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5
Making it in China
The determinants of economic success 
in a socialist market system

Ion Marandici

China’s politicians like to emphasise that they are building a socialist 
market economy based on the ideology of socialism with Chinese charac-
teristics. Unlike other post-communist transitions to capitalism, China’s 
radical economic transformations during the neo-liberal era did not 
generate a large pool of economic losers. On the contrary, over the last 
three decades, seven hundred million Chinese escaped poverty. Yet at the 
same time, China’s impressive economic growth has been associated 
with the rise of a wealthy elite, which gradually is being co-opted by the 
party-state. Relying on elite-level and survey data, this study goes beyond 
socio-demographic characteristics and investigates whether party mem-
bership, education, beliefs in upward mobility and support for an inter-
ventionist state correlate with income levels. The final section discusses 
the implications of the observed trends for the future of the Chinese eco-
nomic model.

From planned economy to socialist market economy

Xi Jinping is the General Secretary of the Communist Party of China (CPC) 
and President and ‘core leader’ of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). 
In October 2017, in front of the delegates of the XIX Party Congress, Xi 
gave an important speech entitled ‘Thought on Socialism with Chinese 
Characteristics for a New Era’. Soon thereafter, the phrase ‘Xi Jinping 
Thought’ was incorporated into the party and state constitutions, an hon-
our reserved so far only to Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping. In his long 
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speech, Xi promised to uphold socialism with Chinese characteristics in 
order to finish the country’s ‘socialist modernization and national rejuve-
nation’ by 2050.1 The phrase ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’ was 
coined by Deng Xiaoping three decades ago. Even though current offi-
cials mention it as the essential goal of the party-state, it is difficult to 
pinpoint its precise meaning. So far, the expression seems to refer to the 
transition of the Chinese planned economy to a socialist market econ-
omy, a hybrid system blending market and command economy elements.

During the last seven decades, China underwent two systemic trans-
formations. From 1949 to 1976, under Mao’s leadership, it largely fol-
lowed the Soviet model of development. It collectivised agriculture, 
created its own heavy industry, eliminated private enterprises, controlled 
prices and monopolised foreign trade and state banking. These are clas-
sic command economy policies borrowed from the Soviet Union. After 
the Sino-Soviet split, China embarked on a course of gradual rapproche-
ment with the United States. The stagnation of the early 1970s prompted 
some party officials to voice pro-market views, running against the pre-
vailing statist ideology. Rejected by Mao, those market-friendly commu-
nists were quickly side-lined for their attempts to push the country onto 
the capitalist path.

After Mao’s death, the reformers, including Deng Xiaoping, advanced 
to top positions in the party. Deng initiated the policy of reform and opening 
up (gaige kaifang), which remains the foundation of China’s transition to 
market. The experiment of the special economic zones, though successful, 
generated fears among the ideological hardliners, who thought that the 
Middle Kingdom was moving toward capitalism. To defend his policy pro-
posals against Maoist critiques, in 1982 Deng highlighted the need to 
adapt Western development models to local conditions:

In carrying out our modernization program, we must proceed from 
Chinese realities. Both in revolution and in construction, we should 
also learn from foreign countries and draw on their experience, but 
mechanical application of foreign experience and copying of for-
eign models will get us nowhere. We have had many lessons in this 
respect. We must integrate the universal truth of Marxism with the 
concrete realities of China, blaze a path of our own and build a social-
ism with Chinese characteristics.2

In 1983, Deng went even further suggesting that ‘some people in 
rural areas and cities should be allowed to get rich before others’.3 Later 
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on, at the XIV Party Congress, the party leaders officially endorsed the 
project of a socialist market economy. More recently, former CPC General 
Secretary Hu Jintao outlined in a key party congress speech that public 
ownership and the guiding role of the party in building a moderately pros-
perous society (xiaokang shehui) by 2020 remain two of the central ele-
ments of the existing economic system.4

Yet the evolution of China’s socialist market economy remains a big 
unknown. It would be hazardous to speculate on its sustainability solely 
by deciphering the official party line. Within the development paradigm 
adopted by the party, the state will continue to play the major role in 
steering domestic economic transformation through five-year plans. Pro-
ductivity gains and large-scale capital investment, combined with the 
propensity of Chinese households to save, have produced high rates of eco-
nomic growth. In 2012, the private sector was responsible for 70 per cent 
of the country’s manufacturing output and 80 per cent of the jobs in urban 
areas.5 So far, China’s state-led development resembles the late-modern-
isation success stories of the ‘four Asian tigers’ – Hong Kong, Singapore, 
South Korea and Taiwan. During the next decade, the Chinese econ-
omy might slow down as the country abandons export-led growth and 
embraces a model of growth based on domestic consumption. Currently, 
China seems far from the chronic economic stagnation plaguing the 
command economies before their demise. As such, the idea that a com-
munist-led China achieved economic growth without relying signifi-
cantly on foreign direct investment and without dismantling the state, 
challenges the Washington consensus – the neo-liberal orthodoxy popu-
lar until recently among policymakers in some of the former Communist 
countries.6

When compared to other post-communist transitions, China’s road 
to market differs in two respects. First, in some of the former communist 
countries, transitions to market have generated an anti-market backlash 
exploited by adept political entrepreneurs. By contrast, marketisation 
enjoys popular support in China. Some scholars characterised this phe-
nomenon as “reforms without losers.”7 According to World Bank data, in 
1990, 756 million Chinese (66 per cent of the population) lived on less 
than US $1.90/day (i.e., below the international poverty line).8 A quar-
ter of a century later, using the same benchmark, the same data show 
that only 10 million Chinese (0.7 per cent of the population) were poor. 
Indeed, the state has enacted economic reforms allowing more than 
700 million individuals to escape poverty. In doing so, it has profoundly 
altered the fabric of society and created a pro-market constituency.



SOCIAL ISM , CAPITALISM AND ALTERNATIVES92

Second, China’s leaders adopted a dual-track approach, developing 
labour-intensive sectors and supporting exports, while protecting ineffi-
cient sectors from international competition. Such an approach enabled 
the political elites to harvest the fruits of trade liberalisation and avoid 
massive layoffs. In 1998, preparing its WTO accession, China was con-
strained to launch deeper market reforms. But even then, the state exited 
competitive sectors and privatised the smaller state-owned enterprises 
(SOEs), while keeping the large ones under its control (zhua da fang xiao). 
As a result of this increase in efficiency, higher revenues allowed the state 
to compensate the groups negatively impacted by economic reforms. That 
is why the Chinese political elites could pursue further marketisation with-
out having to fear an anti-market backlash.

The future of the market in China depends to a large extent on the 
level of acceptance it enjoys in society. Among elites, there is a solid con-
sensus on the necessity to continue reforms. But the cosy relationship 
between the indigenous capitalists and state officials amidst rising income 
disparities led some scholars to expect an outburst of social unrest. 
Whyte rejects such expectations as unrealistic and demonstrates that 
‘China’s social volcano of potential anger at growing distributive injus-
tice was clearly still dormant in 2009.’9 Survey data from 2012 confirm 
that 75 per cent of Chinese support market reforms despite the growing 
inequality.10

Nevertheless, the transition to market did breed dissatisfaction. 
Some intellectuals criticised the continuing privatisation of state prop-
erty and the conspicuous consumption prevalent among the wealthy 
elites. Cui Zhiyuan, Gan Yang, Wang Shaoguang and Wang Hui formed 
the New Left (xin zuopai), a loose group calling for alternative models of 
development that would mitigate the negative side effects of the pro-
market policies.11 Likewise, discontent with reforms is simmering among 
those who religiously revere Mao Zedong. When Mao Yushi, a liberal econ-
omist, published an article criticising Mao’s economic policies, diehard 
Maoists requested that state authorities put him on trial.12 Despite such 
scattered pockets of discontent, popular support in favour of further mar-
ketisation remains strong.

The rise of the billionaires

Economic growth has been accompanied by the rise in wealth and income 
inequality. So that by now, the concentration of wealth in China has 
reached levels comparable to those in advanced capitalist countries. 
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In  2016, the country’s official Gini coefficient of 0.47 stood above the 
coefficients of the former Communist states.13 Moreover, for several 
years, income inequality in China remained higher than in the United 
States. Since 2008, as a result of governmental efforts, income inequality 
has slightly declined, but it still surpasses the levels observed in most of 
the developed countries.

The newly emerged billionaires situated at the top of the wealth 
distribution benefitted most from the economic transformations. Two 
organisations – Hurun and Forbes – identify and rank the Chinese mag-
nates. As shown in figure 5.1, their estimates diverge. Compared to Forbes, 
Hurun counts annually more Chinese billionaires. Despite some discrep-
ancies, both graphs illustrate an unmistakable trend – the rapid rise of a 
national wealthy elite. In 2015, according to Hurun, more billionaires 
lived in China than in the United States.14

In the new context, private wealth may turn into a power resource. 
As certain individuals become extremely wealthy, they acquire more 
autonomy from the state and may use their resources to gain influence 
over regional officials. So far, the wealthy elites seem content to play the 
role of “allies of the state” rather than act as agents of change.15 But as 
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http://www.forbes.com/china-billionaires/
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Beijing continues to promote governors based in part on their economic 
performance, regional officials realise that the billionaires in their prov-
inces are indispensable for the achievement of economic growth and the 
preservation of their power positions within the party-state.

Over the last three decades, the relationship between the party-
state and entrepreneurs evolved from suspicion to co-optation. The 
1989 Tiananmen protests constituted a watershed moment in this 
regard. Some entrepreneurs provided food and transportation for dem-
onstrators, thus irritating the party hardliners. Consequently, from 
1989 to 2002, entrepreneurs were banned from joining the party. More-
over, pro-privatisation advocates such as Zhao Ziyang, the General 
Secretary of the Communist Party of China (CPC), were accused of over-
empathising with the student protesters and lost their influence within 
the party. Interestingly enough, in 1991 the conservative faction was 
discussing the idea of establishing direct party ownership of state assets 
in order to prevent the formation of rival power centres.16 After a three-
year hiatus, Deng’s Southern Tour weakened the conservatives led by 
Chen Yun and market reforms accelerated again.17 In retrospect, it is 
noteworthy that the anti-market reaction after Tiananmen temporarily 
slowed down the transition to market, but did not lead to a wholesale 
reversal of reforms.

As the importance of the private sector grew, the mood in the party 
changed. To achieve a broader representation of societal interests, the 
party began courting and co-opting successful entrepreneurs. In 2002, 
the then CPC General Secretary Jiang Zemin formulated the doctrine of 
Three Represents, which encouraged the new social actors, among them 
businesspeople, to join the party.18 Five years later, 5 per cent of all party 
members were private entrepreneurs.19 In 2013, out of 85 million mem-
bers, 25 million were farmers, herders and fishers; 20 million were 
management staff and technicians working in enterprises; 7 million 
were workers; and 7 million were state and party officials.20 The adop-
tion of  the Three Represents opened the doors of the CPC to the newly 
emerged billionaires, allowing the wealthy elites to gain representation 
in the party.

CPC’s party-building strategy trailed the growth of the private sector 
as well. Non-public enterprises are required by law to set up party com-
mittees and cells. While the law has been in place for more than two dec-
ades, its strict implementation began a decade ago.21 In 2012, a party official 
triumphantly announced that ‘party units have been established in about 
983,000 private enterprises, including 47,000 foreign-funded compa-
nies’.22 Official data from 2017 show that the party has embedded itself in 
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1.88 million non-public enterprises and in 93 per cent of all SOEs.23 It fol-
lows then that the party has penetrated more than 10 per cent of all pri-
vate enterprises. This pragmatic party-building strategy allowed CPC to 
establish its permanent presence in the private sector.

State institutions co-opt billionaires, too. Some of them become 
members of the National People’s Congress (NPC) and the Chinese People’s 
Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), others join state-sponsored 
business associations. In 2008, 17 billionaires joined the NPC, while in 
2013, the figure nearly doubled.24 I reviewed the biographies of the top 
100 wealthiest individuals identified by Hurun in 2015 and found out 
that 58 per cent held politically important offices in the past. So far, most 
of them are recruited by provincial people’s congresses and regional party 
officials via invitation.25 Overall, the selection process lacks transparency 
as it is not entirely clear what criteria are used to pick the future NPC and 
CPPCC delegates.

The two parallel processes – the co-optation of the wealthy elites by 
the party and the de facto colonisation of the private sector with party 
cells – point to the growing interdependence of the political and wealthy 
elites. However, despite the CPC efforts, China’s wealthy do not feel secure. 
In 2013, 60 per cent of high-net-worth individuals were seriously think-
ing about investment migration.26 For now, in the absence of an inherit-
ance tax in China, billionaires can easily transfer wealth to their children. 
The fuerdai, the second generation of wealthy Chinese, compete with their 
parents’ generation in attracting media attention to their consumerist 
excesses at home and abroad.

To survive, socialism with Chinese characteristics needs more fru-
gality. Besides the offspring of the wealthy elites, party cadres at higher 
levels engage in conspicuous status-confirming behaviour. CPC is not 
interested in the transformation of the party and state officials into a new 
class of mandarins. In 2012, Xi promoted the ‘eight-point regulation’, a 
nervous effort to subject the behaviour of the party cadres to a set of 
thrift and integrity rules. The guidelines ban spending on luxury goods, 
impose stricter standards on the use of public funds, specify limits on 
travel expenses, prompt officials to organise modest banquets, prohibit 
the construction of extravagant government buildings and control the 
frequency of public appearances of the nomenklatura.27 By October 2017, 
the party recorded a total of 193,168 thrift violations and reprimanded 
145,059 officials for disregarding the policy.28 While the crackdown on 
conspicuous consumption will not stem the tide of consumerism sweep-
ing nowadays across China, it might moderately improve the public’s 
perception of party officials.
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Does it pay to be a party member?

It is unclear whether the rising income inequality will perpetuate itself 
and block social mobility in the future. Hence, an intriguing aspect of 
China’s economic transition concerns the determinants of income at the 
household level. Are demographic characteristics, political affiliation, and 
certain beliefs linked to higher income groups?

Previous studies have identified a variety of income predictors. 
Xin proved that party membership has a minor, but positive impact on 
household wealth.29 Xie and Jin demonstrate that employment with 
the party-state exerts a positive effect on household wealth.30 Besides 
political ties, education might figure as a determinant of income.31 Tra-
ditionally, parents in China put a high premium on education, regarding 
it as a contributing factor to social mobility. Western university degrees 
are preferred over domestic ones. High-ranking officials send their off-
spring to American and European universities. For example, President Xi 
Jinping’s daughter studied at Harvard. The son of Wen Jiabao, China’s 
former head of government, and other princelings graduated from 
universities in the West. Upon the careful analysis of party careers, a 
recent study found out that the CPC promotes educated individuals to 
higher party positions.32

To further explore whether party affiliation and education influence 
economic success in the general population, I used statistical techniques 
to analyse survey data recently published by the Pew Research Center.33 
Table 5.1 displays the frequencies for each variable used in the analysis 
(see Appendix).

Since household income may be regarded as an important indicator 
of economic success, it figured as the dependent variable in this brief study. 
Respondents placed their household income within one of the following 
five brackets: ‘less than 10,000 yuan’ (14.4 per cent), ‘10,001–15,000 yuan’ 
(4.9 per cent), ‘15,001–30,000 yuan’ (25.9 per cent), ‘30,001–50,000 
yuan’ (14.7 per cent) and ‘50,001 and up’ (36.2 per cent).34

Party membership and education figure as the main independent 
variables. Both party membership and education should be positively cor-
related with household income. Roughly 6 per cent of the respondents 
self-identified as party members, which corresponds to the percentage of 
party members in the overall population. Likewise, the level of education 
among respondents falls within one of the following seven categories: 
‘below primary school’, ‘primary school’, ‘junior school’, ‘high school’, ‘col-
lege’, ‘Bachelor’s’ and ‘Master’s’. Overall, 17 per cent of those interviewed 
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received an undergraduate or graduate degree. To test whether other vari-
ables have an impact on household income, four demographic control 
variables were included in the analysis – gender, residence, region (‘east-
ern’, ‘central’ and ‘western’), and ethnicity (Han and non-Han).35

Besides demographic characteristics, I was interested to test whether 
expectations about the role of the state in society are linked to income 
levels. To capture the preferences of the population regarding state inter-
vention, survey respondents were asked the following question: What is 
more important in Chinese society: that everyone be free to pursue their 
life’s goals without interference from the state or that the state plays an 
active role in society so as to guarantee that nobody is in need? Thirty-
five per cent of the respondents prefer a less intrusive state (that is, free-
dom from state intervention), while 49 per cent opt for a stronger state 
providing for people in need (that is, equality). Even though most Chi-
nese prefer state-sponsored redistribution and protection, one-third of 
the respondents opted for freedom from state intervention.

Beliefs in upward mobility may be associated with household income 
levels. To measure the belief in upward mobility, interviewees were asked 
the following question: How easy or difficult is it in China for a young 
person to get a better job and to become wealthier than his or her parents 
were  –  very easy, somewhat easy, somewhat difficult or very difficult? 
Fifty-seven per cent of respondents stated optimistically that it is easy/
somewhat easy to get a job and become wealthier than their parents.36

To test whether party membership, education, and mobility and stat-
ist beliefs predict household income levels, an ordered probit regression 
was implemented using STATA. I started the analysis with a baseline 
model and then entered additional variables of interest, as well as an inter-
action term. Table 5.2 (see Appendix) displays detailed estimates of the 
effects of each of the variables on income levels. Age, education, resi-
dence, region, party membership, belief in upward mobility, and the inter-
action term between party affiliation and orientation towards the state 
predict household income.37

To ease the interpretation of results, I plot in figure 5.2 the average 
marginal effects and predictive margins of the relevant predictors across 
the five income levels. Age has a negative effect on income, which is par-
ticularly notable at incomes above 30,000 yuan (figure 5.2A). By contrast, 
education has a positive effect on income (figure 5.2B). Specifically, edu-
cation best predicts incomes above 50,000 yuan. Similarly, the chances to 
reach the upper income brackets are higher in cities and towns compared 
to villages. Given the existing literature on the urban-rural income gap, this 
finding is hardly surprising. Furthermore, in line with previous studies, 
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Fig. 5.2 ​ The average marginal effects for age and education and the 
predictive margins for party affiliation across age groups. Source: 
Author’s interviews.

regions matter as well. Compared to respondents situated in the Eastern 
region, those in the less developed Western and Central parts of the coun-
try are less likely to move up to higher income brackets.

Party membership has a significant and differentiated impact on 
income level. The odds ratio of 0.8 in Model 1 and Model 2 reveals that 
non-members compared to party members are 20 per cent less likely to 
have higher incomes. However, the predictive margins in figure 5.2D point 
to the non-linear effect of party membership across different income lev-
els. While party membership seems clearly to be a bonus for households 
with incomes over 50,000 yuan, it has a slight negative impact on those 
in the first (below 10,000) and third income brackets (15,000–30,000). 
No effect can be observed in the case of the second (large X) and fourth 
income group (squares).

To track how the effect of party membership changes with age, 
I  have plotted the predictive margins of party membership on income 
across age groups in Figure 5.2C. For those in the highest income bracket, 
the bonus effect of party membership diminishes with age. By contrast, 
we observe a small increase in the impact of party membership on indi-
viduals in the first (under 10,000 yuan) and third income groups 
(15,000–30,000 yuan) over time.
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The beliefs in upward mobility correlate incompletely with income 
levels. Such beliefs have no impact on the second and fourth income 
groups. On the other hand, the upper-income individuals think that it is 
relatively easy to climb up the economic ladder. Still, we cannot assert with 
certainty the direction of causality. It is not clear whether strong beliefs in 
upward mobility help these individuals reach the highest income bracket, or 
whether such beliefs are acquired after their income increases. When it comes 
to attitudes toward state intervention, the interaction term in Model 4 (see 
table 5.2) between party membership and state intervention is significant 
beyond the 5 per cent level. Those in the lower income brackets who are 
unaffiliated with the party expect the state to protect those in need. Inter-
estingly enough, this group exhibits stronger support for an interventionist 
welfare state compared to party members in the same income bracket.

Next, I was interested in exploring the relationship between social 
mobility beliefs and perceptions of economic change at the individual 
level. Intuitively, one would expect that the losers in the economic transi-
tion should hold weak beliefs in upward mobility. I ran a cross-tabulation to 
explore this conjecture (see figure 5.3). To capture individual perceptions 
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of economic change, survey participants were asked whether their finan-
cial situation has improved or deteriorated over the last five years. The 
majority of respondents mentioned that, compared to 2007, their financial 
situation was better in 2012. Sixty-two per cent of those who were better 
off stated that it was easier to find a job and get wealthy than during their 
parents’ time. Surprisingly, 70 per cent of those who were worse off in 
2012 believed that it was easy or somewhat easy to get wealthier than their 
parents. Thirty-seven per cent of those whose situation improved and 
29 per cent of those worse off found it very difficult or somewhat difficult 
to get wealthy in China. If anything, compared to losers (that is, individuals 
whose economic situation deteriorated), the winners were slightly less 
confident that finding a job was easier than during their parents’ time. 
Unexpectedly, we found that optimistic beliefs in intergenerational mobil-
ity remain resilient even when individuals face economic hardship.

Implications for the future of the China model

State-sponsored capitalism in China today is stuck midway between a 
command economy and a market system. The five-year plans, the guid-
ing role of the CPC, the state-controlled banking sector, the dominance 
of the large state-owned corporations, all remind us of the traditional 
command economy. On the other hand, the rise of billionaires, the priva-
tisation reforms, the growing private sector, the conspicuous consump-
tion of Western luxury goods, the hard-budget constraints for small and 
medium enterprises, the support of free trade in an era of increasing 
American protectionism, and the heavy investments in US treasury bonds, 
all feature as novel elements of the socialist market system. So far, this 
mixed economy has produced high levels of economic growth as well as 
sharp wealth disparities.

Four implications can be drawn from this exploration of China’s 
unequal economic growth. First, it is important to call attention to the flex-
ibility of the CPC in the absence of real political liberalisation. It has slowly 
but surely adapted to the new economic environment. Knowing that pri-
vate entrepreneurs complain about unfair competition from state-owned 
enterprises, key businesspeople from the private sector were invited to 
connect with the party-state. The party even began setting up cells within 
the leading domestic and foreign private companies. However, it is not 
the emergence of the private sector per se, but the conspicuous consump-
tion patterns pervasive among the wealthy elites and party cadres that 
raise the greatest problem for the CPC. In the long run, despite the party-
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state’s incontestable success in reducing poverty, consumerist excesses 
among political and economic elites might give rise to the perception that 
the existing socio-economic inequalities are unfair. To counteract this by-
product of economic growth, CPC’s frugality campaign aims at aligning 
the behaviour of party officials with the egalitarian ethos of the official 
ideology.

Second, the relationship between politicians and capitalists is one 
of asymmetrical interdependence. The new wealthy elites and the party-
state are already bound together by a dense web of institutional and 
structural ties. More than half of the 100 wealthiest Chinese occupy or 
have occupied a public office, among them Jack Ma, the wealthiest Chi-
nese and founder of Alibaba. Crucially, they are co-opted to public posi-
tions after, rather than before, they become wealthy. There are only several 
cases in which party-state officials became billionaires after ‘plunging into 
the sea’ of commerce (xiahai). In their relationship with the party-state, 
the wealthy elites enjoy a privileged position. While the party-state may 
use coercion and engage in selective nationalisation, it largely depends 
on the wealthy elites to achieve economic growth, maintain high employ-
ment levels, ensure political stability and expand the country’s global 
reach. With the nomenklatura firmly in power, China’s insecure capital-
ists are nudged to expand and invest globally. Some of them hedge their 
bets and acquire a second citizenship, but in the long run, this inter
dependent relationship between the party-state and the extremely rich 
will inevitably consolidate into one of the cornerstones of the Chinese 
economic model.

Third, despite the existence of corrupt practices, the Chinese sys-
tem incorporates meritocratic elements. The preceding statistical analy-
sis has revealed that education, among other factors, functions as the 
strongest predictor of income. Undoubtedly, guanxi (that is, informal net-
works), as numerous scholars have pointed out, play an important role in 
Chinese society. Still, education stands out as more important than party 
affiliation as a determinant of income. The crucial ramification of this 
finding is that in the midst of radical economic transformations, the party-
state successfully shaped an environment in which income is at least par-
tially a function of education. In other words, the existing system tends 
to reward highly educated individuals.

Finally, these findings have to be interpreted in light of Xi’s Chinese 
Dream initiative (Zhongguo meng) and the larger theme of national reju-
venation (Zhonghua minzu weida fuxing). Leaving aside their ideological 
content, both initiatives aim at instilling pride in China’s economic 
accomplishments, always contrasted with the ‘hundred years of national 
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humiliation’. It is not clear whether the population has bought into the 
promise of the Chinese Dream, an expression conjuring up the middle-
class American Dream. In this sense, it is remarkable that most Chinese 
hold robust, optimistic beliefs in upward mobility. The strong beliefs in 
upward mobility remain resilient even when an individual experiences a 
deterioration of her economic situation. Most Chinese perceive sufficient 
opportunities for upward mobility within the current hybrid system. 
Despite unequal growth, most of the population supports the mixed 
economy, while continuing to hold durable statist beliefs. At the same 
time, the resilient optimistic beliefs regarding upward mobility in the 
context of rising wealth and income inequality may simply be a matter of 
perception. Americans, for instance, hold extremely strong beliefs in the 
meritocracy of their economic system in spite of its low social mobility 
when compared to other Western economies. Further research would 
need to elucidate how the strong beliefs in upward mobility among China’s 
population contribute to the stability of the current economic and politi-
cal system. Until then, such perceptions should be cautiously interpreted 
as indicators of an optimistic popular mood prevailing inside the Middle 
Kingdom during its rapid economic rise.

Appendix

Table 5.1  Frequencies of the independent and dependent variables

Weighted N Percent

Dependent 
Variable

Household annual 
income

Less than 10,000 yuan 319 12.0
10,001 to 15,000 yuan 134 5.0
15,001 to 30,000 yuan 721 27.1
30,001 to 50,000 yuan 413 15.5
50,001 and up 1071 40.3

Total 2658 100.0

Factor Gender Female 1349 50.8
Male 1309 49.2

Total 2658 100.0

CPC member No 2504 94.2
Yes 154 5.8

Total 2658 100.0
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Table 5.1  (continued)

Weighted N Percent

Ethnicity Han 2543 95.7
Non-Han 115 4.3

Total 2658 100.0

Region East 1473 55.4
Centre 608 22.9
West 577 21.7

Total 2658 100.0

Belief in Upward 
Mobility

Somewhat easy 1272 47.9
Somewhat difficult 823 31.0
Very easy 368 13.8
Very difficult 195 7.3

Total 2658 100.0

 Residence City 1080 40.6
Town 469 17.6
Rural location 1109 41.7

Total 2658 100.0

 State Intervention Nobody in need 1550 58.3
Freedom to pursue  
life’s goals without 
interference

1108 41.7

Total 2658 100.0

Covariates Age (Range) 18–86 2658 100.0

Education Below primary school 112 4.2
Primary school 388 14.6
Junior school 835 31.4
High school 872 32.8
College 305 11.5
Bachelor’s degree 140 5.3
Master’s degree 6 .2

Total 2658 100

Source: Author’s interviews.
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