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Abstract

An analysis of the Class Background Registers of Yanshan county, Hebei, shows that
households of landlord and rich peasant status accounted for less than 10 percent of
the local population and possessed less than 15 percent of the land, while households
of poor and lower-middle peasant standing owned about half of the land. Overall, land
distribution was relatively balanced, as seen in the Gini coefficient of 0.3-0.4 in the
distribution of land rights and the fact that about half of the households owned 2-5 mu
of land per capita. But the economic condition of the rural population was not
determined by the factor of land distribution alone; in places where the natural
endowment was poor, off-farm income-making activities mattered a great deal to local
residents. Such activities took various forms, which could improve as well as worsen
people’s livelihood. An analysis of social mobility in this area further shows the
perpetuation of the existing class structure. Those whose grandparents had lived in
poverty found it difficult to move up socially. On the whole, the rural area under study
shows a prolonged trend of deterioration, which is meaningful for understanding the
land reform.
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