
ONMU-SWorld – 15-18 September 2016 
http://www.sworld.education/index.php/ru/conference/the-content-of-conferences/archives-of-individual-conferences/onmu-sept-
2016 

SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION: FAMILY, MARRIAGE, YOUTH, MIDDLE CLASS AND MANAGEMENT INNOVATION IN NEW SILK WAY ALONG 
COUNTRIES 

Секция 1 

UDC 008.001 

Xiao Lin 

THE URBAN MIDDLE CLASS AND ITS CHALLENGES TO SOCIAL 

GOVERNANCE IN CHINA 

Institute of sociology, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences,  

5,Jianguomennei  Street,  Beijing，China, 100732 

 

Abstract: The rise of the urban middle class is a prominent social phenomenon 

in the process of the unprecedented urbanization of China. For the urban middle 

class, the factors such as the enhancement of the consciousness of rights and the rule 

of law, the sense of insecurity, the worries about risks and the growing differentiation 

between them and vulnerable groups are intertwined and profoundly affect the 

change of social governance in China, thus resulting in the formation of a kind of 

relationship with both challenge and cooperation between them and various powers. 

The rise and involvement of the urban middle class makes the governance structure 

of the Chinese society become more diverse, and accordingly, the social governance 

is more difficult. 
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In China, the profound transformation of social structure has taken place along 

with the development of market economy, of which the emergence and unceasing 

expansion of the urban middle class is a very important social phenomenon. The rise 

of the middle class benefits by constant economic growth and profound change of 

economic structure. As the middle class is very important for China to realize its 

strategic objective of “building a moderately prosperous society in an all-round way”, 

the state leader Xi Jinping has clearly pointed out that it is of great importance to 

expand the middle-income group. 



  There is a big difference in the estimation on the size of the Chinese middle 

class at present (100-200 million in general, or even more) due to different definitions 

and criteria adopted by the research fellows, but the number of its population has 

been very large and is still expanding increasingly. The conducted by the scholars is 

mainly based on the standard of occupation and takes other factors such as income, 

education and consumption, etc. into consideration at the same time from two aspects 

of objective standard and subjective identification. In a general way, from the whole 

regions of the country to the ordinary cities and to the large cities, the proportion of 

the middle class among the corresponding total population goes up gradually. In a 

word, city is the “hotbed” and also the main gathering place of the middle class. 

  The composition of the Chinese urban middle class is very complex. It includes 

the new one and the old one in term of its origin, whose interior is refined into the 

upper level and the lower level. Besides, there is the difference between the middle 

class within the system and the middle class beyond the system owing to the 

dependency on the path of reform. In specific, the former are the employees in the 

government departments, state-owned enterprises and public institutions (colleges, 

hospitals, scientific research institutions, etc.) who are closely combined with the 

existing system and highly dependent on the government, while the latter are those 

who are mainly found in the enterprises with foreign investment and joint ventures, 

private enterprises and self-employed economy, etc., appear after the market-oriented 

reform and gain wealth mainly relying on market exchange. Such a kind of difference 

between within the system and beyond the system also leads to another kind of 

difference on the values and behaviors of these two types of the middle class. In 

addition to the typical middle class, the scholars also use the concepts of “the 

marginal middle class” and “the quasi middle class” to describe those groups who are 

closely related to the middle class. For these groups, they may step into the middle 

class or may also fall into the lower class. 

I. The enhancement of the consciousness of rights and the spirit of the rule 

of law 



  It is the most important symbol of those who are believed to have stepped into 

the urban middle class to have a comfortable house and live in a decent community. 

Along with the privatization reform of urban housing system and the start of real 

estate market from scratch, there has emerged a very large “housing class” in the 

Chinese cities. With a very complex composition, it stretches over extensive groups 

from the elite stratum to the social lower class (such as the land-lost farmers), of 

which the most important and active one is the urban middle class who have 

purchased the commodity housing from the real estate market. For other groups in the 

housing class, the ways to get housing are different, including the purchase of public 

housing owned by the original work unit, the resettlement housing for demolition and 

the purchase of indemnificatory housing (such as affordable housing, commercial 

housing with price limit, etc.). As the housing is the most important family 

possession of the urban middle class and is a kind of commodity “symbolizing their 

identity and status”, they are very concerned with and try to maintain the rights and 

interests of their own house properties. With the continuous rising of housing price in 

large cities, many a people of the urban middle class is also burdened with a lot of 

debts in order to buy a house. 

  The commodity housing community in which the urban middle class live is the 

so-called property community or private community. Due to the price leverage in the 

real estate market, the middle class members are spatially gathered thus obtain the 

possibility of being organized. Their organization is nothing but the homeowners 

association and its homeowners committee established according to the property 

rights law, whose basic duties are to maintain its various rights and interests of 

private and joint properties, and make decision on and manage all collective affairs 

relevant to housing inside community. At the level of community, there is a kind of 

competitive relationship between the rising homeowners committee and the 

traditional residents committee. In specific, the former makes enforcement based on 

the property rights, whose nature is similar to the “private government”, and has a 

strong rejection to external power interventions; while the latter makes enforcement 

based on the right of habitation, who belongs to “the mass autonomous organization” 



in the legal sense but “the micro-organization” of the social governance conducted by 

the government in the cities in the actual practice.  

  The middle class owners pay great attention to the laws and regulations as well 

as the policies concerned with their own rights and interests. In the process of the 

introduction and amendment of “The Property Rights Law” and other local laws and 

regulations in 2007, the middle class once successfully incorporated some of their 

appeals into the Law by means of putting forward opinions and suggestions, 

persuading the NPC members, etc. Their activities of rights protection have gradually 

extended to various cities or even larger range from their own communities. In 

addition, they have built the tans-community and trans-city mutual support network 

and communication platform. 

  The middle class, especially the one beyond the system, has had a certain sense 

of citizenship. According to T. H. Marshall’s theory, citizenship rights include civil 

rights, political rights and social rights. What the owners of the urban middle class 

strive for and try to maintain is the civil rights closely relevant to property, which 

thus promotes the development of democracy at the grassroots in the Chinese cities in 

the course of the participation in community’s self-governance and basic level 

election. Besides, in terms of social rights, housing, education, environment, food 

security and social security, etc. are all hot issues for which the urban middle class 

show solicitude. They require for the right to know, participate in and supervise on 

these public issues and hope that the government can fully take into account their 

reasonable appeals in the process of making policies concerned. 

  The middle class also pays much attention to the realization procedure and 

safeguard process of these rights. Compare with other social classes, the middle class 

attaches greater importance to the construction of the rule of law, the impartiality of 

law and the procedural justice. They uphold the strategy of “govern the state affairs 

according to law” proposed by the central government, advocate that the public 

power should be more transparent and fair and subject to restriction and supervision. 

They prefer to maintain their legitimate rights by legal and reasonable means and do 

not take the drastic actions under the normal circumstances. 



  In the era of the Internet, the discourse right of the middle class has been 

greatly improved. The advantage of their educational background is not only 

conducive to their upper mobility but also helpful for them to master the discourse 

right in public sphere. The urban middle class actively discuss public issues and 

affect the direction of public opinion to a great extent. Also, they are good at utilizing 

the Internet platform to put forward comments and suggestions on the policies related 

to their own interests.                                                                                       

II. Insecurity and risk aversion actions 

  Just as “the status panic” used by C. Wright Mills to describe the American 

middle class, the Chinese urban middle class have acquired a certain accumulation of 

wealth and status but are afraid of losing them at any time, thus have a clear sense of 

insecurity. This kind of psychology is typically reflected in the issue like “who 

moved my cheese” and affects their actions. But in the current Chinese cities, this 

piece of “cheese” is sometimes the real estate interests and sometimes the living 

environment or educational resources, etc. While for the issue of “who” moved “the 

cheese”, it may be the developer or the local government, or it may also be other 

social classes. 

  The insecurity of the urban middle class leads to the increasingly frequent 

emergence of “NIMBY” phenomenon (Not in My Back Yard), whose essence is a 

kind of spontaneous movement to maintain their living quality. Due to the external 

effect of the real estate, the actions of the owners to safeguard their rights and 

interests sometimes go beyond the scope of the protection of house property rights 

and interests and the scope of seeking for the self-governance of community and 

expand to the domains of urban construction administration and public service such 

as transportation, environment and education, etc. In recent years, the issue of 

“garbage everywhere” appeared in the large cities of China is increasingly severe, 

and the cases which the middle class organizes spontaneously to oppose the 

construction of waste incineration power plants near their own communities have 

taken place many times in Beijing, Guangzhou and other large cities. In addition, the 

residents of Xianmen City, Shifang City, etc. once strongly opposed the local 



construction of large-scale chemical projects. At times, the urban middle class 

suddenly discover that the “safety island” they try to build is actually shrouded in the 

shadow of urban disasters and risks. On August, 12, 2015, there occurred a huge 

explosion in the dangerous goods warehouse at Tianjin Port, which brought about a 

huge property loss to the owners of the surrounding middle class communities and 

threatened their personal security. The movement of “NIMBY” launched by the 

urban middle class has a positive significance, which puts forward higher 

requirements for policy transparency and city administration level, but it also has a 

narrow side, namely, some public projects that are initially conducive to the interests 

of the whole city are hard to be smoothly implemented sometimes owing to their 

resistance. 

  Moreover, the Chinese urban middle class is particularly concerned with the 

education of their children. Before the college entrance examination in 2016, the 

Ministry of Education issued a policy, which planned to let some universities in the 

eastern provinces expand their enrollment for the students in the middle and western 

undeveloped regions. Its aim was to alleviate the long-term historical problem of 

serious unfairness of the distribution of educational resources and education 

opportunities among the regions. The middle class parents of some large cities in the 

eastern provinces (such as the Nanjing City of Jiangsu Province) were worried about 

the local high-quality educational resources being violated (partially because of their 

misunderstanding of the policies concerned) and expressed strong dissatisfaction to 

the local governments. The incident of collective objection initiated by the middle 

class parents has triggered a heated debate on the issue of educational equality in the 

whole society.  

III. The increasing social differentiation 

  The differentiation in living space, life style and values between the urban 

middle class and vulnerable groups is deepening increasingly. In the large cities, the 

price leverage of the real estate market leads to an obvious differentiation in living 

space among different social classes, and social stratification and spatial 

differentiation are interwoven and strengthened. The middle class occupies the more 



advantageous space and locations in the cities with relatively better transportation, 

infrastructure and service. Compare with other groups, the low-income group living 

in the old cities is usually demolished and resettled to the remote suburbs in the 

course of urban renewal and expansion, and the affordable housing projects are 

mainly located at the outskirts of the cities. 

  In order to cater the preference of the middle class for security and living 

quality, the developers have built a large number of “gated communities” which have 

better facilities for leisure service, relatively adequate public space, guards on duty 

and electronic access control that strictly controls the entrance of the outsiders so as 

to guarantee that the living order of the owners does not subject to external 

interference and the community facilities are not shared by the outsiders. In February, 

2016, a guidance document issued by the central government pointed out that the 

newly-built residential quarters in the future should promote the block system, the 

construction of closed residential quarters should not be permitted in principle and 

the residential quarters and work unit yards should be open gradually to the outside. 

The initial aim of this measure was to promote land conservation and utilization and 

ease the pressure on urban traffic congestion. This policy has triggered widespread 

concern and heated discussion of the society, and in particular, the middle class 

owners living at the closed communities have had a strong reaction to it, questioning 

such a kind of policy might violate private property and rights and worrying about 

their own living order being destroyed. Under the pressure of public opinion, the 

Ministry of Construction stood out and explained that the policy would be 

implemented step by step according to the actual conditions so as to placate the 

doubts and discontents of the urban middle class. 

  This incident reflects that the urban middle class is deeply concerned with 

some issues which may have impact on their current living order, such as the issue of 

social security brought about by large influx of migrated population in the large 

cities. Therefore, the middle class has strong appeals for strengthening urban 

management by the local governments. In term of the management of street vendors 

and the policies of urban transportation, there is a significantly different or even 



opposite attitude between the middle class and social vulnerable groups. In recent 

years, the governments of many cities have early or late issued local policies of 

banning electricity-powered motorcycles and strictly limiting electric bicycles. The 

reason for that is that these kinds of transportation vehicles have a higher rate of 

traffic incidents, are engaged in illegal business operations and affect social order and 

security. All these policies are welcomed and supported by the urban middle class 

while a large number of floating population in the cities (mainly the migrant workers) 

are strongly discontent because their livelihood has been seriously affected. Besides, 

in some megacities (such as Shanghai), the phenomenon of the discrimination from 

part of the local middle class against outsiders (the people coming from other places) 

is still prominent. They even give the outsiders a “stigma” label. Accordingly, the 

differentiation of the opinion towards public policies among various social classes 

undoubtedly increases the difficulty of the government’s efforts to integrate the 

society, and the task of building “a harmonious society” advocated by the official 

ideology thus becomes more challenging. 

IV. The challenge and cooperation in social governance 

  On one hand, the rise of the middle class is a somewhat challenge to the 

existing power structure; on the other hand, it has also formed a kind of cooperative 

relationship with the government in many domains. The middle class has higher 

appeals for the government’s administration according to the rule of law, the 

transparency of relevant policies and the justice of the government. They are 

challenging the existing power structure to a certain extent by means of collective 

action, organizing their own network and mastering opinion and discourse right, 

which mainly embodies at the level of grass-roots government and the level of urban 

management. In the eyes of the local governments, house owners committee is both a 

“trouble-maker” and a “partner”. On one hand, the actions of protecting property 

rights being directed against the developers and property management companies 

conducted by many urban middle class owners appear one after another, which are 

regarded as a kind of factor that affects social stability. On the other hand, the local 

governments must also carry out indirect management in the new commodity housing 



communities with the strength of the house owners committee so as to reduce their 

self stress. Conversely, the middle class owners may also turn to the local 

governments for help in the actions against the infringement of developers and 

property management companies and hope them keep justice in disputes; while in 

other cases, they may fight against some of the grassroots governments’ inaction and 

bias. In all kinds of “NIMBY” movements, the mobilization and organization 

capacity of the middle class has brought about no small pressure to the local 

governments. 

  For the urban middle class, active participation in charitable activities is an 

important aspect of self-value realization. Since the middle class has a certain 

economic base and cultural advantage, their concern with and participation in the 

domains of education, environmental protection, poverty alleviation and disaster 

relief, etc. are relatively high. At the same time, a part of the middle class members 

reflect a higher sense of social responsibility and voluntary spirit. They initiate the 

establishment of social organizations and participate in their service operations, and 

become the backbone of this emerging sector. Since 2012, the central government has 

clearly proposed that it is necessary to stimulate the social organization vitality, 

establish the modern social organization system, and in particular, it is of great 

importance to focus on nurturing and give priority to develop the social organizations 

with the characteristics of public welfare charity, community service, etc. The 

governments at various levels should adopt multiple measures to encourage and 

develop social organizations, and better meet the diverse needs of the members of 

society by means of purchasing more services from social organizations. For those 

social organizations that are still at the stage of early development, it is necessary to 

maintain a good relationship with the local governments of the great resources, but 

relying too much on the governments’ resources may also affect their independency 

and sustainable development. 

  The state has also actively responded to the concerns and aspirations of the 

urban middle class at the legal level. With the establishment and gradual 

implementation of the concept of governing the country by law, the Chinese 



government has formulated and revised a number of important laws and regulations 

in recent years, such as Law for the Property rights (2007), Environmental Protection 

Law (1989, 2014), Law for the Protection of Consumers’ Interests (1993, 2009), Air 

Pollution Control Act (1989, 1995, 2000, 2015), Food Security Law (2009, 2015), 

Charity Law (2016), Property Management Regulations (2003, 2007, 2016), 

Government Information Disclosure Ordinance (2007), etc. In addition to these, the 

state is conducting the revision of law and regulations on social organizations (such 

as foundations, mass organizations, etc.). All these laws and regulations are the focus 

of the middle class to a great extent, although they are for the whole society. In the 

course of the revision and introduction of these laws and regulations, the central 

government has also attached great importance to the full collection of views to the 

whole society, and in particular, to absorb the reasonable views of the urban middle 

class. 

Conclusion 

  Generally speaking, the Chinese society is undergoing a profound 

transformation from the traditional unilateral administration of government to the 

participation of multiple forces in governance, and the top-down hierarchical 

management approach is being gradually replaced by the up and down interaction 

and multi cooperation. 

  The urban middle class is the direct beneficiaries of China’s market-oriented 

reform and urbanization. On one hand, the rise of the urban middle class makes the 

social power structure become more diversified, which is in line with the strategic 

objective of the innovation of social governance system put forward by the central 

government. Since the urban middle class has many advantages (such as the high 

level of education and organization, the excellent capacity of the mobilization of 

resources, being good at using the Internet, etc.), it has become an important force 

which can not be ignored in the process of social governance. Conversely, the state’s 

great attention to the innovation of social governance, the cultivation of social 

organizations and the development of democratic consultation also caters a favorable 

macro policy environment for the urban middle class to participate in public life. 



  For the middle class’ concerns with and participation in the local public affairs, 

the local governments are willing to see that but are also worried about that. On one 

hand, the reasonable maintenance of rights according to law conducted by the middle 

class is actually conducive to the formation of a society with the rule of law, and their 

active participation in public charitable cause makes up for the lack of effective 

public services provided by the local governments to a certain extent and alleviates 

the gap between the rich and the poor. On the other hand, the actions of maintaining 

their own rights have a certain challenge and higher requirements to the grassroots 

powers. The movements of “NIMBY” make it difficult for the local governments 

carry out large projects, even if these projects are likely to be beneficial and 

necessary for the cities as a whole. This also means that the local governments need 

to further improve the transparency and rationality of decision-making. In addition, 

the deepening social differentiation between the urban middle class and vulnerable 

groups also requires the local government need to better take into account the 

interests of different classes at the time of the introduction of public policies. 

  Obviously, the urban middle class is by no means a unified and stable whole, 

and the difference among its different components (including the difference between 

generations) is still large, or even may be reversed on the position of a particular 

policy issue. The modernization of the East Asian countries including China is under 

the leadership of the government. The middle class is often dependent on the existing 

political and economic structure and the authority of the government and is also the 

beneficiaries of the government’s intervention. The Chinese urban middle class’ trust 

and expectation on the state (especially the central government) is relatively high. On 

the whole, the urban middle class is an important force to maintain the social stability 

in China and promote the modernization of social governance system 
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