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Evolution of the Structure of Social Stratification over
40 Years of Reform and Opening Up in China

Li Lulu (Renmin University of China)

Abstract The basic characteristic of changes in China’s social structure over the past 40 years
of reform and opening up is that it has gradually evolved from a highly centralized and relatively
homogeneous social structural system to a relatively dispersed and independent structural system
with respect to resources, status, opportunities and interests. The most important manifestation of
this differentiation is that the whole society is gradually diverging into a class society, or in other
words, evolving to a complex class society from a simple two classes and one stratum framework
or a “status hierarchy” society constructed by the nation. During this process, the relative rate of
intergenerational mobility among classes fluctuates from low to high and then high to low. Structural
differentiation and fluctuations in relative intergenerational mobility reflect the complex process of
social transformation in China.

Key words social class; social stratification; Reform and Opening-up; class differentiation; class

solidification
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