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Abstract

China’s 2000 census contains many innovative new components that can
be used for examining recent social changes in China. Of particular
importance are items related to housing, which represented no fewer than
fifteen questions in the census questionnaires. In a sharp contrast to
China’s planned economy era, when the government was virtually the
sole source of urban housing and when housing shortage prevailed,
changing housing conditions in the 1990s illustrate important
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improvement in the standard of living. Moreover, changing sources of
housing and housing distribution reveal important features of a post-
socialist social stratification regime, in terms of welfare redistribution
and wealth accumulation. Relying on official Chinese statistics, this
paper reports improvements in housing conditions and changes in
housing-related expenditure for urban Chinese in the closing decades of
the twentieth century. Relying on initial tabulations of the 2000 census,
this paper also examines in a preliminary way the emerging pattern of
urban economic inequality as seen in the distributions of housing
conditions and housing ownership following recent reforms in public
housing.

Introduction: Housing and the Study of Social Inequality

Over the past two decades, sweeping social changes have redefined the
Chinese social landscape. With the abolition of the People’s Commune
system in rural China in the early 1980s and of job allocation in urban
China in the late 1980s, reforms in China have fundamentally changed the
structural basis that governed individual lives under the planned economy
system. At the same time that millions of rural labourers started to move
into urban centres to seek better economic opportunities and enhanced
social status, urban residents have been moving away from a work organi-
zation-based employment and welfare provision system. All these struc-
tural changes have had profound impacts on the lives of Chinese citizens.
Among the most profound social consequences of these structural changes
is a rapid increase in social and economic inequality. In only a decade,
from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s, China moved from being one of the
most egalitarian to one of the most unequal societies in the world in terms
of income.1

Perhaps even more than income, for Chinese residents in urban areas,
changes in housing conditions and in the degree of housing inequality tell
a vivid story of social change. This is the case because housing inequality
to a certain extent was a more important form of economic inequality than
income inequality in pre-reform urban China. Under the socialist planned
economy, urban housing was not only an indicator of the standard of living
(shelter), but also the most important social welfare item. Although mon-
etary income is often the most common measure used in the examination
of social and economic inequality, under a socialist redistributive
system where a “low wage, but high welfare” policy was pursued, welfare
provision, especially housing, was at least an equally important area in
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which to examine the level and pattern of inequality.2 Welfare provision
constituted a major portion of the total economic compensation package
both before and during the recent reforms. As recently as 1995, the
National Bureau of Statistics of China estimated that the average welfare
benefits received per urban employee was RMB3,304, equivalent to 70%
of the average nominal annual income. Housing benefit was calculated at
RMB1,960 per urban employee, accounting for 60% of the total welfare
benefits, by far the most important item among all welfare provisions.3

Indeed, for urban Chinese residents, inequality in per capita housing
space, measured by the standard Gini index of inequality, exceeded that in
per capita income during the years of the socialist practice. As shown in
Figure 1, which is based on data from the urban sectors of three provinces,
it was not until the early 1990s, more than a decade into the Chinese
economic reforms, that income inequality became higher than housing
inequality. Both the discrepancies before and after 1990 defy common
sense in economics, which would predict parallel trends between the two.
The pre-1990 discrepancy between income and housing inequalities dis-
plays vividly a central feature of the socialist redistributive system of
greater inequality in welfare provision than in nominal income, just as the
slower pace of housing reform, coupled with the rapidly increasing income
inequality, has resulted in the unexpected pattern of income inequality
outpacing housing inequality in the 1990s.

It is therefore in housing that economic inequality generated by the

Sources: Urban Household Income and Expenditure Survey data for the provinces of Guangdong,

Sichuan, and Liaoning.

Figure 1: Divergent Paths in Housing and Income Inequality, Urban China, 1986–2000
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redistributive system can be most clearly seen. Studies of Eastern Euro-
pean cities under socialism revealed ample evidence of social stratification
in housing allocation and occupancy.4 For China, the link between the
redistributive economic regime and social inequality has been demon-
strated not only by the fact that individuals with Communist Party
membership, administrative positions, and better occupations received bet-
ter housing provision,5 but also that employees of work organizations
deemed more central to the economic system (higher rank, larger size,
more important sector) enjoyed better housing.6

The importance of housing in a reforming socialist economy is further
evidenced by the fact that the gap in the monetary value of housing benefit
was greater than that in nominal income between officials and ordinary
workers. As recently as the mid-1990s, a large-scale survey in China
revealed that the average wage income for heads of public organizations
was estimated to be 29% higher than that of the average technical worker,
but the monetary value of housing benefits received by these heads of
public organizations was 44% greater than that of the technical workers.7

Housing benefits received by those in the position of head of an organiza-
tion would also make private entrepreneurs envious: their advantage was
57% higher.8 More tellingly, among the four ranks of officials and techni-
cal professionals stipulated by the state, government officials enjoyed more
generous housing benefits than non-official professionals in every rank.
The estimated housing benefit difference between high-level cadres
(department or si/ju level) and senior professionals and scientists (who
belong to the same government-stipulated rank) was 44%, between
middle-level cadres (division chief or chu level) and middle-level profes-
sional and technical personnel it was 11%, and between low-level officials
(branch or ke level) and low-level technical personnel, 5%.9

What is new and interesting in using housing to study social inequality
in recent years also has to do with the emerging ownership regime of urban
housing. Following urban housing reforms that are designed gradually to
replace public housing provided by work organizations with privately
owned housing, housing ownership is becoming the most important new
form of private property for urban Chinese.10 For nearly three decades,
from the 1950s to the 1980s, not only was there an acute housing shortage
in urban China, private ownership also became a rarity.11 When made
possible by the ongoing housing reforms, the fever of private housing
ownership among urban residents, like the thirst for land for Chinese
peasants before the land reform in the 1940s and before de-collectivization
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in the 1970s, has been revived with unprecedented intensity. Examinations
of housing ownership can inform the progress of housing reforms in China
by revealing differential ownership by geographic location as well as by
the social positions of the household members.

There is a third reason to study housing as a source of social change in
contemporary China. In urban China, a process of property redistribution
has accompanied the process of replacing public housing with private
housing.12 Given the high value of housing relative to incomes in urban
China, getting an apartment in a Chinese city is no doubt the single most
important starting point for urban Chinese to start accumulating private
property in post-reform China. Yet not all urban residents have received
the same share, at least not the same share with the same cost.13 Existing
studies have suggested that housing reform is also a partial reform in which
the government and work organizations continue to play a major role.14

Housing reform, in other words, may well be one of the last acts of the
socialist re-distributive regime. Who gets what at what price now not only
tells much about the structure of economic and social inequality and the
process of social transformation in China, but is also a starting point for
future social and economic stratification.

China’s 2000 census supplies timely data for examining this important
aspect of social change in contemporary China.15 Among the many innova-
tive new components of this census is the addition of housing-related
items.16 Housing questions figured prominently in both the short and the
long census forms. In the short form that was filled out by every household,
every family household reported the number of rooms and the total
(construction) area of its housing unit. In the long form, which was com-
pleted by 10% of the population, a large number of questions — fifteen —
were devoted to housing. Housing questions included not only the simple
ones which appeared in the short form, but also detailed questions on the
use of the housing unit, the year built, the type, building materials, kitchen,
toilet and water supply facilities, sources of housing, and cost. Together,
these questions provide extremely rich information on a most important
measure of the standard of living for contemporary Chinese and on the
progress of housing reforms in China by the year 2000. Housing informa-
tion contained in the 2000 census therefore is not only useful for commer-
cial purposes of housing development, but also extremely valuable for
studying social changes in contemporary China.

This paper is a preliminary attempt to use the rich census data to study
housing as an outcome of social inequality. Relying on the Chinese 2000
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census tabulations recently made available, I examine three indicators
associated with housing inequality in urban China: housing occupancy
distribution, housing ownership, and cost of attaining private housing
ownership. Before such an examination, as a general background, I shall
review briefly the changes in overall housing conditions in urban China in
recent years, relying on published Chinese statistics. I will conclude this
paper by proposing a number of future research possibilities when further
census data are released.

Changing Housing Conditions and Ownership

Prior to China’s economic reforms starting in the late 1970s, for over two
decades, the socialist industrialization drive under the planned economy
system heavily favoured capital accumulation and neglected the consump-
tion needs of the population, including housing construction. The state’s
developmental strategy allocated on average only 6.2% of total construc-
tion funds to urban housing prior to the end of the 1970s.17 Between 1949
and 1978, housing investment amounted to only 1.5% of Gross National
Product (GNP) annually.18 As a result of such a developmental strategy,
and following a population growth and urbanization process that more than
doubled the size of China’s urban population in less than 30 years, housing
shortage became one of the most glaring problems associated with the
planned economy model and also one of the most pressing concerns for
urban residents.

Housing improvement represents one of the most important indicators
of a higher living standard for urban Chinese in the past two decades.
In 1978, most urban Chinese were living under extremely crowded
conditions. Per capita living space in most Chinese cities was less than 5
square metres. Nationally, as shown in Figure 2, urban per capita living
space was less than 4 square metres in 1978. In fact, between 1952 and
1978, per capita floor space in urban China declined, from 4.5 to 3.6 square
metres.19 The shortage was especially acute in large cities such as Shanghai
and Beijing.

A change in developmental policy in the 1980s led to a drastic increase
in state-allocated funds for housing construction and an improvement in
urban residents’ housing conditions. Throughout the 1980s, housing con-
struction funds made up around a quarter of total investment funds (gross
fixed asset formation, GFAF), and reached 7% of GNP. On an annual
basis, newly completed housing construction in the late 1980s was more
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than ten times that over the preceding decades.20 By the end of the 1990s,
following two decades of rapid economic growth and housing
construction, per capita living space in urban China more than doubled, to
almost 10 square metres per person.

Note that there are three different housing space measures used in
Chinese statistics: living (juzhu) space, usable (shiyong) space, and con-
struction (jianzhu) space. Living space refers to the space one sleeps in, the
bedrooms. Usable space includes not only bedrooms but other usable space
within a housing unit as well, such as living room, corridor, bathroom, and
kitchen. Construction space includes common areas outside a housing unit
(such as an apartment) but shared by residents in a complex (e.g., stairs,
common corridors). Over time, the most common measure for housing has
shifted from relying on living space to construction space. There are no
published standards for conversion among the three, but the rule of thumb
used by many is that living space is 75% of the usable space, and usable
space is 75% of construction space. In other words, construction space is
twice the living space.

The trend towards housing improvement shown above is also accom-
panied by local variations. Figure 3 gives a few examples to illustrate such
variations. Cities that have experienced faster economic growth or greater

Source:China’s Statistical Yearbook 2000 (Beijing: China Statistics Press, 2000), p. 342.

Figure 2: Per Capita Housing Space, Urban China, 1978–1999
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government subsidies, such as Beijing and Shanghai, have also shown
faster improvement in housing conditions, compared with those that have
experienced slower economic growth (such as Shenyang). Smaller cities with
fewer land shortages and land use restrictions, such as Foshan, also now have
a larger per capita space. The sharp increase in 1997, however, largely
reflected a change in the measure used for housing space. Before 1997, the
measure used was living space (juzhu mianji), including only bedrooms.
Starting from 1997, the official measure used was changed to usable space
(shiyong mianji), including living room, kitchen, and bathroom space.

Along with the rapid expansion in living space, urban Chinese have also
increasingly spent more of their increased incomes on housing-related items.
In fact, housing expenditure is among the fastest growing expenditure items.
Between 1985 and 1999, while the average overall urban household’s expen-
diture (adjusted for inflation) doubled, expenditures on transportation
and communication, out-of-pocket medical care, housing, and education/
recreation saw a much more rapid three- or four-fold increase.21

As a result of these shifting spending priorities among urban Chinese
households, while in 1985 housing represented only 5% of an urban

Source: National Bureau of Statistics of China, Xin Zhongguo chengshi wushinian (Cities during

Five Decades of New China) (Beijing: Xinhua chubanshe, 1999), pp. 461–65.

Figure 3: Trends in Housing Space, Selected Chinese Cities, 1978–1998
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household’s expenditure, in 1999, it rose to 10% of the total household
expenditure. In 1985, combined with household facilities, total expenditure
on housing was 14%, ranking it after food and clothing. In 1999, combined
with household facilities, housing represented 18% of total household
expenditure, ranked second only to food. Real expenditure on housing
should be much greater, as most of the savings of urban Chinese also went
into purchasing housing units in recent years.

Important changes have also taken place in the sources of housing
supply and housing ownership. In contrast to the planned economy era,
when the government was virtually the sole investor who supplied most
new housing in urban China, in the 1990s, commercial construction of
residential units started an unprecedented boom. Between 1991 and 1999,
annual construction of this type showed a nearly five-fold increase, from
27.45 million to 129.98 million square metres. Urban residents bought an
increasingly large share of these new residential units built by commercial
developers. As shown in Figure 4, which depicts trends in both commercial
housing construction and private ownership of new housing units, the
proportion purchased by individuals rose from about a third in 1991 to
about half in 1995, and to 80% in 1999.22 Clearly, both non-government
housing construction and private housing ownership have become the most
prominent features of urban housing in China.

Source: China’s Statistical Yearbook 2000, p. 342 (Beijing: China Statistics Press 2000)

Figure 4: Growth of Commercial Housing Construction and Ownership, Urban China,
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Distribution of Housing Conditions and Ownership:
Evidence from the 2000 Census

Whereas the figures above, based on published statistics, help to give a
general picture of housing improvement and changes in housing
ownership, they are unable to address issues related to housing distribution,
ownership, and cost, all of which are important for examining social and
economic inequality. With the newly available 2000 census data, we can
go beyond the overall housing improvement and examine housing as
an outcome of social stratification. While more in-depth analysis requires
the release of micro or household level data, available census tabulations
already allow the investigation of several interesting issues. I will focus
on three of them: first, after two decades of economic growth and
housing improvement, what is the distribution of housing occupancy
across different social strata in urban China? Second, how successful has
the housing reform been? In other words, what is the composition of
different sources of housing? Third, what has happened in the process of
privatizing housing? Specifically, who has purchased housing units and at
what cost?

Housing Conditions by Occupation

After decades of improvement, to what extent has the population benefited,
and what differences in benefits have members of society experienced
according to their social positions? The 2000 census report a per capita
housing space in urban China, measured by construction space (not living
space as used in Figure 2 or usable space, as in part of Figure 3), of 22.99
square metres,23 a further increase of nearly 20% from 1995 when the per
capita housing (construction) space was 19.19 square metres.24 Translated
into living space, in 2000, per capita living space in urban China exceeded
11 square metres, nearly tripling that in 1980.

There is a considerable variation in per capita housing space by occu-
pation of the household head. For households headed by workers, per
capita housing space was in the low twenties: 22.2 square metres for
service workers, 21.6 for production and transportation workers, and 20.7
for workers not included in the above two categories. Households headed
by government staff members, professionals, and officials all enjoyed
more generous housing conditions: 26.7, 27.8 and 29.9, respectively.25

Between the two extremes of the occupational ladder, per capita housing
space differed by nearly 50%.
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Another way to look at housing distribution by occupation is to com-
pare the two extremes of housing conditions: the percentage of households
with a per capita housing space of less than 13 square metres, and of more
than 30 square metres (per person). The published census tabulation in-
cludes all households, not just urban households. To extract an approxi-
mate estimate of urban housing distribution, I have excluded agriculture-
related occupations from the calculations. The comparison is shown in
Figure 5.

There is a clear difference in these extreme housing conditions by
occupational category. Among households with the head’s occupation
reported as a leader in the government, in the Communist Party, or of an
enterprise, nearly 40% lived in relatively spacious housing units.
Conversely, the proportion of households with relatively limited housing
space is also the lowest among this group. In contrast to a relatively small
occupational difference in having large per capita housing space, there is a
more pronounced difference among those who fall into the crammed
category, between households of ordinary urban employees and of high
occupational categories. Compared with the category of government
officials, of whom only about 10% were in the crammed housing category

Source: Tabulation based on one-per-thousand sample of 2000 census data.

Figure 5: Housing Space by Occupation of Household Head, Urban China, 2000
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(of having per capita housing space of less than 13 square metres), between
25 and 30% of the service, production, and other workers lived in units that
had less than 13 square metres per person. With an average household size
of about three members, such a number implies that more than a quarter of
workers’ families were still crammed in apartments no larger than 40
square metres (construction space).

Housing Ownership by Education and Occupation of the
Household Head

The ultimate goal of urban housing reform since the late 1970s is to
transfer housing responsibilities as well as rights, in the form of ownership,
from the hands of the government to individual households. Reaching such
a goal has been a lengthy process. The urban public housing system that
lasted for only about two decades before the reform took an almost equal
length of time to dismantle. Beginning with experiments in building and
selling newly constructed housing units to overseas Chinese in the early
1980s, the government gradually increased rents for publicly owned and
managed housing, encouraged and facilitated private ownership, and most
importantly, gradually phased out government-provided housing through
work organizations. In 1998, not long before the 2000 census was taken,
the government finally put an end to government allocated housing.26

How successful has the housing reform been? By 2000, what propor-
tion of urban households had left the public housing system and owned
their housing units? Through what means have they done so? Who have
been the first to own? Among the categories given in the 2000 census, there
are two sources that are particularly relevant for urban China: housing
purchased from previously occupied units belonging to work organiza-
tions, and housing purchased from commercial sources.

Results from the 2000 census reveal a rapid transition towards private
housing. Table 1 gives the distribution of housing sources for urban Chi-
nese households as reported in the 2000 census. Nearly three-quarters of all
urban Chinese households now own their housing units. Of all urban
households, 27% reported their housing units as self-built, and 46% had
purchased their housing units. The remaining 28% mostly still rented, with
the majority renting from public sources. The largest share of purchases
comes from work organizations. Purchasing from work organizations con-
stitutes 30% of all sources of housing, and 64% of all purchased housing.

Housing ownership and purchase also vary clearly along the lines of
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educational attainment and occupation of the household heads. Also shown
in Table 1 is the distribution of housing sources by education of the
household head. The most educated urban households are not only the
most likely to own their housing, but also the most likely to have purchased
their housing units from their work organizations. Among those with a
university education, 75% had already purchased their housing units, with
50% bought from work organizations. In comparison, less than 40% of
those with junior high school or lower education had purchased, with less
than 25% bought from work organizations. Such a disparity in housing
ownership and purchase is not simply because more educated urban resi-
dents are more willing and able to buy, but also because of their access to
work organization housing, a fact that can be further examined with occu-
pation data.

There is a clear demarcation in purchasing housing units from work
organizations between those who work for government and public organi-
zations and those whose occupations are workers or service personnel.
Table 2 presents distribution of sources of housing by occupation of the
household head. For government officials, professionals, and staff mem-
bers of government organizations, between 40% and 50% now own their
housing units because they have bought from their work organizations. The
comparison for workers is less than half of this level. Also noticeable is the
difference by occupation in purchasing commercial housing. Households
with heads of higher occupational status are also more likely to buy from
commercial sources than ordinary urban workers. Economic disparity
between those associated with government organizations and ordinary

Table 1: Source of Housing in Urban China, by Education of Household Head, 2000

Housing Source

Education Self- Purchase- Purchase- Purchase- Rent- Rent- Other N
of household built commercial economical work public commercial
head organization

Primary 46% 4% 4% 19% 14% 7% 5% 19833

Junior high 31% 8% 6% 24% 17% 10% 5% 29700
school

Senior high/ 15% 12% 8% 36% 19% 6% 4% 19823
Technical

University 4% 15% 10% 50% 15% 3% 4% 12195
and above

Total 27% 9% 7% 30% 16% 7% 5% 81551

Source: Tabulation based on one-per-thousand sample of 2000 census data.
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workers is also shown in the distribution of rental sources. Not only are
workers more likely to rent than government officials and staff members,
they are also more than twice as likely to rent from commercial, rather than
public, sources. Since commercial rental sources generally charge a higher
rent than public sources, non-owner workers are also trapped into rela-
tively high-rent housing.

Housing Cost by Education and Occupation of Household Head

How did the more educated and those with higher occupational status
obtain not only more spacious housing, but more importantly, a higher
percentage of ownership? Did they have to pay a high price? Census data
allow us to have a preliminary look into this question as well. Table 3
provides some information on the price paid by urban households for their
purchased housing units, by educational attainment of the household head.
The cost of purchasing is broken down into categories ranging from under
RMB10,000 to over half a million.

Overall, for those urban households who had purchased their housing
units by the year 2000, most obtained them without paying a large sum of
money: nearly 50% spent less than RMB20,000, and 70% less than
RMB50,000. With the median annual income for urban employees stand-
ing at around RMB8,000 in 2000, such a price paid for housing ownership
was only three to five times an employee’s annual income.

Table 2: Source of Housing in Urban China, by Occupation of Household Head, 2000

Housing Source

Occupation Self- Purchase- Purchase- Purchase- Rent- Rent- Other N
of household built commercial economical work public commercial
head organization

Official 15% 18% 9% 39% 11% 4% 3% 3865

Professional 8% 14% 11% 43% 16% 3% 4% 7320

Staff members 9% 15% 12% 48% 18% 4% 5% 6521

Commerce/ 20% 11% 6% 19% 18% 19% 7% 11057
service

Production 25% 8% 7% 26% 18% 11% 6% 18150
worker

Other worker 29% 6% 7% 16% 19% 13% 10% 69

Total 19% 11% 8% 30% 17% 10% 5% 46982

Source: Tabulation based on one-per-thousand sample of 2000 census data.
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A small proportion of all urban households who purchased their hous-
ing units did pay more: about 7% paid more than RMB100,000. Many of
these households who paid more were headed by more educated adults. If
RMB50,000 is used as a demarcation mark, less than 15% of the house-
holds headed by primary school graduates paid that much or more. In
comparison, among the highest educated households, twice as many, close
to 30%, paid RMB50,000 or more. To make the comparison in terms of the
price paid to achieve housing ownership easier, in Table 3 I also provide a
column of numbers labelled the “average.” These numbers are calculated
by using the mid-point of each price category as the price, and the number
of households in each category as a weight. The value used for the last
category, over RMB500,000, is RMB750,000. These averages, in other
words, are weighted averages based on grouped data. For all urban house-
holds included in the sample census data, the average price paid was close
to RMB40,000. The difference between the least educated group and the
most educated group was almost 1 to 2. Households headed by more
educated adults paid more for their units, partly because their units are
larger than those headed by less educated adults (the difference in space is
roughly 50% between the two extremes), and partly because of the quality
and location of the housing units they purchased, an important factor for
housing price that needs to be analysed when more suitable (disaggregated)
data are made available.

Similar to differences in the price paid for obtaining housing ownership

Table 3: Price Paid for Purchasing Housing in Urban China, by Education of Household

Head, 2000 (in 1,000 RMB)

Education Under 10 to 20 to 30 to 50 to 100 to 200 to 300 to Over N “Aver-
of house- 10 20 30 50 100 200 300 500 500 age”
hold head

Primary 37.69% 23.08% 13.18% 11.62% 9.91% 3.50% 0.64% 0.29% 0.09% 14626 29.42

Junior 27.09% 25.21% 15.17% 14.49% 11.80% 4.62% 1.03% 0.40% 0.19% 20422 36.10
high
school

Senior 19.82% 24.70% 15.76% 16.93% 14.88% 5.56% 1.40% 0.66% 0.29% 14149 43.20
high/
Technical

University 10.94% 22.30% 16.83% 20.84% 18.04% 6.62% 2.30% 1.39% 0.74% 9601 56.74
 and
 above

Total 25.34% 24.08% 15.09% 15.40% 13.09% 4.89% 1.23% 0.60% 0.28% 58798 39.52

Source: Tabulation based on one-per-thousand sample of 2000 census data.
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by education, the household head’s occupation also makes a difference in
terms of the cost of housing purchase. Such a difference, again, is due to
both quantity, such as per capita living space, and more importantly quality
of the housing unit, such as the quality of the building, facilities, and
location. While comparisons taking quality into consideration still need to
wait for more detailed census data and further in-depth analysis, we can
now compare prices paid in relation to housing quantity, namely housing
space per person. Table 4 shows such comparisons. In addition to the
average cost, estimated in a similar way to that for results in Table 3, Table
4 also gives the share of ownership and quantity of housing by occupa-
tional status of the household heads.

Results in Table 4 suggest two types of urban household in terms of
housing ownership and living conditions. By 2000, urban households more
closely related to the government, namely those headed by government
officials, professionals (many employed in public organizations), and staff
members, clearly outpaced ordinary workers and service personnel in
attaining housing ownership. While the first group had retained between
67% and 76% ownership, the second group had only about 40% or less.
There is also a clear separation in the average per capita housing space,
with the former at about 27 square metres or more, and the latter around 22.

The advantage in housing ownership enjoyed by urban Chinese house-
holds more closely associated with the government is best illustrated by a
comparison between staff members and commerce/service workers.
Among the former, who are more likely to be employed by the government
and have access to government- or work organization–provided housing,
the rate of housing ownership is more than twice that of the latter, who are
less likely to have access to government-supplied housing. There is at the

Table 4: Housing Purchase in Urban China, by Occupation of Household Head, 2000

Occupation of Per cent Housing space “Average cost” N

household head purchased (sq. m./person) (in RMB1,000)

Official 66.6% 29.9 69.32 3155

Professional 67.7% 27.8 51.02 5568

Staff member 76.0% 26.7 50.95 4999

Commerce/Service 36.1% 22.2 50.89 6243

Production worker 40.4% 21.6 35.02 11880

Total 42.6% 24.7 42.18 31845

Source: Tabulation based on one-per-thousand sample of 2000 census data.
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same time a sharp difference between the two groups in terms of housing
conditions, with the former not that much different from officials and
professionals but substantially more than the workers. Yet, in terms of the
price paid to establish private housing ownership, there is only a minute
difference between households headed by staff members and those headed
by commerce/service workers. These results not only confirm the expected
occupational difference in housing conditions and housing ownership, but
also reveal an important legacy of the socialist redistributive regime. Not
only do households who are more closely related to the redistributive
power under the socialist system continue to enjoy better housing, they
have also benefited in the process of reforms by obtaining private owner-
ship at a higher level, with better housing units, and often without paying
a high price.

Conclusion: What More Can We Learn From the Census
Data?

For urban Chinese, one of the most significant changes in their standard of
living in the closing decades of the twentieth century was a drastic im-
provement in housing conditions. The socialist planned economy system in
the decades preceding the Chinese economic reforms provided guarantees
of basic livelihood necessities, such as employment, food, shelter, and
basic medical care, but the system failed quite miserably in generating
more output to support a sustained increase in the standard of living, such
as in housing conditions. Crammed housing conditions for most urban
Chinese, along with overt inequality in housing distribution, were among
the most important sources of social dissatisfaction among the population
at the time. Following the shift in the economic system and spectacular
economic growth in the last two decades of the twentieth century, one of
the first fruits enjoyed by urban Chinese was a drastic improvement in
housing conditions. According to China’s 2000 census, housing space for
urban Chinese households reached 25 square metres per person by the year
2000. Such a number suggests a close to three-fold increase in housing
space in two decades.27

Not surprisingly, urban Chinese households are still differentiated
in housing conditions by their social and economic status. Households
headed by individuals with higher educational attainment and higher
occupational status continue to enjoy better housing, both in terms of
quantity and quality. In 2000, urban Chinese living in households headed
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by government or Party officials enjoyed nearly 50% more living space per
person compared with those living in households headed by ordinary
workers. There are about three times as many worker-headed households
as cadre-headed households remaining in crammed housing units.

What is more interesting is that, assisted by the 2000 census data, we
can begin to learn about one of the most important social changes affecting
urban Chinese, namely the beginning of private housing ownership. After
decades of virtually universal public housing, and nearly two decades of
often-painful housing reforms, by 2000, nearly three-quarters of urban
Chinese households owned their housing units. Nearly half of all urban
Chinese households obtained private ownership of their housing units by
purchasing either from their work organizations or from commercial sources.

The process of housing privatization in China so far, as seen from the
2000 census data, also provides a few interesting glimpses into the nature
of transitional Chinese society. Households headed by more educated
individuals and in particular by individuals who are more closely related to
the redistributive power, such as government officials and staff members,
are also among the first to attain private ownership. They are able to
achieve this largely because they have easier access to previously publicly-
owned housing units. Moreover, such easy access also meant that,
compared to ordinary workers, government officials and staff members did
not need to pay very high prices to obtain their larger and better housing
units. The transition towards private housing in urban China, therefore,
clearly bears the imprint of the socialist redistributive system.

The persistent pattern of inequality in housing occupancy and an
emerging pattern of housing ownership inequality at the end of the two-
decade long urban housing reform in China reinforce our impressions and
understanding of the socialist system that has been fading. At the same
time, they also serve as important starting points for observing new levels
as well as patterns of housing inequality in post-socialist urban China.
With the end of public allocated housing and with the beginning of private
housing ownership, housing inequality will soon follow the trend in in-
come inequality. Housing inequality in capitalist market economies has
been shown to be not only an important component of overall social and
economic inequality, but also an important source for generating and
reproducing urban poverty and crime. Two overt forms of extreme housing
inequality can be seen in the presence of urban slums and homelessness
around the world.28 Will China be able to avoid these and other forms of
rising housing inequality, and the consequences of such inequalities?
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The findings summarized above are merely a beginning to what can be
a much more fruitful and thorough exploration of a highly interesting and
important subject. Housing occupancy and ownership differentials across
different social strata shown in this paper are still only suggestive and
crude. For instance, without controlling for educational differences, the
occupational difference in housing shown in this paper actually contains
both occupational and educational effects, because more educated indi-
viduals are also more likely to have higher-status occupations. With the
availability of micro, or household level, data, models can be used to
separate the effects of education and occupation, to answer questions such
as what is the net advantage of occupation (e.g., housing, for instance, is
also related to the life course of a household — with single or young
couples starting with a smaller unit).

With newly collected census data on housing, a number of other
important issues related to the topic of this paper can also be investigated.
First of all, calculations of more direct measures of inequality will be made
possible. In studies of income inequality, measures such as the Gini index
are often calculated. Similar measures can be calculated for housing, such
as concentration or inequality of per capita housing space. Unlike income
that measures economic power directly, housing space is only one aspect
of the overall housing condition (it does not measure location, quality of
construction, or interior improvement). Measures can, however, be con-
structed to estimate the value of housing space, by utilizing relevant infor-
mation for commercial housing value in the neighbourhood, for example.
Information on the housing unit (year built, material, and facilities) can
also be used to examine differences in quality of housing. Moreover,
together with such information, more can be learned about the housing
privatization process.

A salient feature of the rise in income inequality in urban China over
the past decade and a half has been the rising importance of location.
Decomposition of income inequality between 1986 and 1995 reveals that
the share of inequality accounted for by inter-city inequality (vis-à-vis
intra-city inequality) rose from 10% in 1986 to nearly 50% in 1993 and
1994.29 Housing inequality across cities may not follow the same path, as
housing costs tend to be much higher in larger cities, where income has
risen more rapidly than in smaller cities but housing is also less affordable;
however, it is nevertheless worthwhile to investigate whether regional
disparities in housing have been emerging as well.

Another important dimension of social inequality in urban China is the
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economic and social status of millions of rural migrants in Chinese cities.
These migrants’ housing conditions and ownership pattern not only reveal
their economic status but also the likelihood of their integration into urban
Chinese society.30 Given that the census data contain information on both
migration status and housing conditions, they can be used to analyse
differences in housing between migrants and urban residents in different
cities across China. In addition to the overall social patterns of inequality
in income and housing, an interesting and important dimension of social
inequality in China is an emerging pattern of residential segregation in
urban China.31 With the assistance of GIS (geographic information
systems) methodology, census data on housing (space, facilities, price,
ownership, along with address information) can also be used to map out the
new urban ecology in Chinese cities.
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