman (2007) have demonstrated that the scaling metrics of the
EGP class scheme estimated from Chinese empirical data do not follow the same
gradient order as that observed in Western countries, and they argued that the
classification ignores China’s hukou system and the rural-urban divide. Based on
occupational differentiation and the possession of organizational resources, economic
resources, and cultural resources, researchers at the Chinese Academy of Social
Science (CASS) have proposed that Chinese people can be classified into 10 social
5
There has been growing empirical research on inequality in other outcomes in China, such as health
and subjective wellbeing. Since these themes are related to broader literature in other fields, they are
omitted in this review due to space limits.
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strata, including state administrators, managers, private enterprise owners,
professionals, routine non-manual workers, self-employed, service workers,
manufacturing workers, farmers, and the jobless/unemployed/semi-employed (Lu
2002).
Taking a neo-Marxian perspective (Wright 1997), Lin and Wu (2009) developed a
Chinese class schema based on unique socialist institutions, such as hukou, danwei,
and the status distinction between cadres and workers (Bian 2002), as well as on the
emerging private ownership. These classes were each associated with ownership of
different forms of productive assets, namely, labor power, organization, authority,
skills and capital. Compared to either the EGP class scheme or the CASS
classification, they showed that this classification captures major socioeconomic
cleavages in China. The impact of ongoing institutional transitions on the structure of
inequality is manifested in the transformation of the class structure and changing
returns to the different productive assets that define the classes. Empirical analysis has
shown that China’s economic reform weakened labor power as maintained through
the hukou system and also undermined the role of organizational assets tied to danwei.
The roles of authority, skills and economic capital in generating inequalities,
nevertheless, have been enhanced.
2. The Dynamics of Gender Stratification
Despite the fact that Chinese women have been catching up with men in educational
attainment (Laverly et al., 1990; Wu & Zhang 2010), they seem to have fared worse
in the course of marketization since the mid-1990s (Gustafsson & Li 2000, Song et al.
2017). Early studies have shown that gender earnings inequality remained unchanged
in urban China from 1988 to 1995 (Shu & Bian 2003), but female labor force
participation dropped from 89.4 percent in 1990 to 63.5 percent in 2005 (Wu & Zhou
2015), and women’s earnings relative to men’s declined at the same time, from 86.3
percent in 1988 to 76.2 percent on average in 2004 (Zhang et al. 2008), and to 70.6
percent in 2007 (Song et al. 2017). This is largely attributable to the impact of
marketization, even though economic development has improved women’s
opportunities in the labor market (He & Wu 2018a). Overall, marketization appears to
be the dominant force shaping gender earnings inequality (see Cohen & Wang 2009).
How does marketization push women to more disadvantaged positions in labor
markets? One argument points to the rise in employers’ discrimination against women,
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which was strictly prohibited under state socialism, and “equal pay for equal work”
was supposedly achieved within urban work units (Honig & Hershatter 1988). During
the reform, especially since the mid-1990s, the emphasis on profits, productivity and
efficiency over social justice has prompted firms, including state-owned enterprises,
to exercise statistical discrimination against women in recruitment and job
assignments (He & Wu 2018a). The second argument highlights the role of changing
occupational gender segregation, meaning that men tend to fill jobs with better pay
and women tend to be left with the lower-paying ones (Li & Xie 2015, Shu 2005).
Marketization leads to a higher level of occupational gender segregation and also
increases its impact on gender earnings inequality in urban China (He & Wu 2017).
Both direct discrimination and occupational segregation occur in the labor
market (the public sphere), but there has been an equally profound transformation of
gender relations within the family. The interaction between the two spheres provided
a useful perspective from which to gain a deep understanding of Chinese women’s
deteriorating situation in the labor market (Ji et al. 2017). After the sweeping
marketization, danwei were stripped of various social responsibilities, such as
childcare and social services, which were shifted back to private families for solutions
either through the market or through women’s unpaid work at home. This change
facilitated the separation between the public and private spheres, creating more
conflicts between work and family than before, especially for married women (Ji et al.
2017, Zuo & Bian 2001). Even employment and wage discrimination against women
may be related to their roles within the family, as they are perceived to be less
committed to work and more likely to quit for family reasons (Cao & Hu 2007).
Women, especially those with young children, are likely to have to spend more time
on household chores (Zhang et al. 2008) and also more likely to opt out of paid labor
(Maurer-Fazio et al. 2011, Wu & Zhou 2015). Having children also has a negative
effect on a woman’s career advancement, and such an effect tends to be intensified in
the late reform stage (He & Wu 2018b).
3. Ethnic Inequality amid China’s Economic Transition
The ethnic dimension of inequality had long been neglected in the booming literature
on social stratification in China until several massive riots occurred in Tibet in 2008
and in Xinjiang in 2009 and afterwards. These riots are believed to have been rooted
in the poor social and economic relations of the Han Chinese with these ethnic
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minorities, who have been left behind (Gustafsson & Li 2003, Wu & Song 2014).
However, a systematic examination of dyadic socioeconomic relationships of
minorities with Hans in a specific regional context shows a less clear picture, because
there is great heterogeneity among the major ethnic minorities, with some better
integrated with the Han population than others (Wu & He 2016).
Back in the early 1950s, a series of policies designed to promote ethnic equality
were promulgated, including the system of regional ethnic autonomy and a set of
preferential policies favoring minorities. While there is clear evidence that minorities
have benefited from preferential treatment (Hannum & Xie 1998, Tang et al. 2016),
the system of regional ethnic autonomy has not reduced the ethnic minorities’
socioeconomic disadvantages as expected, even in their own autonomous jurisdictions.
On the other hand, the regional ethnic autonomy enhanced minorities’ ethnic
identities (Wu & He 2018).
How have ethnic minorities fared economically in the course of marketization?
Ethnic disparities in transition to junior high school seem to have increased in the
early reform period and may have important implications for minorities’ labor market
performance (Hannum 2002). Taking Xinjiang as an example again, controlling the
effect of education and other characteristics, Uyghurs there are more likely to work in
government or institutions than either Han locals or migrants, and are also more likely
to be self-employed. The Han-Uyghur earnings gap is negligible within government
institutions, but is largest among the self-employed, followed by employees in private
enterprises and then employees in public enterprises. Han migrants in economic
sectors enjoyed particular earnings advantages, and their hukou status had no impact
on earnings except in government/public institutions (Wu & Song 2014). If sectoral
differences are viewed as representing a decrease in state protection and an increase in
the influence of market forces, the Uyghur minority fared worse in the course of
China’s marketization, whereas rural migrants gained more economic opportunities.
4. Educational Inequality and Social Mobility
Four decades of economic reform in China have witnessed the dramatic expansion of
educational opportunities. In 1980, the Chinese government set a target of universal
primary education by the end of the 1980s and of 9-year compulsory education in the
1990s (Treiman 2013, Tsui 1997). With increased investment in education, those
goals were largely achieved. The school enrollment rate for children between ages 6
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and 15 had already reached 98 percent by the mid-1990s. The rate of transition to
junior high school, after an initial decline in the mid-1980s, also reached 90 percent
by 1995, and 99.5 percent in 2008. In contrast, the expansion of senior high school
education beyond the compulsory level has been quite slow until the mid-2000s (Wu
& Zhang 2010, Table 1).
A key question of interest to scholars on comparative social stratification is
whether or not school expansion has provided more opportunities for children from
disadvantaged backgrounds. The well-known thesis of maximally maintained
inequality (MMI) (Raftery & Hout 1993) posits that educational expansion in many
countries has not led to better chances for disadvantaged groups in transition to a
higher school level, and thus no change in the association between family
backgrounds and the given level of school transitions (Shavit & Blossfeld 1993).
China’s experience lends support to the MMI thesis. The expanded educational
opportunities have been accompanied by rapid marketization and rising inequality in
the 1990s (Hannum 2005). Connelly and Zheng’s analysis (2007) reveals a growing
rural-urban gap in attending senior high school or vocational school because the
improvements in urban areas outpaced those in rural areas. Wu’s (2010) multivariate
analysis shows that the rural-urban (hukou) gap in the likelihood of transition to
senior high school level enlarged between 1990 and 2000, and the effect of one’s
father’s socioeconomic status has increased, even after taking regional variations in
economic development into account. These findings suggest that the effect of family
background on education has been strengthened, rather than remaining constant or
decreasing conditionally, in the course of educational expansion. Educational
affordability has become one of the greatest public concerns and had important
implications for how family socioeconomic resources affect children’s educational
opportunities (Wu 2010b).
Beyond compulsory education, there has been an unprecedented expansion of
higher education in China since 1999. Unlike the experience of Western countries, in
China the expansion was driven by a sudden policy shift before secondary education
was fully developed (Wang 2014; Wu & Zhang 2010). The expanding opportunities
in higher education since the late 1990s have increasingly been taken up by women
and students from urban areas, particularly those from large cities (Wu & Zhang 2010,
Tam & Jiang 2015). Children of managers and professionals are more likely to get
into college now than formerly (Yeung 2013). Among those who attend college,
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family background continues to play an important role in sorting students into
different tiers of schools (Wu 2017) and different study fields (Hu & Wu 2018).
Attending a key-point high school can help students achieve higher scores in the
college entrance examinations and thus gain access to a better-quality university (Ye
2015). Special admissions policies that were designed to recruit students with talents
other than test scores essentially benefit those from advantaged family backgrounds
(Liu et al. 2014, Wu et al. 2018). Evidence also shows that attending elite colleges
pays off in the labor market, by 10.7 percent on average, and even higher for students
with better-educated fathers (Li et al. 2012:78).
What are the implications of these findings for intergenerational social mobility
and the evolution of China’s social structure? While there are many complaints about
declining social mobility and the rigidification of social classes, few studies have
specifically examined the trend in intergenerational social mobility, especially the role
played by education. Zhou and Xie (2017) have empirically demonstrated a decline in
social mobility among non-agricultural occupations from 1996 to 2012, although
there has been substantial mobility from farm origins to non-farm destinations
associated with recent economic development and industrialization. While these
findings to some extent support the claim that inter-generational transmission of status
has been enhanced in the course of marketization, as observed in post-soviet Russia
(Gerber & Hout 2004), how education has affected the strength of the links between
origin and destination remains to be investigated.
5. Wealth and Housing Inequality
The unequal distribution of wealth has increasingly been recognized as an important
dimension of inequality in the 21st century, with various social and political
ramifications (Piketty 2014). Decades of rapid economic development in China have
led to the accumulation of much private wealth, especially since the 2000s. While
data collected in 1988 showed relatively little wealth inequality in rural China, it has
been increasing over time along with the economy’s dramatic marketization and
privatization (Davis & Wang 2009, Li & Zhao 2008, Zhao & Ding 2008). According
to Xie and Jin (2015: 203), the average adjusted wealth of Chinese households in
2012 was 422,000 RMB yuan, up 18.4 percent since 2010. Moreover, household
wealth inequality in China is much more severe than income inequality. The Gini
coefficient for wealth is estimated at 0.73, in contrast to 0.474 for income, although
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the latter may be underestimated (most researchers now acknowledge that China’s
true Gini coefficient was between 0.51 and 0.53 in 2010, see Xie & Zhou 2014). The
wealth owned by a household in the 90th percentile was about 33 times higher than the
wealth owned by a household in the 10th percentile. The corresponding figure for
income inequality was 13.1 times. Housing assets account for 73.9 percent of
household wealth nationwide and 78.7 percent in urban China (Xie & Jin 2015: 212).
As a scarce and public resource, housing once played a key role in urban China’s
social stratification under state socialism. Since wages were low and distributed
relatively equally, access to public housing at a nominal cost was an important nonmonetary benefit, and the size and quality of the allocated apartments were largely
contingent upon the danwei and individuals in elite occupations (Logan et al. 2009,
Walder 1992). Alongside the rapid privatization of public enterprises was housing
commercialization, mainly implemented from 1998 to 2003 (Sato 2006). Occupying
tenants were allowed to purchase and perhaps resell the housing allocated to them by
their danwei, commercial banks started providing mortgage loans, and people began
looking for new and better homes (Wang et al. 2005).
The rate of home ownership rose rapidly (Li & Wang 2012; Zhu et al. 2014), and a
new mechanism for wealth generation was emerging. While access to privatization
programs was relatively equal for urban residents working in the state sector, cadres
and professionals had substantially greater wealth than others in the form of home
equity shortly after privatization, primarily because of their prior tenure of newer and
better-quality apartments (Song & Xie 2014; Walder & He 2014). Rural migrants
without local hukou were excluded from the urban welfare system and thus were
persistently disadvantaged in access to housing (Logan et al. 2009). The resulting
gaps in private wealth from the housing privatization were small by the standards of
established market economies as of 2002 (Walder & He 2014). The booming real
estate market and skyrocketing prices since 2003, especially in certain large cities,
however, will have further enhanced incumbents’ advantages and led to widening
wealth gaps, especially between housing owners and non-owners. Recent research
based on the CFPS data showed that political capital has a larger effect on the
accumulation of housing assets, while market factors are more influential on the
accumulation of non-housing assets (Jin & Xie 2017).
Despite housing being a heated topic of public discussion, rigorous empirical
analyses of the pattern of and trends in housing inequality have been very scanty.
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Even fewer have been studies of the social and political ramifications of housing
ownership. Yu and Xie (2015) found that local housing prices significantly modified
the effect of education on entry into first marriage in post-reform urban China. Li and
Wang (2012) examined the impact of private home ownership on urban citizens’
involvement in resident committee elections and local legislative elections, and he
found that homeowners were more likely than non-owners to vote in both, though the
effect seems to exist only in neighborhoods consisting mainly of commercial housing
units as opposed to privatized public housing. Housing could be the basis of urban
middle class formation (Tang 2017, Tomba 2016), a major source of socioeconomic
disparities in inter-generational transfer and in health and subjective well-being. In
other post-socialist countries, it also influences family formation decisions and
political orientation and activism (Zavisca & Gerber 2016). Thus, the issue deserves
more systematic study in the Chinese context in the future.
Summary and Conclusion
For about three decades since Nee’s seminal work on the market transition theory
(Nee 1989), research on Chinese inequality and stratification, going far beyond the
traditional area studies, has become one of the most active fields of research. The
proliferation of studies has benefited tremendously from emphasizing the roles of
concrete institutions in shaping patterns of inequality, improving the rigor of data
analyses and interpretations, and new themes concerning inequality and stratification,
especially since the mid-1990s. Empirically-oriented research on China has provided
not only a comprehensive picture of social and structural changes, but also a solid
basis for comparative research on social stratification and mobility.
To advance the field further, future research might fruitfully take the following
directions into account. First, new theories to account for changing inequality in post
socialist China are called for. With ample empirical analyses and findings now having
accumulated, new theorization should be on the research agenda. China’s
privatizations since the mid-1990s and now dramatic reinstatement of the party-state
under Xi Jinping have invited social scientists to think more deeply about how politics
and economics interplay with other social and demographic trends in shaping the
pattern of inequality. Not incidentally, the post-2010 period has witnessed the decline
in income inequality measure by Gini coefficients, from 0.491 in 2008 to 0.465 in
2015 (National Bureau of Statistics 2017, also see Xie & Zhou 2014), despite the
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question of whether the reversal trend was real. The question of what driving forces
are behind the decline continues to invite social scientists to theorize on the role of
state policies in creating inequality (Kanbur et al. 2017).
Some important perspectives and concepts (e.g. the life course perspective,
occupational segregation) have been imported from Western sociology, but more
effort should be devoted to directly comparing evidence from China with that from
other societies. The CGSS is a member of the International Social Survey Program
and the East Asia Social Survey, which includes questions in common with
international and regional comparative studies. 6 International comparisons with China
as a focal point could be a promising enterprise. At the same time, subnational
analyses at provincial/prefectural levels within China’s vast territory and highly
regional heterogeneity are equally important for delimiting existing theories and
testing new ones.
China’s social and economic transformations have no final chapter and are by no
means unidimensional. While intermediate institutions are the key to understanding
continuity and change in inequality in post-socialist China, they have also been
simultaneously undergoing substantial transformations. How institutions shape
stratification thus needs to be analyzed anew and interpreted cautiously. For instance,
the premium associated with urban hukou status may depend on the varying
selectivity of obtaining the hukou in cities with different policies (Wu & Zheng 2018).
These institutions may interact in affecting individuals’ career decisions and earnings.
The removal of childcare service once available in work units may lead to more
tension between family and work for married women and negatively affect their labor
force participation, career development, and gender inequality in workplaces (He &
Wu 2018b, Ji et al. 2017).
Better understanding how inequality is generated would call for more localized
research in specific contexts, in a single city or multiple cities. Given the acceleration
of urbanization since the mid-1990s, migrant populations are increasingly heading for
a few metropolitan regions, where the most economic opportunities are available
(Liang 2016). Urban inequality and its associated consequences may become a
pressing problem there. The roles of residential segregation and neighborhoods in

6
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fostering social inequality, intensively studied in Western societies, may deserve more
attention in different institutional settings in urban China (Ren 2018).
Inequality and declining social mobility have been pressing issues with profound
consequences that the governments of many countries have attempted to tackle in
recent years. Future analyses of Chinese inequality and stratification should be more
engaged specifically in discussions on the nation’s social and economic policies (e.g.,
Gustafsson et. al 2008, Li et al. 2017, Chapter 6). Researchers on Chinese inequality
and mobility should also share their results with a broader audience to better
contribute to public policy making and to tackling inequality and poverty in the
present day.

24

References
Bian Y. 1994. Work and Inequality in Urban China. Albany, NY: SUNY Press.
Bian Y. 2002. Chinese social stratification and social mobility. Annual Review of
Sociology 28: 91-116.
Bian Y, Li L. 2012. The Chinese General Social Survey (2003-2008): sample designs
and data evaluation. Chinese Sociological Review 45:70-97.
Bian Y, Logan J. 1996. Market transition and persistence of power: the changing
stratification system in urban China. American Sociological Review 61: 73958.
Bian Y, Zhang Z. 2002. Marketization and income distribution in urban China, 1988
and 1995. Research in Social Stratification and Mobility 19: 377-415.
Blau PM, Ruan D. 1990. Inequality of opportunity in urban China and America.
Research in Stratification and Mobility 9: 3-32.
Brown RS, Moon M, Zoloth BS. 1980. Incorporating occupational attainment in
studies of male-female earnings differentials. Journal of Human Resources
15(1): 3-28.
Cai Y. 2005. Home owners' resistance in urban China: the case of a moderate middle
class. Asian Survey 5: 777-99.
Cao Y, Hu CY. 2007. Gender and job mobility in postsocialist China: a longitudinal
study of job changes in six coastal cities. Social Forces 85(4): 1535-60.
Cao Y, Nee V. 2000. Comment: controversies and evidence in the market transition
debate. American Journal of Sociology 105:1175-89.
Chan J, Selden M. 2016. China’s rural migrant workers and labour politics. In
Handbook on Class and Social Stratification in China, ed. Y. Guo, pp 362-82.
Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar.
Chan KW. 2009. The Chinese hukou at 50. Eurasian Geography and Economics,
50(2): 197–221.
Chan KW, Zhang L. 1999. The hukou system and rural-urban migration in China:
processes and changes. China Quarterly 160: 818-55.
Cohen P, Wang F. 2009. Market and gender pay equity: have Chinese reform
narrowed the gap? In Creating Wealth and Poverty in Post‐Socialist China, ed.
D Davis, F Wang, pp. 37‐53. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

25

Connelly R, Zheng Z. 2007. Enrollment and graduation patterns as China’s reforms
deepen, 1990-2000. In Education and Reform in China, ed. E Hannum, A Park,
pp. 81-92. London: Routledge.
Davis D. 1999. Self-employment in Shanghai: a research note. China Quarterly 157:
22-43.
Davis D, Wang F (ed). 2009. Creating Wealth and Poverty in Post-socialist China.
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Erikson R, Goldthorpe JH, Portocarero L. 1979. Intergenerational class mobility in
three western European countries. British Journal of Sociology 30: 415–51.
Firebaugh G. 2008. Seven Rules for Social Research. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ.
Press.
Gerber TP, Hout M. 2004. Tightening up: declining class mobility during Russia's
market transition. American Sociological Review 69(5): 677-703.
Goodman D. 2014. Class in Contemporary China. Cambridge. UK: Polity Press.
Griffin K, Zhao R. 1993. Introduction. In The Distribution of Income in China, ed. K
Griffin, R Zhao, pp. 1-22. New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press.
Guo S, Fraser MW. 2009. Propensity Score Analysis: Statistical Methods and
Applications. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Gustafsson BA, Li S. 2000. Economic transformation and the gender earnings gap in
urban China. Journal of Population Economics 13(2):305-39.
Gustafsson BA, Li S. 2003. The ethnic minority-majority income gap in rural China
during transition. Economic Development and Cultural Change 51:805-22.
Gustafsson BA, Li S, Sicular T. 2008. Inequality and Public Policy in China. New
York: Cambridge Univ. Press.
Hannum, E. 2002. Educational stratification by ethnicity in China: enrollment and
attainment in the early reform years. Demography 39(1): 95-117.
Hannum, E. 2005. Market transition, educational disparities, and family strategies in
rural China: new evidence on gender stratification and development.
Demography 42(2): 275-99.
Hannum, E, Xie Y. 1998. Ethnic stratification in northwest China: occupational
differences between Han Chinese and national minorities in Xinjiang, 19821990. Demography 35(3): 323-33.

26

Hao, L, Hu A, Lo J. 2014. Two aspects of the rural-urban divide and educational
stratification in China: a trajectory analysis. Comparative education review
58(3):509-36.
Hauser SM, Xie Y. 2005. Temporal and regional variation in earnings inequality:
urban China in transition between 1988 and 1995. Social Science Research 34:
44-79.
He G, Wu X. 2017. Marketization, occupational segregation, and gender earnings
inequality in urban China. Social Science Research 65: 96-111.
He G, Wu X. 2018a. Dynamics of the gender earnings inequality in reform-era urban
China. Work, Employment and Society 32(2): 726-46.
He G, Wu X. 2018b. Family status and women’s career mobility in post-reform urban
China. Working Paper.
Heyns B. 2005. Emerging inequalities in central and Eastern Europe. Annual Review
of Sociology 31:163-97.
Honig E, Hershatter G. 1988. Personal Voices: Chinese Women in the 1980's.
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Hu A, Wu X. 2018. Science or liberal arts? family background, cultural capital, and
college major choice in China. British Journal of Sociology. In press.
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1468-4446.12342/abstract
Accessed on August 28, 2018.
Jansen W, Wu X. 2012. Income inequality in urban China, 1978-2006. Chinese
Sociological Review 45(1): 3-27.
Ji Y, Wu X, Sun S, He G. 2017. Unequal care, unequal work: toward a more
comprehensive understanding of gender inequality in post-reform urban China.
Sex Roles 77:765-78.
Jin, Y, Xie Y. 2017. Social determinants of household wealth and income in urban
China. Chinese Journal of Sociology 3(2): 169-92.
Kanbur R, Wang Y, Zhang XB. 2017. The great Chinese inequality turnaround.
https://cepr.org/active/publications/discussion_papers/dp.php?dpno=11892,
accessed on Nov 15, 2018.
Kung JK, Lin Y. 2007. The decline of township-and-village enterprises in China’s
economic transition. World Development 35(4): 569-58.
Laverly W, Xiao Z, Li B, Freedman R. 1990. The rise in female education in China:
national and regional patterns. China Quarterly 121: 61-69.
27

Lee HY. 2000. Xiagang, the Chinese style of laying off workers. Asian Survey 40(6):
917-37.
Liang Z. 2016. China’s great migration. Annual Review of Sociology 42:451-71.
Li B, Walder AG. 2001. Career advancement as party patronage: sponsored mobility
into the Chinese administrative elite, 1949-1996. American Journal of
Sociology 106 (5): 1371-1408.
Li H, Meng L, Shi X, Wu B. 2012. Does having a cadre parent pay? Evidence from
the first job offers of Chinese college graduates. Journal of Development
Economics 99(2): 513-20.
Li H, Rozelle S. 2003. Privatization rural China: the role of screening, learning, and
contractual innovation on the evolution of township enterprises, China
Quarterly 176: 981-1005.
Li J. 2013. Job mobility in postreform urban China. Chinese Sociological Review
45(4): 81-109.
Li J. 2015 Organizational size and economic stratification in urban China: 1996-2006.
The Journal of Chinese Sociology 2:1-19.
Li. J., Gu, Y. Zhang C. 2015. Hukou-based Stratification in urban China’s segmented
economy. Chinese Sociological Review 47(2): 154-76.
Li J, Wang H. 2012. Home ownership and political participation in urban China
Chinese Sociological Review 44(4): 58-81.
Li S, Sato H, Sicular T, eds. 2013. Rising Inequality in China: Challenges to a
Harmonious Society. New York: Cambridge Univ. Press.
Li, S., Yue X, Sicular T. Sato H. 2017. New Changes in China’s Income Distribution
Patterns [Zhongguo Shouru Fenpei Geju de Zuixin Bianhua]. Beijing, China:
China Finance and Economy Press [in Chinese].
Li S., Zhao R. 2008. Changes in the distribution of wealth in China, 1995-2002. In
Personal Wealth from a Global Perspective, ed. JB Davies, pp. 93-111. New
York: Oxford Univ. Press.
Li W, Xie Y. 2015. Trends in occupational gender segregation in China: 1982-2010.
Society 35: 153-77 [in Chinese].
Lin N, Bian Y. 1991. Getting ahead in urban China. American Journal of Sociology
97:657-88.
Lin T, Wu X. 2009. The transformation of the Chinese class structure, 1978-2005.
Social Transformations in Chinese Societies 5: 81-116.
28

Liu L, Wagner W, Wu XW, and Trautwein U. 2014. “Independent freshman
admission and educational inequality in the access to elite higher education.”
Chinese Sociological Review 46 (4):41–67.
Liu Z. 2005. Institution and inequality: the hukou system in China. Journal of
Comparative Economics 33: 133-57.
Logan JR, Fang Y, Zhang Z. 2009. Access to housing in urban China International
Journal of Urban and Regional Research 33(4): 914-35.
Lu X. 2002. Report on Social Class Study in Contemporary China [Dangdai
Zhongguo Jieceng Yanju Baogao]. Beijing: Social Sciences Documentation
Publishing House [in Chinese].
Maurer-Fazio M, Connelly R, Chen L, Tang L. 2011. Childcare, eldercare, and labor
force participation of married women in urban China: 1982-2000. Journal of
Human Resources 46(2): 261-94.
Morgan SL, Winship C. 2014. Counterfactuals and Causal Inference: Methods and
Principles for Social Research, Second Edition. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
Univ. Press.
National Bureau of Statistics of China. 2017. China Statistical Yearbook 2017.
Beijing: China Statistics Press.
Naughton BJ. 1997. Danwei: the economic foundations of a unique institution. In
Danwei: The Changing Chinese Workplace in Historical and Comparative
Perspective, ed. X Lű, E Perry, pp. 169-94. Armonk, NY: Sharpe.
Nee V. 1989. A theory of market transition: from redistribution to markets in state
socialism. American Sociological Review 54: 663-81.
Nee V. 1991. Social inequalities in reforming state socialism: between redistribution
and markets in China. American Sociological Review 56: 267-82.
Nee V. 1996. The emergence of a market society: changing mechanisms of
stratification in China. American Journal of Sociology 101: 908-49.
Nee V, Cao Y. 2002. Postsocialist inequalities: the causes of continuity and
discontinuity. Research in Social Stratification and Mobility 19: 3-39.
Nee V, Matthews R. 1996. Market transition and societal transformation in reforming
state socialism. Annual Review of Sociology 22: 401-35.
Piketty T. 2014. Capital in the Twenty-First Century. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ.
Press.

29

Pun N. 2005. Made in China: Women Factory Workers in a Global Workplace.
Durham, NC: Duke Univ. Press.
Raftery AE, Hout M. 1993. Maximally maintained inequality: expansion, reform, and
opportunity in Irish education, 1921-75. Sociology of Education 66(1): 41-62
Ren X. 2018. From Chicago to China and India: studying the city in the twenty-first
century. Annual Review of Sociology 44:497-513.
Riskin C, Zhao R, Li S, eds. 2001. China’s Retreat from Equality: Income
Distribution and Economic Transition. Armonk, NY: Sharpe.
Rona-Tas A. 1994. The first shall be last? Entrepreneurship and communist cadres in
the transition from socialism. American Journal of Sociology 100: 40-69.
Sato, H. 2006. “Housing Inequality and Housing Poverty in Urban China in the Late
1990s.” China Economic Review 17: 37– 50.
Shavit Y, Blossfeld HP, eds. 1993. Persistent Inequality: Changing Educational
Attainment in Thirteen Countries. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.
Shu X. 2005. Market transition and gender segregation in urban China. Social Science
Quarterly 86(5): 1299-323.
Shu X, Bian Y. 2003, Market transition and gender gap in earnings in urban China.
Social Forces 81(4): 1107-45.
Solinger KW. 1999. Contesting Citizenship in Urban China: Peasant Migrants, the
State, and the Logic of Market. Berkeley, CA: Univ. of California Press.
Song J, Sicular T., Gustafsson B. 2017. “China’s Urban Gender Wage Gap: A New
Direction?” Working Paper Series 2017–23. Centre for Human Capital and
Productivity (CHCP). London, Ontario: Western University.
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.13079.06569. Retrieved August 26, 2018.
Song X, Xie Y. 2014. Market transition revisited: changing regimes of housing
inequality in China, 1988-2002. Sociological Science 1: 277-91.
Szelenyi I, Kostello E. 1996. The market transition debate: toward a synthesis.
American Journal of Sociology 101: 1082-96.
Tam T, Jiang J. 2015. Divergent urban-rural trends in college attendance: state policy
bias and structural exclusion in China. Sociology of Education 88(2):160-80.
Tang B. 2017. China's Housing Middle Class: Changing Urban Life in Gated
Communities. New York, NY: Routledge.

30

Tang W, Hu Y, Jin S. 2016. Affirmative inaction: education, language proficiency,
and socioeconomic attainment among China's Uyghur minority. Chinese
Sociological Review 48(4): 344-66.
Tomba, Luigi. 2016 Housing China’s inequality. In Handbook on Class and Social
Stratification in China, ed. Y. Guo, pp 197-212. Cheltenham, UK: Edward
Elgar.
Treiman DJ. 2013. Trends in educational attainment in China. Chinese Sociological
Review 45(3): 3-25.
Treiman DJ, Walder AG. 1996. Life histories and social change in contemporary
China. Distributed by the UCLA Social Science Data Archive. Retrieved
August 26, 2018 (http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/issr/da/).
Treiman DJ, Ganzeboom HBG. 2000. The fourth generation of comparative
stratification research. In The International Handbook of Sociology, ed. S
Quah, A Sales, pp. 123-50. London: Sage.
Tsui K. 1997. Economic reform and attainment in basic education in China. China
Quarterly 149: 104-27.
Walder AG. 1989. Social change in post-revolution China. Annual Review of
Sociology 15: 405-24.
Walder AG. 1992. Property rights and stratification in socialist redistributive
economies. American Sociological Review 57(4): 524-39.
Walder AG. 1996. Markets and inequality in transitional economies: toward testable
theories. American Journal of Sociology.101:1060-73.
Walder AG. 2002. Markets and income inequality in rural China: political advantage
in an expanding economy. American Sociological Review 67: 231-53.
Walder AG. 2003. Elite opportunity in transitional economies. American Sociological
Review 68: 899-916.
Walder AG. 2011. From control to ownership: China’s managerial revolution.
Management and Organization Review 7(1): 19-38.
Walder AG, He X. 2014. Public housing into private assets: wealth creation in urban
China. Social Science Research 46: 85-99.
Walder AG, Li B, Treiman DJ. 2000. Politics and life chances in a state socialist
regime: dual career paths into the urban Chinese elite, 1949-1996. American
Sociological Review 65: 191-209.
Walder, AG, Luo T, Wang D. 2013. Social stratification in transitional economies:
31

property rights and the structure of markets. Theory and Society, 42(6):561-88.
Wang Q. 2014. Crisis management, regime survival and “guerrilla-style” policymaking: the June 1999 decision to radically expand higher education in China.
The China Journal 71: 132-52.
Wang YP, Wang Y, Bramley G. 2005. Chinese housing reform in state-owned
enterprises and its impacts on different social groups. Urban Studies 42(10):
1859-78.
Whyte MK, Parish WL. 1984. Urban Life in Contemporary China. Univ. of Chicago
Press.
Whyte MK, Vogel EF, Parish WL. 1977. Social structure of world regions: mainland
China. Annual Review of Sociology 3: 179-207.
WIL (World Inequality Lab). 2017. World Inequality Report 2018.
http://wir2018.wid.world/ Retrieved May 26, 2018.
Wright EO. 1997. Class Counts: Comparative Studies in Class Analysis. Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press.
Wu X. 2002. Work units and income inequality: the effect of market transition in
urban China. Social Forces 80(3): 1069-99.
Wu X. 2006. Communist cadres and market opportunities: entry to self-employment
in China, 1978-1996. Social Forces 85(1): 389-411.
Wu X. 2010a. Voluntary and involuntary job mobility and earnings inequality in
urban China, 1993-2000. Social Science Research 39: 382-95.
Wu X. 2010b. Economic transition, school expansion and educational inequality in
China, 1990-2000. Research in Social Stratification and Mobility 28: 91-108.
Wu X. 2011. The household registration system and rural-urban educational
inequality in China. Chinese Sociological Review 44(2): 31-51.
Wu X. 2013. Redrawing the boundary: work units and social stratification in urban
China. Chinese Sociological Review 45(4): 6-28.
Wu X. 2017. Higher education, elite formation and social stratification in
contemporary China: preliminary findings from the Beijing College Students
Panel Survey. Chinese Journal of Sociology 3(1): 3-31.
Wu X, Cheng J. 2013. The emerging new middle class and the rule of law in China.
China Review 13 (1): 43-70.
Wu X, He G. 2015. The evolution of population census undertakings in China, 1953–
2010. The China Review 15: 203-38.
32

Wu X, He G. 2016 Changing ethnic stratification in contemporary China. Journal of
Contemporary China 25(102): 938-54.
Wu, X, He G. 2018 “Ethnic Autonomy and Ethnic Inequality: An Empirical
Assessment of Ethnic Policy in Urban China.” China Review 18(2):185-215
Wu X, Li Z, Wang N. 2018. Independent Freshman Admission Program (IFAP) in
China’s higher education: evidence from three national elite universities in
Beijing. Chinese Sociological Review [in press].
Wu X, Song X. 2014. Ethnic stratification amid China’s economic transition:
evidence from the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region. Social Science
Research 44: 158-72.
Wu X, Treiman DJ. 2004. The household registration system and social stratification
in China, 1955-1996. Demography 41(2): 363-84.
Wu X, Treiman DJ. 2007. Inequality and equality under Chinese socialism: the hukou
system and intergenerational occupational mobility. American Journal of
Sociology 113(2): 415-45.
Wu X, Xie Y. 2003. Does the market pay off? Earnings returns to education in urban
China. American Sociological Review 68: 425-42.
Wu X, Zhang Z. 2010. Changes in educational inequality in China, 1990- 2005:
evidence from the population census data. Research in Sociology of Education
17: 123-52.
Wu X, Zheng B. 2018. Household registration, urban status attainment, and social
stratification in contemporary urban China. Research in Social Stratification
and Mobility 53: 40–49.
Wu Y, Zhou D. 2015. Women’s labor force participation in urban China, 1990–2010.
Chinese Sociological Review 47(4): 314-42.
Xie Y, Hannum E. 1996. Regional variation in earnings inequality in reform-era
China. American Journal of Sociology 101(4): 950-92.
Xie Y, Hu J. 2014. An introduction to the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS).
Chinese Sociological Review 47(1): 3-29.
Xie Y, Jin Y. 2015. Household wealth in China. Chinese Sociological Review 47(3):
203-229.
Xie Y, Wu X. 2005. Market premium, social process, and statisticism. American
Sociological Review 70: 865-70

33

Xie Y, Wu X. 2008. Danwei profitability and earnings inequality in urban China.
China Quarterly 195: 558-81.
Xie Y, Zhang X, Xu Q, Zhang C. 2015. Short-term trends in China’s income
inequality and poverty: evidence from a longitudinal household survey. China
Economic Journal 8: 235-51.
Xie Y, Zhou X. 2014. Income inequality in today’s China. Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences 111(19): 6928-33.
Xu D, Wu X. 2018. From political power to personal wealth: privatization, elite
opportunity, and social stratification in post-reform China. Princeton Research
Network on Contemporary China (PRCC) Working Papers.
https://ccc.princeton.edu/node/2976
Ye H. 2015. Key-point schools and entry into tertiary education in China. Chinese
Sociological Review 47(2): 128-53.
Yeung, WJ. 2013. Higher education expansion and social stratification in China.
Chinese Sociological Review 45(4): 54–80.
Yu J, Xie Y. 2015. Changes in the determinants of marriage entry in post-reform
urban China. Demography 52: 1869-92.
Zavisca JR, Gerber TP. 2016. The socioeconomic, demographic, and political effects
of housing in comparative perspective. Annual Review of Sociology 42: 34767.
Zhang C. 2015. Military service and life chance in contemporary China. Chinese
Sociological Review 47(3): 230-54.
Zhang C, Xu Q, Zhou X, Zhang X, Xie Y. 2014. Are poverty rates underestimated in
China? New evidence from four recent surveys. China Economic Review 31:
410-25.
Zhang J, Han J, Liu PW, Zhao Y. 2008. Trends in the gender earnings differential in
urban China. Industrial and Labor Relations Review 61: 224-43.
Zhang Y, Hannum E, Wang M. 2008. Gender-based employment and income
differences in urban China: considering the contributions of marriage and
parenthood. Social Forces 84: 1529-60.
Zhang Z, Wu X. 2017. Occupational segregation and earnings inequality: rural
migrants and local workers in urban China. Social Science Research 61: 57-74.

34

Zhao, R, Ding S. 2008. The distribution of wealth in China. In Inequality and Public
Policy in China, ed. Gustafsson B. Li S, Sicular T. pp 118-44 Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge Univ. Press.
Zhao, W, Zhou X. G. 2002 Institutional transformation and returns to education in
urban China: an empirical assessment. Research in Social Stratification and
Mobility 19: 339-75.
Zhou X. 2014. Increasing returns to education, changing labor force structure, and the
rise of earnings inequality in urban China, 1996-2010. Social Forces 93(2):
429-55.
Zhou, X.G. 2000a. Economic transformation and income inequality in urban China.
American Journal of Sociology 105:1135-74.
Zhou, X.G. 2000b. Reply: beyond the debate and toward substantive institutional
analysis. American Journal of Sociology 105: 1190-95.
Zhou, X.G. Tuma, N. B. Moen P. 1997. Institutional change and job-shift patterns in
urban China, 1949-1994. American Sociological Review 62(3): 339-65.
Zhou X, Xie Y. 2017. Market transition, industrialization, and social mobility trends
in post-revolution China. University of Michigan Population Studies Center
Research Report 15-838.
Zhu Y, Fu Q, Ren F. 2014. Cross-city variations in housing outcomes in post-reform
China: an analysis of 2005 micro Census data. Chinese Sociological Review
46(3): 26-54.
Zuo J, Bian Y. 2001. Gendered resources, division of housework, and perceived
fairness: a case in urban China. Journal of Marriage and Family 63: 1122-33.

35

