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Abstract

This paper examines the impact of types of housing on the tendency to engage in neighborhood-level political
participation among urban residents in China, using 2005 China General Social Survey. Four types of housing
were discussed: commercial housing; previously state-owned (work unif) housing; old neighborhood; and other
types of housing (i.e. migration housing). Two indicators of local political participation were presented in the
form of Local People’s Congress elections and Residents’ Committee elections. Using multivariate logistic
regression analysis, the authors found that types of housing had strong implications for voting in local elections
among Chinese urban residents. First, the likelihood of voting in two local elections was lowest among residents
living in commercial housing, and the highest in old neighborhoods. Second, participation in community-led
venues (i.e. cultural events) enhanced the voting rate among residents living in commercial housing. Results
highlight the importance of the sweeping housing reform in urban neighborhoods to local political participation
in contemporary China, and the changing relationship between state and society. Although rapid economic
reform has diversified and alienated the neighborhood, community-led civic activities can reunify the residents
and enhance their local political participation. This effect was more significant among the young,
college-educated, high-income middle class.

Keywords: China, middle class, local political participation, community participation, state-society relationship,
modernization theory

1. Introduction

With the rapid economic growth occurring since the 1978 economic reform, China has been experiencing drastic
urbanization and urban development, as manifested by rising housing units, steady inflow of rural migrants,
accelerated urban renewal and expansion, increased labor mobility, cost of living, life expectancy, educational
attainment, and the widen income gap (Doepke & Zilibotti, 2007; Forrest & Yip, 2007). Among those social
changes, housing reform is one of the most challenging areas. During the Mao era, most urban residents lived in
state housing or work-unit compounds with low rate of homeownership, paying no or highly subsidized rental
fees. During 1980-2010, the housing sector emerged and gained momentum in terms of its size, complexity, and
socio-political prominence, with the rate of homeownership growing from 20 to 70 percent, and per capita living
space increasing from 4m’ to 29 m” (Huang, 2012). During the past decade since 2003, ordinary commodity
housing has been identified as the main housing form by the central government, and massive construction and
consumption of commercial housing served as the catalyst to economic growth.

Urbanization also transformed Chinese society by promoting a rising middle class, which has steadily emerged
as change agents for current socio-political development. Although the definition of the term “middle class” is
ambiguous in social science literature (Tang, 2011), it is recognized nevertheless that this group as a whole is
seen as representing new values, new types of behaviors, new ideas, and new life styles (Hefele & Dittrich,
2011). Defining China’s middle class proves to be more difficult because China has a disparate population,
imbalanced regional development, and distinct cost of living across cities and provinces. Attempts have been
made to estimate the size of the middle class in China. It was estimated that it was a wide range from 200 million
to approximately half a billion based on various kinds of criteria (Hurtado, 2014; United Nations, 2014).
Despite the debates of the size and definitions of middle class, there has been as rise of a loosely defined middle
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class that has undoubtedly changed the Chinese society not only economically but also socio-politically.

A considerable amount of research has focused on the rising middle class during economic transition, and has
built the connections between sustained economic development, political democratization and an expanded
middle class (Barro, 1999; Boix & Stokes, 2003; Bollen, 1983; Londregan & Poole, 1996). According to the
modernization theory, economic growth can predict positive change in democracy in developing countries
(Huntington, 1991). With rapid economic development, the modern Chinese society has been transformed to
become more diversified and multi-faceted. The middle class will become more politically autonomous by
demanding a greater voice in political decision-making and civic engagement (Fukuyama, 1993; Glassman,
1995). However, the empirical evidence is mixed regarding the dynamic relationship between economic
modernization and political democratization. On the one hand, studies show that Chinese middle class
collectively demonstrated a higher democratic orientation compared to those who were categorized as lower
class, which was defined by occupation or by self-identification, and not by income level (Tang, Woods & Zhao,
2009). Chen and Lu (2006) also echoed this conclusion. They found that urban middle class members in Beijing
were more likely to support the more democratic self-government, compared to other social stratum. On the
other hand, competing research revealed contradictory findings between democracy and attitudes of the Chinese
middle class. Chen and his colleague investigated private entrepreneurs, a subcategory of the middle class, and
found that they were resistant to regime change and in favor of maintaining the status quo (Chen & Dickson,
2008).

There are two major explanations of the ambiguous role of the middle class in developing countries. One
explanation is related to the dependent nature of this group, which emphasizes the connection between their
prosperity and their vested interest in pro-market government policies (Jones, 1998; Muller, 1997). Many
members of the Chinese middle class work in the public sector or in companies with close ties to government
agencies. Their financial success is perceived to be dependent on the stability of the current political institution.
For example, intellectuals such as teachers and professors with college or above education have gained
substantially from the recent pay increase policy initiated by the government (Unger, 2006). Private
entrepreneurs have been granted the opportunity to join the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and become
involved in local political decision-making since 2001 on the basis of the “Theory of the Three Representatives.”
Another explanation has focused on the Chinese middle class’s desire to maintain the status quo and their
reluctance to institute changes. As the urban middle class members benefited from the reform, and enjoyed
advantageous socioeconomic status, they avoided any unpredictable events that interrupted or caused them to
lose their social status into the hands of the mass rural population (Unger, 2006).

This study is an effort to fill the gap of the literature by investigating to what extent the Chinese middle class
participates in democratic actions at the community-level. Democratic actions were approximated by two
indicators: the local People’s Congress election and the local Residents’ Committee election. The community
was defined according to types of housing residing in different residential properties. Four types of housing were
included- commercial apartment building, work unit housing, old neighborhoods, and other types (e.g. urban
renewal, migration housing, relocation housing). There were two hypotheses. Hypothesis one was that types of
housing would be significantly associated with local political participation. Among the different housing units
being investigated, urban residents living in commercial apartments were expected to be less likely to be
involved in the local People’s Congress election and the local Residents’ Committee’s election, compared to
those living in old neighborhoods. Second, among the subsample group living in commercial apartments,
community-led cultural events were expected to be related to their local political participation.

The organization of this study is as follows. First, the background information and literature review of China’s
urban housing reform, local political participation, local community participation, and rising middle class were
presented. Second, the research design, data source, measurements, and analysis plan were explained. Third, the
descriptive characteristics of the sample were reported. Fourth, results from multivariate analyses, including the
relationships between housing types and local political participation, community-led cultural events and local
political participation were reported. Finally, conclusions were made along with social and political implications
of the findings.

2. Background and Literature Review
2.1 Urban Housing in China

In contemporary China, there are four types of urban housing: commercial housing; work unit ownership
housing; old neighborhoods; or other types (e.g. urban renewal or old city redevelopment housing, migration
housing, relocation housing). These four types of housing, however, play a different role in the housing market
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and their residents have different characteristics which were historically shaped by government policies.

During the pre-reform period prior to 1978, urban residential housing units were nationalized by the state,
financed, and allocated through work unit (danwei #{) at the operational level. For three decades, urban
housing was considered as welfare benefit and its allocation was based on a set of criteria such as job rank, job
seniority, and types of work unit. During that period, the majority of urban residents were assigned to a work unit,
where people worked, lived, and received subsidized benefits such as free or low-rent housing, primary and
secondary education, medical care, and welfare assistance. Chinese work units were often classified into three
types: party/government institutions (dangzheng jiguan SEBHLX); public institutions (shive danwei N B4,
and enterprises (give danwei TNl #.{7). Enterprises were further divided into state-owned enterprises (guoyou
give EAB ) and collectively-owned enterprises (jiti giye S&{ATl). Each work unit had a bureaucratic rank
that supported its capacity to bargain with governments for resources on behalf of its employees. Work units
constituted a hierarchy in which party/government institutions were ranked on the top and collectively-owned
enterprises on the bottom (Brian 1994; Walder 1992). The strong dependence of workers on their work units and
their identity became an important sign of social status and the main vehicle for social mobility (Lin & Bian,
1991; Wu, 2001). Workers lived in the work unit ownership housing and were strongly dependent on housing
from the state and its local government agencies.

The work unit housing was only offered to residents who had urban household registration status (hukou F°0).
China has a dual system of household registration. It is an institutional arrangement to manage rural and urban
areas by dividing people into rural residents and urban residents. Established in 1958 by Chairman Mao
Zedong, hukou has been used as a means of social control and resource allocation from rural to urban areas,
restricting labor mobility, and separating the country into rural and urban segments. Under this regulation, people
enjoyed two different sets of entitlements. Urban residents who were full-time employees in work units had
stable wage and subsidized welfare housing, whereas rural residents had no fixed income and no access to public
housing, primarily relied on the crop harvest to make a living, and built the house on their own.

Old neighborhood housing was related to housing with deteriorated urban living conditions including both public
welfare housing and private housing, even when the proportion of privately owned housing was marginal in
urban areas (Lu & Wang, 1996). Following the heavy industry development model, the state regarded that type
of housing sector to be a non-productive sector of the economy and invested little resources in new housing
construction resulting in 130 million urban dwellers having only 3.5 m® of housing per person in 1981 (Kirkby,
1985). In addition to a lack of housing funds for new construction and/or maintenance, low rental income
generated from the welfare housing system was not sufficient to cover repair costs (Kirkby, 1988). According to
Kirkby (1988), the expense for public housing repair on average cost 2.1 Chinese currency (yuan JT) per m’,
whereas the rental income was merely 1.09 yuan per m* in 1977, one year before market-oriented reform was
launched. The inadequacy of the rental income and lack of housing funding was responsible for housing stock
degradation. Buildings in old neighborhoods had worse quality that were relatively older and made with inferior
construction materials. Basic infrastructure that was relevant to the inhabitants’ daily lives was poorly built so
that qualities of sanitation, water pipes, electric coverage, telephone and internet network service were typically
substandard. In addition, in these old neighborhoods there was limited open space that provided beautification of
the area and recreational use.

Economic reform ended the state’s monopoly of the urban residential housing system and triggered the private
housing market, or commodity housing units. Following a trial of privatization reform of state-owned residential
housing units over 100 cities, the first private housing development was founded in Shenzhen, China’s Special
Economic Zone, in 1980. Although the development of the commodity housing sector was limited in scope
during the 1980s and early 1990s, it had grown exponentially since late 1990s. The milestone in China’s housing
reform was witnessed in 1998, when work units stopped developing and providing welfare housing for their
employees, resulting in the households having to buy or rent in the private housing market. A boom in the private
housing market boosted construction of new commercial apartment units. High-rise apartment towers, which
included tens to hundreds of apartments in one building, were dispersed in varied locales throughout the country.
Although the real estate market also provided high quality apartment housing, as well as villas targeted for
high-income households, the common commercial apartment housing was now dominant among middle-class
households.

Other than work unit housing, commercial apartment housing, and old neighborhood housing, there are other
types of housing that are prevalent in urban areas These housing includes urban renewal housing, migration
housing, and recently urbanized areas (Donggianfang, 33T or relocation housing). Urban renewal housing is
related to rehabilitation and redevelopment of those communities which were located at edge of city, had land
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dispute, poor urban planning, and inadequate amenities (McCallum, 1993; Leaf, 1995). Residents in urban
renewal areas usually did not have work unit affiliation, and/or could not afford the commercial housing at the
market rate. Another type of housing was migrant housing. The significant rise of rural-to-urban migration has
been prominent during China’s economic transition. According to Chen (2011), rural migrant labor was
estimated to be about 155 million in 2010. Despite the large scale migration, rural migrants were not integrated
in urban housing reform, and their needs were largely overlooked (Solinger, 1999; Wang & Murie, 2000).
Migrants could not access bank mortgages for purchasing new commercial housing in many large cities because
they were restricted to local residents with urban Aukou. The secondary housing market, where older housing
units were traded, the transaction often required the ownership of a local hukou. Although commercial housing is
open for migrants, it is often not an option for most migrants who work for low-wage jobs. So, they typically
rent directly from individual owners in urban cities, or from suburban farmers. Over time, the rising demand of
migrants for housing and the lack of regulatory oversight contribute to the chaotic situation of the rental housing
sector (Wu, 2004). As urbanization spreads, those farm lands at the edge of city were incorporated into urban
planning. New apartments were built, named urbanized areas, and those former peasants were granted urban
hukou and relocated away from their original homes.

2.2 Local Political Participation in China

There are two types of decision-making bodies in urban China at the local community levels: the Local People’s
Congress (LPC, or Difang renda #877 \K); and the urban Residents’ Committee (RC, or Jumin weiyuanhui Ji&
RZERAR).

The People’s Congress (PC or Quanguo renda changweihui 4= N K Z4Y) is the legislative body in China,
and has its local branches across the country - LPC. Unlike their higher-level counterparts which take part in
lawmaking, such as National People’s Congress or Provincial People’s Congress, local legislatures primarily
focus on amending legislation drafted by others and on providing a venue for concerned parties to work out
differences (O’Brien, 2009). However, in big cities such as provincial capital city Guangzhou, LPC often
initiated dozens of hearings to increase transparency and give the general public an opportunity to participate in
lawmaking process. For instance, the LPC plays an active role in policy diffusion on issues such as consumer
rights and protection of children in the local community (Cho, 2008; Naftali, 2009; Xia, 2007). Due to tight party
control, there is a minimal electoral connection between the elected and those who elect them (Xia, 2007).
Despite its low representation, the LPC acts as one of the two major state-backed legislative institutions at the
bottom of political hierarchy in urban areas.

The urban Residents” Committee (RC) is the lowest level of the administrative hierarchy in China’s cities, and
has become the major state institution for the governance and management of urban neighborhood (Bing, 2012).
Employees working in those RCs are paid by the state and serve as its designated liaisons within the
neighborhood (Read, 2002). By law, the head of each RC is supposed to be directly elected by residents living
within the community. Initially, the RC was established in the 1950s to assist work units at the grass roots level
to implement Party and government policies, fulfill a number of administrative, social, political and policing
duties issued by the government such as family-planning compliance and household registry roll (Chen, Lu &
Yang, 2007; Reed, 2000). In addition, the RCs also function as service providers such as listening to and acting
on residents’ suggestions and complaints and organizing social and civic activities for them. Through this system,
the state is able to monitor and take in charge of neighborhood life. The size of RCs has geographic dispersal
with approximately 2,500 RCs in Beijing, the Capital of China (Zhou, 2003). During the past decade, the central
government has been striving for “community construction” along with the breakdown of danwei system.
Although the contents of community construction vary from place to place, these areas were generally
considered: community organizations; community service; community culture; community sanitation;
community environment; and community public security (Yong, Ma & Muhlhahn, 2009).

2.3 Local Community Participation in China

With the disintegration of the former work unit system, the RC has emerged to be the major grassroots
self-governance institution that bridges the state and the mass population. According to the state-society theory,
there are interactive relationships between the state apparatus and the formation of civil society, and these
interactions promote political transformation (Bergere, 1997; Goldstein, 1995). Prior to the reform, the work unit
played an important role in maintaining order and controlled the society on the behalf of the state. In comparison,
the construction of private commercial housing separated the living space from workplace, and diversified the
residential communities to accommodate people with different socioeconomic status. Even within a community
with the same income level, people came from a wide range of backgrounds and became alienated from each
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other. Of the many functions the grassroots performed, the community organized cultural and festival events to
unify the residents and energize the neighborhood. The activities were in various forms, from games and prizes,
colorful arts show performance, food courts, children’s zones, arts and crafts and cultural shows, as well as
educational forums such as health fairs. As China’s economy continues to sail to deeper reforms, the
privatization of urban housing is expected to reshape the state-society relationship.

2.4 The Middle Class

There is no consistent definition of middle class in social science. The term has been defined according to many
different criteria: a group of people whose income falls into certain medium range such as the second to the third
quartile of income distribution (Johnson, 2004), or people who work in these five occupations such as party and
state cadres, business managers, private entrepreneurs, professionals, and office staff (Lu, 2002), or finally,
people who identify themselves subjectively as the middle class (Jennings and Stoker, 2004). According to the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the middle class is one of the most widely
recognized definitions, and is qualitatively described as “usually enjoying stable housing, healthcare, and
educational opportunities for their children, reasonable retirement and job security, and discretionary income that
can be spent on vacation and leisure pursuits” (Kharas, 2010). No matter which definition is used, the middle
class is widely perceived as enjoying a relatively decent life style that is supported by a relatively higher income
level with higher democratic attitudes (Tang, 2011).

3. Method
3.1 Data and Sample

This study used a cross-sectional, explanatory, correlational design. The data are from the 2005 China General
Social Survey (CGSS), which is one of the few large scale social survey projects conducted in mainland China.
As a national representative survey including adults aged 18 and above living in both rural and urban China, the
CGSS was conducted annually 2003-2005 and biannually 2006-2010 through the joint efforts by Renmin
University of China, Hong Kong Science and Technology University, and seven other top Chinese higher
education institutions. By employing a multi-stage stratified random sampling method, the CGSS is
representative of the general population at four stages: (1) 125 urban districts and rural counties were selected in
the first stage; (2) four townships and city sub-districts were selected in the second stage; (3) two urban
neighborhood communities and rural villager committees were selected in the third stage; and (4) ten households
with one eligible household member each household were selected as survey respondents in the four stage. In
order to keep abreast of rapid changes in Chinese society, the CGSS covers a wide range of topics such as
income, education, employment, marriage and family, health care, insurance, attitudes, and opinions.

The 2005 CGSS was conducted with in-person interviews and a paper questionnaire. There were 10,372
respondents from 28 provinces responded this survey. Because the housing situation is very different between
urban and rural areas, rural sample was excluded. As a result, the analytic sample restricted to urban respondents
aged 18 years or above with 2,817 males and 3,229 females. Of the total sample, 1,364 lived in commercial
housing apartments (22.56%), 2,687 lived in work units (4.44%), 1,094 lived in old neighborhood (18.09%), and
901 lived in other types (14.90%; urban renewal housing, migration housing, etc.).

3.2 Measurements

Dependent Variables. Two binary indicators for dependent variables were analyzed. The first assessed urban
residents’ political participation in local elections- as measured by a vote in the Local People’s Congress (LPC),
and a vote in Residents’ Committee (RC). The measure of a vote in the LPC was assessed by asking, “Whether
or not the respondent claimed to vote in the most recent LPC election?”’; the measure of a vote in the RC was
assessed by asking, “Whether or not the respondent claimed to vote in the most recent RC election?”. The
original responses were coded using three categories: 1=no vote, 2=involuntary vote required by local cadres,
3=voluntary vote. Categories 2 and 3 were combined and transformed into dichotomous variables: 1=vote
regardless of being involuntary or voluntary, and 0=no vote.

Independent Variables. The variable of central interest is the respondent’s current type of housing, which was
coded into a 4 level categories: 1= commercial housing apartment, 2=work unit ownership housing, 3= old city
neighborhood, 4=other types such as urban renewal projects, migrants’ villages, and new relocation housing. The
variables were converted into a set of dummy variables in the regression analysis, with living in old
neighborhood serving as the reference group. When further conducting analysis among the subsample living in
the commercial housing, another independent variable, an indicator of whether local community organized
cultural or festival events was used. This indicator variable was dichotomously coded as 1=yes (either frequently
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or infrequently occurred) and O=no.

Control variables. We included socio-demographic variables in the analyses, including age, gender, minority
ethnicity, marital status, income, and education. Age was coded as a five-level categorical variable based on
10-year age groups (1=younger than 30, 2=30-39, 3=40-49, 4=50-59, 5=60 and older). Gender was dummy
coded with male=1 and female=0. Minority status was treated as a dichotomous variable with 1 representing
ethnic minority people (Mongol Chinese, Korean Chinese, etc.), and 0 indicating the majority Han Chinese.
Marital status was coded with 1=married and O=other types. Education was measured as a 5-level categorical
variable: 1=no formal schooling, 2=primary school, 3=middle school, 4=high school or equivalent, and
S=college and above. Lastly, household income was coded as four levels: 1=the lowest 25% percentile, 2=the
second lowest 25% percentile, 3=the third 25% percentile, and 4=the richest 25% percentile. The income was
measured in Chinese currency (yuan).

3.3 Analysis Plan

The first step of analysis examined distributional differences among four subgroups: commercial apartment
housing, work unit housing, old neighborhood, and other type of housing. The F-test from the Analysis of
Variance (ANOVA) was employed to assess group differences in major characteristics. Second, a series of
multivariate logistic regression models was used to examine the association between each housing indicator and
each dependent variable with standard errors in robust form. Two indicators of political participation were
estimated: “vote in Local People’s Congress election”, and “vote in Residents’ Committee election”. Third, the
final analysis predicted local political participation among the subsample living in the commercial housing.
Along with the main effect model, the interaction effects of age categories and the indicator of running cultural
events were tested in order to explore age differences in the effects of having cultural events on residents’ local
political participation. All models were controlled for socio-demographic characteristics (age, gender, minority
status, marital status, income and education). The odds ratio and 95% confidence interval were reported along
with the significance level.

Because the direct use of categorical variables in multivariate regression analysis often caused confusion in
terms of interpretation, the commonly used strategies- dummy coding were adopted (Aginis, 2003). In order to
compare the effects of each category of the predictor variable, one specific group of the variable was designated
as the reference group and compared to other groups of the variable. For example, in relation to types of housing,
living in commercial housing unit, living in work unit, living in other type of housing was compared to the
reference category- living in old neighborhood. The old neighborhood housing type was selected as reference
group because the ages of housing units in old neighborhood were oldest among all housing types. When
interpreting multivariate regression results, all of the estimated odds ratios for the different categories of the
housing variable were calculated in relation to those who were currently living in old neighborhoods. All
statistical analyses were performed using the statistical software package SPSS 22.0.

4. Results
4.1 Characteristics of Urban Residents

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of the sample, and compared group differences among urban residents
living in four different types of housing: commercial apartment buildings, work unit housing, old neighborhood,
and other type of housing.

On average, the voting rates for the Local Political Congress election and the Residents’ Committee election in
this sample were 26.93% and 30.37%, respectively. The proportions of people voting in the LPC were 25.22% in
commercial housing, 22.78% in work unit housing, 30.26% in old neighborhoods, and 37.85% in other type of
housing. The proportions of voting in the RC were also low across four types of housing: between 29.48% (in
working unit) and 32.30% (in other type of housing). ANOVA tests indicated that statistically significant
differences existed in local People’s Congress election among four housing types (p<.001).

Demographic characteristics of study participants were also presented in Table 1. On average the participants
were 43 years old, with 18.31% between 18-29, 22.94% between 30-39, 22.16% between 40-49, 17.22%
between 50-59, and 19.37% 60 and older. After breaking down the data into five age subgroups, the subgroup
aged 30-39 emerged as the largest group in commercial housing (22.87%), work unit housing (22.63%) and
other type of housing (27.41%), whereas the largest group was older and aged 40-49 for those living in old
neighborhood (24.13%). Fewer than 50% were males, fewer than 10% belonged to ethnic minority, and about
80% were married. In terms of income and education, residents living in commercial housing had the highest
socioeconomic status. For educational attainment, the proportion of college-educated residents accounted for
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22.60% in commercial housing, compared to 21.66% in work unit, 11.88% in old neighborhood, and 10.88% in
other types of housing. For income distribution, the proportion of residents whose income belonged to the richest
25% percentile accounted for 51.98% in commercial housing, 40.83% in work unit, 36.75% in old neighborhood,
and 36.07% in other types of housing units.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the sample, Chinese general social survey 2005

Commercial Work  Unit Old
Housing Housing Neighborhood  Other Type ANOVA
Mean (sd) Mean (sd) Mean (sd) Mean (sd) (p-value)
DV= Political participation
Vote in LPC (yes=1) 25.22%(.43) 22.78%(.42)  30.26%(.46) 37.85%(.48)  <.001
Vote in RC (yes=1) 29.99%(.46) 29.48%(.46)  31.44%(.46) 32.30%(.47)  .348
Iv=
Whether have
community-led events 25.14%(.43) 31.78%(.46)  24.49%(.43) 28.74%(45) <.001
Age
Actual age 43.99 (15.67)  45.45(15.46) 44.71(15.35) 43.23(15.08) .001
Breakdown into 5 categories
18-29 20.23% (.40) 16.93%(.37)  18.74%(.39) 18.98%(.39)  .066
30-39 22.87%(.42) 22.63% (42)  20.11%(.40) 27.41%(.45)  .002
40-49 21.70%(.41) 21.44%(.41)  24.13%(.43) 22.64%(.42) 312
50-59 16.28%(.37) 17.94%(.38)  18.37%(.38) 15.09%(.36)  .127
60+ 18.91%(.39) 21.06%(.41)  18.65%(.38) 15.87%(.36)  .006
(reference group)
Male (yes=1) 46.85%(.49) 46.04%(.49)  47.17%(.49) 47.17% (49) .888
Ethnic Minority (yes=1)
3.67%(.18) 5.47% (.23) 7.13% (.26) 1.89% (.14) <.001
Married (yes=1) 79.03%(.41) 79.46% (.40)  77.42%(.42) 85.35% (.35) <.001
Income
30665.47 25789.05 26141.49 24874.82
Actual income (yuan) (34424.24) (29637.57) (39048.65) (36256.03) <.001
Breakdown into 5 categories
Poorest 25% 7.12%(.26) 9.48% (.29) 18.80% (.39) 16.29% (.37) <.001
(reference group)
2" 25% 15.37%(.36) 21.41%(.41)  20.99% (.41)  22.83% (42) <.001
325% 30.50%(.46) 32.97% (47) 26.24% (44)  29.37% (.46) .001
Richest 25% 51.98%(.49) 40.83% (49) 36.75% (.48)  36.07% (48) <.001
Education
No schooling 4.48%(.21) 5.70% (.23) 8.14% (.27) 5.99%(.24) .002
(reference group)
Primary 11.15%(.31) 12.45% (.33) 15.81% (.36)  21.09% (.41) <.001
Junior 27.29%(.44) 27.48%(.45)  33.36% (47)  35.52% (.48) <.001
High school 34.48%(.47) 32.70%(.47)  30.80%(.46) 26.53%(.44)  .001
College 22.60%(.42) 21.66% (41) 11.88% (.32) 10.88% (.31) <.001

Note: Means and standard deviations (in parentheses) are reported for continuous or dummies variables. The

p-value is from two-tailed tests.
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4.2 Multivariate Analysis: Predicting Local Political Participation

Table 2. Logistic regression for local political participation (CGSS 2005)

Vote
Local Congress Election

Vote
Residents” Committee Election

Odds ratio

Odds ratio

(95% CI) (95% CI)
Types of housing (reference: old neighborhood)
Commercial 769 732
(.638 .927)** (.606 .884)***
Work unit 773 .628
(.657 .910)** (.532 .742)***
Other 1.143 1.510
(.932  1.402) (1.241 1.837) #**
Age (reference: Age 60+)
Age 18-29 181 213
(.141 .233)*** (.164 276)***
Age 30-39 473 493
(.388 .576)*** (-405 .600)***
Age 40-49 724 .670
(.597 .8T7)*** (.553 .812)***
Age 50-59 1.077 767
(.888 1.3006) (.633 .931)**
Male (vs. Female) 1.202 991
(1.066 1.357)** (.876 1.121)
Minority (vs. Han Chinese) 1.053 1.647
(.775 1.429) (1.244 2.180)***
Married (vs. non-married) 1.036 1.025
(.859 1.249) (.849 1.238)
Income (reference: poorest 25%)
2" 25% 1.295 1.251
(1.013 1.657)* (994 1.574)
Income (reference: poorest 25%)
325% 1.706 1.337
(1.350 2.157)*** (1.069 1.672)*
Richest 25% 2.202 1.604

Education (reference: no schooling)

Primary

Junior

High school

College

(1.741 2.783)%**

1.726
(1217  2.447)%*
2.499
(1.782 3.505)%**
3.524
(2.499 4.969)%**
4.792
(3.327 6.902)%**

(1.280 2.011)***

1.504
(1.098 2.061)*
1.802

(1.320 2.461)**+
1.845

(1.338 2.543)%xx
1.682

(1.191 2.376)**

Note: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001
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Table 2 displays the results from multivariate logistic regressions. The results suggest that those living in newly
purchased commercial housing reported statistically significant lower levels of political participation in the LPC
election and the RC election. The same associations were also observed among those living in work unit
housing.

The first column in Table 2 presents the results of the effects of housing types on local political participation.
Compared to those participants living in old neighborhood, residents living in commercial housing were 23%
less likely to vote in LPC election (p<0.01, OR=0.769, 95% CI=0.638 to 0.927), and 27% less likely to vote in
RC election (p<0.001, OR=0.732, 95% CI=0.606 to 0.884), respectively. As for other socio-demographic
characteristics, young people were significantly less likely to vote in elections, and the likelihood of voting
increased linearly as ages increased. Compared to female residents, males were significantly more likely to vote
in elections. Compared with the poorest, the likelihood of voting was linearly growing as income increased.
Compared with people with no schooling, the likelihood of voting was also growing as educational attainment
increased. Residents belonging to the richest 25% and having college education had the highest likelihood of
voting in local elections.

4.3 Multivariate Analysis: Predicting Voting in Residents’ Committee among the Commercial Housing
Subsample

Table 3. Logistic regression for vote in residents’ committee election among the subsample residents living in
commercial housing (CGSS 2005)

Main effect model Interaction model
Odds ratio (95% CI) Odds ratio (95% CI)
IV: Community-led Cultural Events 2.629 1.898
(1.967 3.514)%** (1.055 3.415)*
Age (reference: Age 60+)
18-29 219 .189
(.122 .392)*** (.094 .378)***
30-39 487 337
(:318 .746)*** (:200 .569)***
40-49 .655 715
(429 1.000)* (.441 1.158)
50-59 707 .594
(464 1.078) (.355.995)*
Interactions
18-29*Cultural Event - 1.504
(.551 4.103)
30-39 *Cultural Event - 3.323
(1.394 7.918) **
40-49*Cultural Event - 750
(:329 1.709)
50-59*Cultural Event - 1.633
(.692 3.852)
Male (vs. Female) 1.002 1.002
(.761 1.320) (.759 1.321)
Minority (vs. Han Chinese) 1.012 911
(460 2.226) (.396 2.093)
Married (vs. non-married) 1.116 1.114
(.708 1.758) (.706 1.755)
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Main effect model Interaction model
Odds ratio (95% CI) Odds ratio (95% CI)
Income (reference: Poorest 25%)
2" 25% 756 778
(417 1.371) (425 1.421)
3925% 799 811
(459 1.393) (462 1.422)
Richest 25% 952 1.015
(.549 1.651) (.579 1.780)
Education (reference: No schooling)
Primary .760 761
(.361 1.600) (.361 1.602)
Junior .826 821
(411 1.659) (.409 1.647)
High 943 922
(467 1.902) (456 1.864)
College 1.053 1.048
(.506 2.193) (.503 2.183)

Note: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001

Table 3 presented the multivariate results for predicting voting in the RC election among the subsample who
lived in commercial housing. By comparing results with and without interaction terms, the effect of
community-initiated cultural events on local political participation was investigated. Adjustments for
socio-demographic factors were considered. The main effect model showed that community-level cultural or
festival events significantly increased the likelihood of participating in elections of RC among people living in
commercial housing. The probability of participation increased as people became older, had more income and
educational attainment. In comparison, the interaction model further strengthened the main results that
community-led cultural events played a positive role in promoting voting in RC. After investigating each
interaction term between age subgroup and cultural event, we found that residents aged 30-39 were in the only
subgroup who indicated the strongest likelihood of voting in RCs (p<.01, OR=3.323, 95% CI=1.394 TO 7.918).

5. Discussion

Previous studies of democratic participations among urban Chinese middle class indicate mixed findings (Chen
& Lu, 2006; Chen & Dickson, 2008; Tang, Woods, & Zhao, 2009). This study extended existing knowledge to
the group living in newly erected commercial housing units. Rapid housing reform in urban China has triggered
the onset of new residential properties with private ownership, which diversified the neighborhood and initiated
grassroots self-governance institution. Based on a nationally representative dataset of China, we examined the
dynamic relationship between housing types and democratic participations among urban Chinese residents. The
research findings supported two hypotheses that the likelihood of voting in local elections varied across different
types of housing units; and community-led cultural or festival events played an important role in determining
local political participation for residents living in commercial housing.

Consistent with the first hypothesis, urban residents living in commercial housing units had the lowest likelihood
of voting in the local People’s Congress and the local Residents’ Committee, compared to those living in old
neighborhoods. This finding contributes to the literature of modernization theory of political development in the
following ways. First, the Chinese middle class living in newly-built properties seems to be less democratically
oriented compared to their counterparts living in other types of housing units. The empirical evidence indicated
that the middle class was not necessarily enthusiastic about political democratization. The modernization theory
that argues economic development will promote a strong demand for democracy among the middle class, was
not directly testified from this empirical evidence. Second, although the direct association was not observed, the
findings identified the subgroup of the middle class who were more in favor of democratic actions. Those middle
class residents were in their 30s, college educated, and had high income.

The results also supported the second hypothesis that community-organized cultural or festival events can
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significantly enhance the voting in local elections among residents living in commercial housing. This empirical
evidence supports the state-society theory by highlighting the interactive relationships between the Residents’
Committee and residents. These informal community bonds in China can predict more democratic participation
for decision-making. With rapid urbanization and economic transition, former communities became disintegrated
and new communities are still under construction. As a consequence, new residents have a sense of being less
connected to the community, and less prepared for local political participation. This study implies that, if the
state can invest more in community-level activities and engage the residents to a large scale, the state will
ultimately witness an increase in the middle class’s support for more democratic political change as the middle
class feel the state is concerned about their socioeconomic wellbeing.

It is important to bear in mind that there are several limitations in this study. First, as is inherent in any
cross-sectional study, it is impossible to draw causal inferences between housing types and local political
participation. Although a carefully selected set of controlling variables can improve the efficiency of the estimate,
we can not verify that we have controlled for all the confounders or eliminate the reverse causality. That is, it is
plausible that residents in favor of low democratic actions tend to purchase newly built commercial housing units.
Second, due to the cross-sectional nature of the data, this study did not examine whether changing in housing
types are associated with changes in democratic actions. Further longitudinal study will help strengthen the link
between housing types and democratic participation. Third, the dichotomous measures of voting in local
elections can be narrow operationalization of local political participation. Other than voting in these two
important offices, measurements such as rally, petition and protests can also be considered for local political
participation in the future study. Fourth, we did not assess other types of community-initiated activities. As
discussed earlier, the content of “community construction” contained six broad areas, and community culture
was just one out of six. Future study can investigate the link between other community-based events and
democratic actions. Nevertheless, this study contributes to the broad literature of the connection between the
rising middle class during economic transition and political democratization by examining an understudied area
— residential housing units.

6. Conclusion

This study indicates that voting in local political elections significantly varied among residents living in different
types of housing units. Findings from this project suggest that community-initiated activities can prevent further
alienation and withdrawal from democratic participation among urban Chinese. Young, college-educated,
high-income middle class can take the lead to reenergize the newly formed communities. Since the rates of
voting in local political elections are still low in urban China, policies should be promoted that invest interactive
activities and events at the community level to unite people from diverse background and build strong ties
between the community and individuals. Furthermore, policies toward educational investments are particularly
important because a growing educated middle class contributes not only as productive labor force and major
engine of consumer spending, but also emerges as change agents for local political participation. Services should
be developed that can upgrade the poor infrastructure and eliminate deterioration in old neighborhoods. Although
residents in old neighborhood housing were relatively older, they were more politically active in local elections.
The shift from living in old neighborhoods and/or former employer-provided housing to privately owned
commercial housing will require more community-based and high-level government work in order to promote
large-scale democratic participation.
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