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Ethnicized Social Mobility in Taiwan
Mobility Patterns among Owners

of Small- and Medium-Scale Businesses

HONG-ZEN WANG
Tamkang University, Taiwan

In this article, I discuss why two ethnic groups in Taiwan, “Taiwan-
ese” and “Mainlanders,” generally choose different paths to upward
mobility. I outline the nature of Taiwan’s political and economic struc-
ture and how that structure relates to differences in educational attain-
ment (and thus differences in occupation) between these two ethnic
groups. Differential educational opportunities resulting from govern-
ment policy have limited—especially among ethnic Taiwanese—
upward mobility requiring academic credentials, and from the 1960s
to 1970s, running one’s own small business became the most signifi-
cant mobility path for less-educated Taiwanese.

The data for my study are based on two sources: interview field-
work conducted in Taiwan from March 1993 to January 1994 and
from September 1997 to March 1998,1 as well as raw data from the
1992 General Survey of Social Change in Taiwan.2

I begin by describing the general pattern of educational and occu-
pational development in Taiwan, focusing on the difference between
Taiwanese and Mainlanders. The term Taiwanese refers to Han Chi-
nese people present in Taiwan before 1945 and their descendants—
namely, the Minnan (Hokkien-speaking) and Hakka groups—while
Mainlander refers to those who came to Taiwan from China after 1945
and their descendants.3 In the second part of the article, I discuss the
influence of political and economic structures on education in the
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postwar period, identifying the role of the state in Taiwan’s educa-
tional system and the ways in which a family’s socioeconomic back-
ground strongly influences children’s education; I use path analysis to
chart these effects. I conclude by discussing why those (mostly Tai-
wanese) who were less educated did not adopt collective strategies for
climbing the social ladder but instead chose to become independent
proprietors.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Much sociological research has examined the relationship between
a particular family’s socioeconomic status, the parents’education, and
the child’s education and occupational attainment. It is clear that par-
ents’ socioeconomic status and educational level significantly influ-
ence their children’s education, which in turn affects occupational
attainment. Following this line of research, we can easily trace the
mobility patterns of different classes (see, e.g., Treiman, 1970;
Blossfeld and Shavit, 1993; Blau and Duncan, 1967; Bourdieu and
Passeron, 1977; Bowles and Gintis, 1976).

Oddly, research on businesspeople in Taiwan has been divided into
two camps. On one hand, social stratification scholars describe gen-
eral mobility patterns, but they do not explain why Taiwanese and
Mainlanders often adopt different strategies to rise socially. In particu-
lar, none to this point has discussed the mobility patterns of owners of
small- and medium-sized businesses in Taiwan (see, e.g., Chen and
Yeh, 1998; Tsai Shuling and Chiu Heiyuan, 1993a, 1993b; Hwang
Yihjih, 1995; Yang Ying, 1988). On the other hand, those who conduct
interviews or fieldwork among these businesspeople almost never
touch on the interrelationship of socioeconomic background, educa-
tional level, and occupations held by parents. The researchers do not
analyze in detail who is more likely to become self-employed or an
employer, though some of them have begun to think about mobility
paths (see, e.g., Shieh Gwoshyong, 1989; DeGlopper, 1979; Amsden,
1991; Gates, 1981).

Much research shows that Chinese seek to be proprietors, a ten-
dency most commonly (though uninformatively) explained by the
“Chinese mentality”: this mentality is described as a traditional
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willingness, still generally in force, among Chinese to expend enor-
mous effort to improve the lives and security of their families. Though
these authors sometimes invoke history, that history is static. They
seem to believe that social institutions never influence culture or, at
most, play a minor role (Wong, 1995; Harrell, 1985). One obvious
defect of such cultural explanations is that they fail to account for the
findings of other research: that Taiwanese and Mainlanders are not
equally likely to run a business, even though they have the same “Chi-
nese cultural background.”

Susan Greenhalgh’s (1984) research on Taiwanese urban society
found that “being Taiwanese” means drawing on family, community,
and religious ties to climb from small-scale business and then
larger-scale entrepreneurship into the commercial and industrial elite.
“Being Mainlander” means eschewing ties of kinship and community
and using academic credentials and contacts with people in the
bureaucracy to obtain a white-collar job in government and hence a
secure position in the bureaucratic elite. Marshall Johnson (1992)
argues that Taiwanese held a comparative advantage in the world of
small business where networks, familiarity, and trust are required.
These explanations also are unconvincing. If Taiwanese were able to
use family or community ties to find their way in the business world, it
is hard to see why Mainlanders could not do likewise, especially given
their relatively favorable position throughout the Kuomintang (KMT)
era. During this Mainlander-dominated administration, which held a
firm grip on the economy in the 1950s and on the public sector until as
late as the 1980s,4 Mainlanders—according to Johnson’s argument—
should have been able to rely on networks, familiarity, and trust to do
business with public enterprises. He and other authors, however, made
their claims without having analyzed either the initial conditions of
the two groups in Taiwan in the 1950s or structural factors—such as
family status or state educational policies—that largely determine an
individual’s mobility path.

Other authors do look at structural factors to explain why Chinese
people strive to be proprietors. In a study conducted in Lukang, Don-
ald DeGlopper (1979: 304) found that almost all proprietors had
worked as craftspeople before they set up their own business. He also
found that those who desired to be “independent” or “mobile” had
been hired in small factories where employment was unstable. In
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another, more comprehensive study, Shieh Gwoshyong (1989) identi-
fied three factors that determined the likelihood of a blue-collar
worker becoming a boss: the logic of dependent capitalism, the spe-
cific labor regime in Taiwan, and a worker’s age and marital status.
Though DeGlopper and Shieh noted the mobility paths of laborers,
neither of their studies differentiated Taiwanese from Mainlanders.

EDUCATION, OCCUPATION, AND ETHNICITY

We should first examine the distribution of Taiwanese and Main-
landers across different industries after the 1960s. To exclude the
effect of older generations on occupational distribution, I limit my
sample to those who entered the formal labor market after 1960, bro-
ken down (as in the original survey data; see Chiu Heiyuan, 1993:
357-58) into primary industries (agriculture and mining), secondary
industries (manufacturing, power, and construction), and tertiary
industries (commerce, transportation, finance, and services). Table 1
shows the occupations of people who were first formally employed in
the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s; in those decades, 50%, 51%, and 54% of
the total workforce, respectively, joined secondary industries, and
38%, 27%, and 45%, respectively, joined tertiary industries. This
trend reflects rapid industrialization in the period between 1952 and
1992: the share of agricultural output in the gross domestic product
fell from 32.2% to 3.5%, while industrial output increased from
19.7% to 41.4%, as tertiary output rose from 48.1% to 55.1% (CEPD,
1994: 42). The fast-growing industrial sector, especially the manufac-
turing sector, absorbed most of the new labor.

It is clear from Table 1 that more Mainlanders were first employed
in tertiary rather than secondary industries, while first employment for
Taiwanese tended to be in secondary industries. The survey data also
reveal that the Taiwanese were, on average, 3.4 years younger than
Mainlanders when they commenced formal employment. Two expla-
nations might be offered for the Mainlanders’late entry into the formal
labor market: either many Mainlanders could not find formal employ-
ment after graduating from school and so either remained unem-
ployed or were informally employed, or they stayed in school longer
than Taiwanese. In fact, the Mainlanders obtained an average of 2.4
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more years of education than the Taiwanese (a difference that nar-
rowed over time);5 thus, the second possibility appears more likely.
Their advanced education also explains why most Mainlanders gained
employment in the tertiary sector. Although there are exceptions—a
supervisor in a secondary industry must have more education than a
clerk in a tertiary industry, and service workers such hawkers and
pedicab drivers are not highly educated—higher education is usually
required for employment in tertiary industries. After controlling for
ethnic background, I found that the number of years of education
largely accounts for the different rates at which Taiwanese and Main-
landers entered tertiary industry.

Table 2 shows the ethnic distribution of the self-employed (includ-
ing those who are themselves employers) across time. From the 1950
through the 1980s, the Mainlander percentage remains disproportion-
ately low. In other words, Mainlanders tended to work as employees
instead of running shops or factories. One would expect that those
who are more highly educated to be more likely to succeed in business
because of their knowledge; why, then, did the more highly educated
Mainlanders not have a higher probability of becoming self-employed
or an employer? I address this question later.

The survey data supply three important pieces of information. First,
the Mainlanders consistently have a higher level of education than do
the Taiwanese. Second, the proportion of Taiwanese who are self-
employed or employers is much higher than that of Mainlanders.
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TABLE 2: Distribution by Ethnicity of Employment in Nonprimary Industries and
Self-Employment (1950s-1980s)

Ratio Taiwanese: Ratio Taiwanese:
Mainlander in Mainlander among

Nonprimary Industries (n) the Self-Employed (n)

1950s 85.4:14.6 (205:35) 92.2:7.8 (71:6)
1960s 83.5:16.5 (444:88) 91.6:8.4 (142:13)
1970s 87.8:12.2 (870:121) 91.9:8.1 (227:20)
1980s 83.4:16.6 (1230:245) 93.6:6.4 (278:19)

SOURCE: General Survey of Social Change in Taiwan, 1992 (see note 2).
NOTE: Four questions were asked of each respondent: at the time of marriage, what was his or
her occupation, spouse’s occupation, father’s occupation, and spouse’s father’s occupation?
These provide an occupational distribution for two generations. One problem of this sample is
the underrepresentation of women (the sex ratio is 3:1), although to a degree, this reflects the
lower participation of women in the workforce during the period.



Third, Mainlander occupations tend to be white collar. In the follow-
ing sections, I discuss how occupational distribution has been affected
by political, economic, and social forces and by the differential “eth-
nic” effect of education.

EDUCATION AFTER THE WAR

Human capital theory suggests that education is a kind of capital
that one can accumulate to facilitate finding employment (Becker,
1975). What one spends on education will be paid back through higher
income or greater prestige in a future job. This education is generally
paid for not by the individual who is being educated but instead by his
or her family and government. Socioeconomic inequality can result in
sustained educational inequality, as many studies have shown.

In other words, we have to distinguish three different kinds of edu-
cational costs: the opportunity cost of getting an education, the tuition
fee paid by the student’s family, and the cost covered by the govern-
ment. The education market is not simply a meritocracy: social and
political forces, which may reduce or reinforce the effects of personal
merit, also intervene. In this section, I discuss three characteristics of
postwar education in Taiwan: first, the hierarchical ranking of schools;
second, the uneven distribution of educational opportunity between
Taiwanese and Mainlanders attributable to unequal socioeconomic
status; and third, tight government control of the education system.
The ranking of schools made students’ efforts to enter a better school
more intense, and restrictive government education policies before the
1990s further heightened that competition. Therefore, attending a
buxiban (cram school) became a preferred method of getting ahead.
The extra cost of attending a cram school strained the finances of fami-
lies with average incomes. The children of Mainlanders, generally
positioned in a higher socioeconomic stratum, thus tended to enjoy an
advantage as they competed for educational opportunity.

THE HIERARCHICALLY RANKED SCHOOL SYSTEM

National Taiwan University has traditionally been viewed by the
general public as the best university in Taiwan; Tsing Hua University
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and Chiao Tung University are also highly regarded, followed by
other public and then private universities. The reputations of high
schools are based on their “pass rate” in the university entrance exami-
nation. The Taiwan educational system resembles the Japanese, but
Taiwan’s streamlined secondary and tertiary matriculation require-
ments and state education policy make its system even more
centralized6 (Dore, 1976: 46-50).

Students from the few “superstar” schools are more likely to suc-
ceed at the entrance exam and matriculate. For example, about
one-third of applicants overall entered tertiary education in 1981, but
the entry rate of those from the elite Chien-kuo Senior High School
was more than 95%. In 1971, only two-thirds of graduating junior
high school students could enter senior high school or junior college;
the other third had to enter the labor market. In 1981, 34 out of 187
academic senior high schools (18.2%) saw none of their students pass
the university examination. Another 76 schools had fewer than 10% of
graduating students pass the exam. In other words, almost two-thirds
of all academic high schools fail to serve their function as university
preparatory schools (Zhang Chunxing, 1985: 407-8).

In this stratified school system, a vocational education has become
the least desirable option. The first choice of those entering high
school is normally an academic high school. Junior vocational schools,
except for a small number of prestigious institutions, are usually the
last resort for those who are bright and can afford further study. A sur-
vey conducted by the Ministry of Education in 1971, following the
change to nine years of compulsory education, showed that 85.2% of
graduating junior high school students in Taiwan wished to study fur-
ther. Most would have liked to study in an academic senior high
school, and few preferred a vocational junior college or high school
(Sun Bangzheng, 1971: 300). In 1984, the two best vocational senior
high schools in the Taipei area could recruit only 40% of their quota; in
private vocational senior high schools, with more than 7,000 vacan-
cies, the situation was even worse (Zhang Chunxing, 1985: 410).

This hierarchy of schools reflects the occupations of their gradu-
ates: students from more prestigious schools obtain more prestigious
employment. From this perspective, education becomes a mechanism
for selecting who enters which job and what rank they can attain.
Thus, young people strenuously attempt to enter a “better” school,
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starting their preparations as early as possible. From the beginning,
family socioeconomic background is crucial. In colonial times, edu-
cation was a privileged mobility path for upper-class Taiwanese. After
World War II, increasing numbers of children were able to attend ele-
mentary and junior high schools. Yet it remained difficult for students
to enter junior high school before 1968, when nine years of education
became compulsory, in part because schools lacked sufficient capac-
ity and in part because individual families lacked sufficient economic
means.

In 1955 and 1956, Xinzhu County and Gaoxiong City experi-
mented with a system in which no entrance exam was required of pro-
spective junior high students. Nevertheless, only 55% of graduating
students in Xinzhu and 62% in Gaoxiong continued their studies
(Wang Yaquan, 1958: 350). The survey did not report why 40% of
pupils did not study further, but I found that every interviewee from
that generation who today owns a small- or medium-sized enterprise
emphasized that the poverty of his or her family made attending junior
high school impossible. Some of these informants who had to work as
apprentices did manage at the same time to go to junior high school at
night. Table 3, which is derived from raw survey data in the 1992 Gen-
eral Survey of Social Change in Taiwan, shows the average number of
years of education by year of birth and father’s occupation. The rela-
tionship between the father’s occupation and length of education is
clearly the same after and during the Japanese era (1895-1945). In the
1950s and 1960s, it was still not easy for a poor family to provide the
children a better education. Only 39% entered junior high school in
1955 (Yu Shulin, 1977: 350). It is clear that children of farmers and
manual workers lost out at the start. After the government extended
the duration of compulsory education from six to nine years, they
made up some ground but continued to lag behind in education.

This hierarchical school system and differential socioeconomic
status combined to encourage the emergence of private education. A
family with wealth or above-average income can send children to pri-
vate elementary and junior high schools famous for their “examism”:
that is, they teach only subjects that are to be examined and tend to
ignore all other activities (Sun Bangzheng, 1971: 203). Another
option is the hiring of private tutors to teach children after school. In
Taiwan, the monthly wage for tutoring four hours per week was about
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U.S.$230 in 1995 (when U.S.$1 = NT$27.26). At the time, the average
wage was U.S.$1,200 a month, so a family with an average income
could not afford these private lessons. Middle-income families more
often sent children to cram schools, which were cheaper but far less
effective.

SOCIOECONOMIC AND EDUCATIONAL DIFFERENCES
BETWEEN TAIWANESE AND MAINLANDERS

Does the persistent difference in educational achievement between
Taiwanese and Mainlanders between 1950 and 1990 reflect institu-
tionalized discrimination or simply the socioeconomic backgrounds
of the students? To determine the causes of this difference, we must
examine the evidence.

Table 4 breaks down the “occupational prestige” of interviewees’
fathers by ethnicity. From the 1950s to the 1980s, the occupational sta-
tus score of the Taiwanese increased steadily from 29.96 to 39.76,
while the score for the Mainlanders remained at around 50. Thus,
Mainlander fathers consistently enjoyed higher social prestige, but the
difference between them and the Taiwanese has decreased progres-
sively over time.

Wang / ETHNICIZED SOCIAL MOBILITY IN TAIWAN 361

TABLE 3: Duration of Education, by Year of Birth and Father’s Occupation

Years of Education (n)

Year of Birth 1946-1955 1956-1965 1966-1975

Professional, technical, and related 13.36 (81) 13.08 (124) 12.63 (67)
workers; administrative workers;
clerical and related workers

Sales workers, service workers 10.02 (100) 11.68 (142) 12.54 (69)
Agricultural, animal husbandry, and 7.29 (262) 9.83 (240) 10.94 (69)
forestry workers; fisherman and hunters

Production and related workers; 7.86 (99) 10.80 (181) 11.57 (74)
transport equipment operators
and laborers

Average (total) 8.81 (542) 11.10 (687) 11.91 (279)

SOURCE: General Survey of Social Change in Taiwan, 1992 (see note 2).
NOTE: The father’s occupation recorded is that held when the informant was fifteen years old.
Informants include Taiwanese and Mainlanders; marginal workers (e.g., first-time job seekers
and housewives) are excluded.



From the winter of 1965 through the spring of 1966, Richard W.
Wilson conducted research at selected elementary schools in Taiwan.
He evaluated the socioeconomic status of the children at three
schools: an urban public school, an urban private school, and a rural
public school. Fathers of the children at the urban public school gener-
ally held positions of medium to low occupational status, with corre-
sponding incomes; those with children at the private school enjoyed
medium to high incomes and at the rural public school low to medium
incomes (Wilson, 1970: 149-52). Though based on children’s vague
responses and the author’s own subjective estimates, this status classi-
fication did reflect the status difference between the schools.
Normally, the educational facilities are better in urban than in rural
areas, and those at private elementary schools are better than those at
public schools (many of the so-called superstar schools are private ele-
mentary schools). The ratio of Mainlanders to Taiwanese in the three
schools was 47:53, 92:8, and 40:60, respectively. The private school
primarily enrolled Mainlanders, whose fathers’ occupational status
was “medium to high.” Wilson’s (1970) description agrees with the
class structure I have observed elsewhere; I have found that in the
1950s, Mainlanders (except for those serving in or retired from the
military) held better positions in the state bureaucracy and state enter-
prises or ran businesses (Wang Hongzen, 1999).

The most “competent” students, as was noted earlier, could enter
academic high schools. A survey by Stephen M. Olson in 1968 found
relatively much greater numbers of Mainlander students in one
municipal academic senior high school than in the nearby private
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TABLE 4: Father’s Occupational Prestige, by Year of Birth and Ethnicity

Occupational Status Code (n)

Year of Birth 1936-1945 1946-1955 1956-1965 1966-1975

Taiwanese 29.96 (325) 32.62 (479) 35.51 (599) 39.76 (237)
Mainlanders 46.05 (19) 57.19 (53) 50.24 (100) 50.46 (54)

SOURCE: General Survey of Social Change in Taiwan, 1992 (see note 2).
NOTE: This coding relies on the international socioeconomic index of occupational status pre-
sented in Ganzeboom, De Graaf, and Treiman (1992). The index used here is “minor group”
scores instead of unit group scores because some occupations in the survey are not shown in
Ganzeboom, De Graaf, and Treiman’s index table. The scores range from 17 (workers in agricul-
ture and animal husbandry) to 85 (jurists); the occupation coded is that held by the father when
the informant was fifteen years old.



academic and commercial-vocational schools. Fathers’education lev-
els were highest for students at the municipal academic school, fol-
lowed by the private academic and then the private commercial-voca-
tional school. There was a clear correlation between ethnicity and
fathers’ education, demonstrating the effect of ethnic socioeconomic
difference in junior high school (Olson, 1972).

By entering a “better” academic senior high school, students gain a
better chance of going to a university. A survey conducted by the Stan-
ford Institute in 1961 showed that 37% of students graduating from
universities between 1957 and 1959 were born in Mainland China (n =
850), while only 6% of those graduating from senior vocational high
school were Mainlanders (n = 1,994) (Stanford Research Center,
1962: 128).7 A later statistical survey of education of Taiwan province
found the same ethnic imbalance. In 1967, when Mainlanders consti-
tuted about 14% of the total population and probably a somewhat
lower proportion of school-age youth, almost 25% of the island’s
nonvocational high school students, almost 30% of its college stu-
dents, and almost 40% of students in the top-ranked national universi-
ties were Mainlanders (Appleton, 1976: 706).

Tables 5 and 6, which again draw on raw data from the 1992 Gen-
eral Survey of Social Change in Taiwan, show the effects of ethnicity,
demography, and stratification on education and occupational attain-
ment. Table 5, at least at first glance, suggests that ethnicity has an
important effect on one’s educational achievement, even after sex and
date of birth are considered. But after we take into account stratifica-
tion variables (i.e., father’s and mother’s education), its effect is
reduced sharply from 2.24 years to 0.79. Thus, while Mainlander
informants had, on average, 2.61 years more education than Taiwan-
ese, the indirect effect, composed of the demographic effect (0.37) and
parents’ educational background (1.45), contributed most to the total
effect.8 If we include the variable “father’s occupation,” which con-
tributed 0.36 years to educational attainment, then the ethnicity vari-
able becomes insignificant. In other words, the “obvious” ethnic
cleavage in educational attainment is in fact a phenomenon caused by
stratification variables. As noted above, the educational difference
between Taiwanese and Mainlander is narrowing, and Table 4 shows
that the difference in occupational prestige is also narrowing. We can
expect that as the Taiwanese populace’s socioeconomic status
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improves, the ethnic educational difference will gradually be
eliminated.

People without the credentials of higher education have to enter
less prestigious occupations. Table 6 shows the effect of different vari-
ables on occupational attainment. As in Table 5, ethnicity at first
appears to have an important effect: a score difference of 8.76. Fac-
toring in demographic variables reduces the effect of ethnicity on
occupational status only slightly. But after the variables of parents’
education and the occupation of the father are added, the ethnic vari-
able and demographic variables both become insignificant. Yet all
these variables together can explain only 24% of the total variations. If
we include the informant’s own education in the regression equation,
R-square increases from .24 to .42—that is, it almost doubles—and
the parents’ education becomes insignificant.

We can therefore conclude that occupational status is very highly
correlated with education. With each additional year of education, the
informant’s occupational status score increases 2.11 points. The direct
effect of parents’ education diminishes to insignificance because its
effect on an informant’s occupational attainment is transmitted
through his or her own education. It is thus reasonable to surmise that
the occupational difference between Taiwanese and Mainlanders will
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TABLE 5: Regression Analysis of Different Variables for Educational Attainment
(1991-1992)

Educational Attainment

Ethnicity 2.61 2.24 0.79 0.43 (ns)
Sex — –1.72 –1.76 –1.71
Date of birth 1 (1936-1945) — 1.27 0.89 0.88
Date of birth 2 (1946-1955) — 4.13 3.24 3.09
Date of birth 3 (1956-1965) — 6.1 4.81 4.64
Date of birth 4 (1966-) — 6.85 5.03 4.85
Father’s education — — 0.30 0.21
Mother’s education — — 0.22 0.18
Father’s occupation — — — 0.04
R2 0.04 0.33 0.50 0.50

SOURCE: General Survey of Social Change in Taiwan, 1992 (see note 2).
NOTE: ns = not significant at 1% level. Ethnicity is coded as Taiwanese and Mainlander; aborig-
ines have been excluded. Occupational status (calculated according to Ganzeboom, De Graaf,
and Treiman, 1992) is applied to the occupation held by the father when the informant was fif-
teen years old. The reference group is those people born before 1936.



be eliminated if the gap in the educational difference between the two
groups diminishes in the future.

Why, then, does the father’s occupation have a significant influence
on his children’s occupations? Analysis of the 1992 survey shows that
61.8% of respondents got their first jobs through personal networks
(family, friends, or relatives), while only 38.2% found their jobs
through an official employment office, through newspaper advertise-
ments, or by passing a state examination.9 These figures suggest that a
father’s social network could be an important resource in finding one’s
first job, and such social networks encompass individuals of similar
social background. A child incorporated into his or her father’s net-
work might well find a job of prestige similar to the father’s.

THE STATE’S EDUCATION POLICY

Ethnic, demographic, and stratification factors explain 50% of the
variation in a person’s education, as Table 5 shows. The other 50% can
be attributed to a student’s own efforts or talent, state education poli-
cies, and so on. In modern society, the state plays an important role in
educational planning, thereby constraining the educational
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TABLE 6: Regression Analysis of Different Variables for Occupational Status
(1991-1992)

Occupational Status Scores

Ethnicity 8.76 8.6 2.33 (ns) 1.62 (ns)
Sex — –1.53 (ns) –1.91 (ns) 1.11 (ns)
Date of birth 1 (1936-1945) — 2.19 (ns) 0.03 (ns) –1.69 (ns)
Date of birth 2 (1946-1955) — 8.1 3.62 (ns) –2.67 (ns)
Date of birth 3 (1956-1965) — 9.67 4.01 –5.15
Date of birth 4 (1966-) — 10.24 2.75 (ns) –6.78
Father’s education — — 0.32 –0.09 (ns)
Mother’s education — — 0.61 0.23 (ns)
Father’s occupation — — 0.26 0.15
Informant’s education — — — 2.11
R2 0.04 0.08 0.24 0.42

SOURCE: General Survey of Social Change in Taiwan, 1992 (see note 2).
NOTE: ns = not significant at 1% level. Ethnicity is coded as Taiwanese and Mainlander; aborig-
ines have been excluded. Occupational status (calculated according to Ganzeboom, De Graaf,
and Treiman, 1992) is applied to the occupation held by the father when the informant was fif-
teen years old. The reference group is those people born before 1936.



opportunities of its people. Education is incorporated into the modern
political system to achieve certain “national goals” set by the state; in
the case of Taiwan, these include economic development and the
“recovery of the mainland.” Inevitably, then, education is a function of
economic and political programs. The postwar education system con-
trolled by the KMT government has had two notable features: the gov-
ernment used education as an ideological tool, and educational devel-
opment was made part of economic planning.

Education is the easiest and cheapest means of steering ideology.
As the KMT regime sought to legitimize its rule as the sole “represen-
tative” of China, it felt it had to tightly control any “heretical” dis-
course challenging its claims (Wakabayashi Masahiro, 1987: 368).10

Because private education was seen as potentially challenging the
KMT’s authority, the establishment of new schools was strictly con-
trolled. Thus, despite the strong social demand for higher education
throughout the postwar period, only a small number of private schools
could be established. The government argued that it lacked sufficient
funds to expand higher education, but at the same time, it prevented
the private sector from undertaking such expansion, though there was
no lack of private capital. After an “open-door” policy on setting up
private junior colleges was proclaimed in 1964, within five years, 41
new private colleges were added to the 8 already existing in Taiwan
(Jiaoyubu, 1976: 677; Chen Shunfen, 1991: 231). The earlier policy of
limiting higher education was aimed at political and ideological con-
trol, but it had the side effect of intensifying competition among
students.

Though the rate at which students graduating from elementary
school enrolled in junior high school increased from 33% in 1953 to
62% in 1967 (the year before nine years of education became compul-
sory), the absolute number of students “failing” the junior high school
exams increased steadily from 89,367 to 134,076. “After-school les-
sons” became pervasive, and in 1976, the Ministry of Education
admitted that their spread was “one of the most serious problems in
recent developments in education” (Jiaoyubu, 1976: 227-28). A rich
family had the edge in this competition; as noted above, the
after-school lessons were expensive. Mainlanders generally held
better occupations, so they could better afford this extra cost for edu-
cating their children.
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But the Mainlander children were helped not only by their higher
socioeconomic family status but also by heavy government subsidies.
All children of state employees received exemptions from tuition fees
and were eligible for scholarships at every educational level, while
other students had to pay for their tuition beyond junior high school,
the level at which compulsory education ended (Tsai Shuling and
Chiu Heiyuan, 1993b: 218). Civil servants, who were primarily Main-
landers, benefited the most; from 1950 to 1974, only 59% of newly
recruited civil servants who passed the state examination were Tai-
wanese; 41% were Mainlanders, who made up just 15% of the overall
population.11 At the same time, a special tax was levied on agricultural
income to finance educational expenditure (Wang Zhiting, 1959:
176). Thus, government policy ensured that educational resources
flowed from a disadvantaged class, the (mostly Taiwanese) peasants,
to a privileged class, the (mostly Mainlander) public servants. Little
wonder, then, that Tsai Shuling and Chiu Heiyuan (1993b: 218) found
that a “farming background exerts a negative impact on educational
attainment at all [school-level] transitions.”

Economic planning also played a crucial role in educational policy.
In the 1950s and 1960s, mainstream educational thinking all over the
world favored vocational education, which was seen as vital to pro-
moting economic development. Taiwan was no exception (Yang
Yirong, 1991: 136). The government was persuaded to develop voca-
tional education by a 1962 Stanford Research Institute report, which
argued that Taiwan’s rapid economic development required more
skilled labor (Jiaoyubu, 1976: 628; Stanford Research Center, 1962).
Since that time, entry into academic schools has been strictly con-
trolled. The government encouraged the private sector to establish
vocational schools, both to increase the supply of skilled labor and to
ease demand for higher education. In addition, the government sought
to shift the ratio of academic to vocational senior high school students
from 80:20 to 30:70 (Gai Zhesheng, 1969: 135). By 1988, the target
had been met, with a ratio of 32:68 (Yang Yirong, 1991: 149).

The emphasis on vocational education was a dramatic change. The
effect of such an economic policy is not hard to imagine: because
fewer students were able to study at academic senior high schools, the
competition among students and among junior high schools to enter
them intensified. From the raw data contained in the 1992 General
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Survey of Social Change in Taiwan, we can determine the ratio of Tai-
wanese to Mainlanders at different educational levels (the overall
demographic ratio is 86:14): for those who ended their education
when they graduated academic senior high school, the ratio was
76:24; junior college, 79:21; and vocational senior high school, 87:13.
The number of Mainlanders in academic senior high school is under-
stated because those who entered a university or senior college were
not included. For those with tertiary degrees, the ethnic ratio is 74:26.

Education itself can function as the main mechanism for reproduc-
ing socioeconomic inequality in a competitive education market
(Bowles and Gintis, 1976). State policy has the power to reduce the
negative effects of socioeconomic differences, but in Taiwan, educa-
tional policy has reinforced inequality.

MOBILITY PATH PATTERNS AMONG OWNERS
OF SMALL- AND MEDIUM-SIZED ENTERPRISES

Workers in low-prestige occupations seeking upward mobility
must “help themselves,” adopting different strategies in different
countries. As we have seen, in the decades following World War II,
Taiwanese in general have received less education than Mainlanders.
In this section, I examine the mobility patterns of owners of small- and
medium-sized enterprises, concentrating on the self-employed in
nonprimary industries. The “self-employed” is a category that
includes employers who hire workers as well as the petite bourgeoisie,
such as small shopkeepers or taxi drivers, who do not hire workers.

Education frequently determines one’s lifetime occupation. In Tai-
wan, individuals tend to have relatively stable occupational status
throughout their work life, though most have experienced at least
slight upward mobility (see Table 7).12 This stability suggests that
social stratification in Taiwan is largely a function of schooling: stu-
dents are classified through an examination system that determines
their level of education and thus, in large part, their future
occupations.

Table 8 provides a general sketch of interviewees’employment his-
tory. The most notable feature is that the percentage of the
self-employed increases over the course of a lifetime. The typical
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self-employed individual first finds a job in the labor market and then,
after marrying, becomes a housewife (if female) or sets up a small
shop (if male). This pattern holds across generations.

TABLE 8 ABOUT HERE
The number of self-employed outside the agricultural sector

increases as the interviewees become older, but for those in primary
industries, there is little change after marriage. It is clear that as the
level of education rises, the percentage of those who are
self-employed decreases. Only 11.1% of Mainlanders are
self-employed, while 23.2% of Taiwanese (excluding those in pri-
mary industries) are. This discrepancy is to be expected because
Mainlanders are generally better educated.

Analysis of the 1992 survey data reveals 370 self-employed in Tai-
wan in nonprimary industries. Of these, 142 (38.4%) hired workers to
work for them and thus could be called small employers,13 but most
simply ran a small shop of their own. Of the remainder, 116 of 370
(31.4%) were wholesale or retail trade operators, 35 (9.5%) were
street vendors, 19 (5.1%) were taxi drivers, and 18 (4.9%) were restau-
rant owners. In other words, more than 50% of the self-employed out-
side the agricultural sector were earning their living based on their ex
ante labor, which depends on market supply and demand (Offe, 1985:
28). They have a mobility path similar to that of those who run small
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TABLE 7: Occupational Prestige throughout Working Life, by Educational Level

Occupational Status Code

Job at Time Job When
Level of Education First Job of Marriage Interviewed

No schooling 25.96 22.85 27.61
Self-taught or dropout 31.25 29.84 32.64
Primary school 33.73 33.08 35.39
Junior high school 37.69 38.43 39.86
Senior high school 44.79 46.76 48.04
Junior college 52.78 54.20 56.15
University 60.06 61.19 61.08
Postgraduate 69.68 67.63 69.66
Numbers of interviewees 1,794 1,448 1,740

SOURCE: General Survey of Social Change in Taiwan, 1992 (see note 2).
NOTE: This coding relies on the international socioeconomic index of occupational status pre-
sented in Ganzeboom, De Graaf, and Treiman (1992).



shops. Their first jobs were generally as employees (71.8%), but by
the time of their marriage, the percentage who remained employed by
others had dropped to 37.3%, and the percentage who were
self-employed had increased from 11.3% to 40.8%.

Even though less-educated Taiwanese are more likely than Main-
landers to be self-employed, they usually have low-prestige jobs such
as street vendor, taxi driver, or owner of a small shop. Perhaps their rel-
ative lack of education leaves them insufficient human capital to learn
the new skills needed to compete, so they mostly become subcontrac-
tors. Those who receive a midlevel education are unable to find good
jobs or be promoted to a high position within an organization, but they
can use what they were taught in high school to learn new skills. Those
interviewees who emphasized their skills in competing to produce
goods and services generally had credentials from a vocational senior
high school or higher institution; those who talked about their guanxi
(connections) with others usually had less education. Here it seems
that education played a role in promoting economic success.

To summarize in four points:

1. Occupational distribution in Taiwan has been largely determined by
education, and the state educational system works to reproduce in-
equalities in social status.
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TABLE 8: Employment throughout Working Life

Percentage (% excluding the unmarried
and those with jobs unknown)

Job at Time Job When
Type of Employment First Job of Marriage Interviewed

Self-employed 5.8 (7.0) 12.4 (15.5) 21.5
Works for others 64.6 (78.3) 40.8 (50.9) 45.2
Works for family 8.6 (10.5) 9.5 (11.8) 6.7
Housewife 1.3 (1.5) 15.7 (19.6) 19.8
No job — 1.4 (1.8) 3.3
Retired — — 2.7
Student — 0.4 (0.5) —
Unmarried or job unknown 19.7 (—) 19.7 (—) 0.7
Numbers of interviewees 2,377 2,377 2,377

SOURCE: General Survey of Social Change in Taiwan, 1992 (see note 2).
NOTE: The self-employed in primary industries are excluded.



2. People with different educational levels have different mobility paths.
The less educated tend to work for others, then later look for opportu-
nities in self-employment, usually in a marginal, low-prestige busi-
ness. In contrast, the better educated tend to obtain a relatively presti-
gious job within an organization, remaining an employee in that
position in hopes of a promotion.

3. I distinguish employers from the others in the category of the self-em-
ployed, and the data show that the former are generally better edu-
cated.

4. Mainlanders are better educated than Taiwanese, and they are less
likely to be self-employed. Differences in education and personal net-
works largely explain the ethnic cleavage in occupational distribution.

Obviously, the prevalence of small- and medium-sized enterprises
in Taiwan does not reflect a particular “cultural mentality” or reliance
on familial and community ties. Different educational levels generally
limit employees’ upward mobility; one response of the less educated
is to withdraw their labor power from the wage market and to start a
small business.

SOCIOPOLITICAL CONTROL OF COLLECTIVE ACTION

An interesting question is why the less-educated workers (i.e.,
manual laborers) chose to abandon their class status individually
instead of trying to improve their conditions collectively. The answer
seems to lie in structural factors that influence the strategies adopted
by manual laborers.

EDUCATION AS A KIND OF IDEOLOGICAL CONTROL

Education is usually thought to provide a means to combat socio-
economic inequality. Yet in Taiwan, the educational system supports
the status quo regarding upward mobility both directly and indirectly.
Because the examination selection system is widely and unquestion-
ingly accepted as legitimate, it directly exerts social control. People
are apt to view it as the fairest and most efficient way to select the elites
to manage society, believing that because every student receives the

Wang / ETHNICIZED SOCIAL MOBILITY IN TAIWAN 371



same form of assessment, the system bears no bias against poor fami-
lies (Yang Guoshu and Ye Qizheng, 1984: 375).

This widely accepted belief that such exams provide equal educa-
tional opportunity (as well as the belief that a higher education is
important for a successful career)14 produces an indirect effect: those
unable to pass entrance exams and obtain a higher education are
deemed failures in Taiwan’s very competitive society. This view is
held not just by others (Yang Guoshu and Ye Qizheng, 1984: 372-73)
but in many if not most cases by the less educated themselves. These
social and individual images are congruent because the less educated
can find only low-prestige jobs, seemingly justifying the label of “fail-
ure” given by the schools.

In the 1992 General Survey of Social Change, 78% of interviewees
were not satisfied with their own educational performance. The teach-
ers in Taiwan assess everything, including “morality,” on a numerical
scale, with 100 as a perfect grade; those who receive higher marks are
always regarded as more intelligent, as harder working, and as models
for other students. In junior high school, almost every school splits
students into two groups: a “front” section, in which students are
driven to pass the senior high school examination, and a “back” sec-
tion, which is said to accommodate those students who do not want to
continue their studies.15 Analysis of the 1992 survey data shows that of
those whose education had stopped after they attended an academic
high school, 21% had landed in the back section; after vocational
senior high school, 32%. Only 2.0% of those who went on to receive a
university degree had been placed there.

Education thus is a mechanism that, on one hand, is recognized as
distinguishing the “most capable” people from the “incapable”; on the
other hand, it legitimizes the existing social hierarchy.16 An anecdote
illustrates this popular attitude toward the function of education. One
of my colleagues had been explaining to students at a junior college
why the percentage of Mainlanders in tertiary education is much
higher than that of Taiwanese. She later returned to this subject in a
question on her final examination. Even after the various reasons had
been spelled out in class, a number of students replied, “Because
Mainlanders are more clever than Taiwanese.”

People without higher educational credentials who seek upward
mobility must find alternative routes. A return to school by one who
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has already left is almost impossible, given Taiwan’s inflexible educa-
tional system. For example, one interviewee said that her father, born
in 1938, told her that his first aspiration had been to study at university,
but financial difficulties forced him to abandon that dream. He said
that since attaining a higher education was impossible, the way still
available to him to raise his status was to make money. Opening a shop
seemed to be a strategy to climb the social ladder. Ka Chihming (1993:
31) similarly found that “it is impossible to promote the less educated
in a bureaucracy, so 82% of the informants believed that to be one’s
own boss was the best way to be successful.”

But even if someone is motivated to improve inferior social and
material status, it is not obvious why he or she should choose to act
individually instead of collectively. We must therefore examine the
mechanisms that have ruled out the possibility of collective action.17

THE STATE-CONTROLLED LABOR REGIME

Before its democratization in the mid-1980s, Taiwan was consid-
ered a soft authoritarian regime (Winckler, 1988: 151-71). That is, the
government viewed any collective action, including labor move-
ments, as subversive, a threat to social stability; it was therefore kept
under surveillance and suppressed when necessary (Wang Jennhwan
and Fang Xianding, 1992: 9-14).

Methods to control the labor movement in Taiwan were established
in the period of conflict between the Chinese Nationalists and the Chi-
nese Communists, after the former retreated to Taiwan. The imposi-
tion of martial law in 1949 consolidated the control of labor by the
party-state (Xu Zhengguang, 1988: 4). A number of laws were aimed
directly at controlling labor, including the Trade Union Law, the
Labor-Capital Disputes Law, the National Mobilization Law, Provi-
sions for Controlling Agriculture, Industry and Commerce in the
Emergency Period, and so on. The most important measure preempted
workers’ rights to collective bargaining. According to clause 6 of the
Trade Union Law, industrial laborers older than age twenty could
organize an industrial or occupational trade union in a district or
within a factory. However, until 1988, those in firms with fewer than
30 workers were prohibited from organizing—a provision that kept
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union activity out of 85% of Taiwan’s factories (Wang Hongzen,
1988).

Even when laborers had the right to organize a union, government
bureaucrats colluded with employers to prevent an “unpopular” union
from being established. In one case, laborers manufacturing shoes
wanted to unionize. As soon as they had submitted their application
form to the appropriate government office, the official notified the
company, which in turn mobilized other workers to establish a com-
pany union. Moreover, by falsely recording the receipt of the first
group’s application as after the second, the government office ensured
its failure since the law allowed only one union to be established per
factory or area. The law also forbade any coalition of unions on the
local level; all local unions had to be subordinate to a higher level
union, which was always controlled by the party-state (Hsiao, 1992:
155).

Because Taiwan was effectively a one-party state, the state admin-
istration was in fact controlled by the party, and orders from the party
superseded administrative rules (Bosco, 1992: 174). For example,
when Gaoxiong fishermen wishing to unionize succeeded in having
their application approved by a government office, a KMT cadre who
disagreed reversed the decision; the resulting disputes between fisher-
men and the government lasted several years. In addition, a KMT
cadre was placed in the personnel office of every large enterprise to
supervise labor-management relations (Xu Zhengguang, 1988: 5).
Controls such as these left trade unions in Taiwan no independent
power to strive for workers’ welfare. Instead, they tended to become
peripheral organizations within the party-state. If working conditions
became unbearable or their income remained low, laborers could not
look to the union for help: their only option was to resign and seek
other employment.

Such government control uses a net of strict surveillance to forestall
social discontent. However, personal social networks can also lessen
that discontent effectively and at less cost. In Taiwan, most people rely
on personal networks when they seek employment. Under those con-
ditions, all conflict between labor and capital is neatly transformed
into “personal” matters that can be mediated by friends, family, or
relatives.
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The May 1989 strike against the Far Eastern Chemical Enterprise
provides one example of such personal mediation. Many workers in
that company had gained their jobs with the help of relatives or
friends, and during the strike, some workers had to resist pressure
from parents and relatives who tried to persuade them not to join the
job action (Hsia Linching, 1993c: 257). In another case, workers who
joined an independent union were similarly pressured strongly by par-
ents and friends. As Hsia Linching (1993a: 217) describes,

In the process of labor-capital conflict, the employer mobilized all
social relations surrounding the union leaders to press them to stop
fighting. In addition to their parents, the main pressure came from
those friends who had introduced them for them to work here.

Such social networks play a key role in preventing the formation of
collective class consciousness, as they militate against worker collec-
tivity by treating the workers as individuals.

Successful collective action by laborers had to go beyond the
reaches of the social network, and when conflict did escalate into col-
lective action, local politicians intervened. As a rule, local
businesspeople had good relationships with local politicians. Local
politicians and factions depend heavily on social networks, especially
in rural areas, and employers would ask politicians to mobilize their
social networks to “demobilize” the parties involved (Jacobs, 1980:
78-82; see also Chen Mingtong, 1995). In his research on social pro-
tests in Taiwan in the 1980s, Wu Chiehmin (1990: 80-135) found that
these local factions, made up mainly of politicians representing the
city, the county, and urban and rural townships, played key early roles
vis-à-vis collective action through mediation or on-the-spot consulta-
tions. They helped place social conflicts in the context of patron-client
networks, whose connections made possible negotiations between
protesters and the company and between protesters and the local gov-
ernment. Such a patron-client network was effective because protest-
ers and companies alike were mindful of harassment from intelligence
agencies and preferred to allow local politicians, with whom they
were more familiar, to “serve the people.” As James C. Scott (1972:
151) has observed, “The effect of machine rule under universal suf-
frage is to submerge growing collective policy demands with
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immediate payoffs, thereby retarding the development of class-based
political interests among the lower strata.”

The above analysis helps us understand why workers in Taiwan
seeking to improve their lot preferred to act as individuals, abandon-
ing their class status, rather than to rely on class mobilization. Paid
employees comprised 67.5% of the total labor force in 1996 (see
Directorate-General of Budget, Accounting, and Statistics, 1997: 2,
5), but almost every collective problem was transformed into an indi-
vidual problem or was smothered by the mechanisms described. The
state administrative and police apparatus forestalled most collective
action and, with the help of local factions, could “demobilize” any that
did manage to emerge.

CONCLUSION

In general, educational opportunities correlate highly with family
socioeconomic background. In Taiwan, as noted, socioeconomic
background is also related to ethnicity. Mainlanders tend to be more
highly educated than Taiwanese, though the gap has been narrowing.
This phenomenon has its roots in the political structure of the 1950s,
which determined occupations and shaped the educational system. At
that time, most Taiwanese were farmers, and Mainlanders were given
jobs primarily in public offices or public enterprises, which offered
greater economic benefits. The economic inequality consequent to the
occupational differences between the two groups in turn affected their
children’s educational opportunities. In addition, the unequal oppor-
tunity structure was reinforced by the government’s education policy.
Economic planning led to tight controls on entrance into educational
institutions, whose students were selected by a rigid system of exami-
nations. The upper classes used their economic resources to help their
children pass the examinations, and at the same time, the government
heavily subsidized the education of the children of public servants.
These government policies disproportionately benefited
Mainlanders.

Because children from better socioeconomic backgrounds
obtained a better education, they could get better jobs in the labor mar-
ket. The strategy adopted by the less educated was to try to escape their
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class milieu, where possible, and the best path of upward mobility
open to them was to become their own boss. These workers in Taiwan
lacked other options for two main reasons: the general public widely
accepted that the educational system successfully distinguished the
“capable” from the “incapable,” and the state-controlled labor regime
blocked a labor movement from emerging. With these mechanisms in
place, the only redress possible for those dissatisfied with unstable
employment, low wages, and long working hours is to leave wage
employment. As Hill Gates (1987: 261) has noted, capitalism “offered
a social model of upward mobility based directly on wealth rather than
on connections with the state through the highly limited channels of
degree- and office-holding.” Thus, the general mobility pattern in Tai-
wan for the less educated has been first to work for wages and then,
when possible, to become self-employed. The booming world econ-
omy in the 1960s gave entrepreneurial blue-collar workers, mainly
ethnic Taiwanese, a chance to make this move succeed.

NOTES

1. The fieldwork entailed repeated in-depth interviewing with 42 businesspeople and 3
officials, including 2 women and 43 men. Their reference year of birth is 1944.

2. The 1992 General Survey of Social Change in Taiwan was sponsored by the National
Science Council, Republic of China, and carried out by the Institute of Ethnology at the Acade-
mia Sinica, under the direction of Dr. Chiu Heiyuan. The Office of Survey Research at the Aca-
demia Sinica was responsible for distributing data. I appreciate the assistance of these institutes
and individuals in providing the data; the views expressed herein are my own.

The Institute of Ethnology at Academia Sinica has conducted general surveys on social
change in Taiwan since the early 1980s. The first survey was carried out in 1984 and the second
in 1990. Since then, the institute has conducted a survey each year on different social issues. The
1992 survey investigated social stratification, using questions prepared by seven Taiwanese soci-
ologists. The institute grouped Taiwanese townships into eight regions according to degree of
economic development as determined by the Council of Economic Planning and Development.
An additional category was established for the Hakka community. The institute selected samples
from each region, of size proportional to the population in each region relative to the total Tai-
wanese population (Chiu Heiyuan, 1993: 16-17). Researchers interviewed 2,377 persons,
between ages 20 and 64, chosen from 184 different li (the smallest local government unit) (Chiu
Heiyuan, 1993: 22-23). Further information on this survey is available at
http://www.sinica.edu.tw/as/survey/srda/intro_d.html.

3. The definitions of Taiwanese and Mainlander are not straightforward and can be chal-
lenged on several grounds, but for convenience I categorize ethnicity using the patriarchal
administrative method, which privileges the birthplace of the respondent’s father. Taiwan’s
aborigines are excluded from this analysis.
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4. David Schak (1998: 26) found that because the kinship networks of poor Mainlanders
are mostly very shallow, they may be of little use in building connections with other Main-
landers. The issue he raises is class related, and it is consistent with my finding that socioeco-
nomic status is the most important factor in determining one’s educational and occupational
achievements.

5. The difference of schooling between the two groups narrowed from 3.8 years for those
born between 1926 and 1935 to 0.8 for those born between 1966 and 1975.

6. In Japan, different universities individually test students on the same day, so sometimes
the “second-best” university will enroll high school students with higher marks. But in Taiwan,
only one test is administered to all high school students; after the results are published, students
can choose their university, according to their relative success.

7. One of the Modern China referees suggested that this survey, conducted only in Taipei,
might show sampling bias, but its failure to examine rural schools does not affect the finding that
more Mainlanders received better education.

8. On the decomposition of effects, see Alwin and Hauser (1975).
9. Not included in these figures are the self-employed and those who work at home or

whose work is unknown (18.4% of the sample). Even in the so-called hi-tech industries of
Hsinchu Science Park, more than 60% of the employees found their jobs through social networks
(see Hsu Jinnyu, 1999: 95).

10. The 1950s have been called the “white terror decade” because during that time, all leftist
intellectuals were either put in jail, executed, or purged. One well-known anti-KMT magazine in
the 1950s was shut down because it proposed that a new party be formed. The repression contin-
ued into the 1960s, when two famous writers, Li Ao and Bo Yang, were among those jailed for
“intending to subvert the government” (see Dai Guohui, 1991: 171-73).

11. These are the figures for the “advanced level exam” (gaodeng kaoshi). The Main-
lander:Taiwanese ratio of those taking the “general level exam” (putong kaoshi) for civil ser-
vants is 79:21 (see Kaoxuanbu, 1974: 32-33, 52-53).

12. Occupational status scores of those with no schooling increased from 25.9 at the time of
first employment to 27.6 when interviewed, and the scores of those holding a postgraduate
degree remained unchanged at 69.7. These calculations are based on data from the 1992 General
Survey of Social Change in Taiwan.

13. Here I use Erik Olin Wright’s (1978) definition of “small employer.”
14. According to data in the 1992 General Survey of Social Change in Taiwan, 89% of infor-

mants, across different levels of education, thought higher education was either “very important”
or “important” for career success.

15. The back section of a school is called fangniu ban, which literally means “let cows
graze.” Generally, those placed there lose interest in studying because they are socially defined
as bad, backward, and hopeless students.

16. One of the Modern China referees commented that by the end of the 1970s, a degree
from a good technical educational institution, such as Taibei Gongxueyuan, was valued because
it was seen as more likely to lead to riches than a degree in Chinese literature or art history. Even
if he is right, educational achievement remains the most important factor determining one’s sub-
jective class (see Hwang Yihjih, 1999).
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17. I do not mean to argue that workers ought to take collective action to improve their work-
ing conditions; rather, my point is that we should explore the structural constraints that have ren-
dered them incapable of such action.
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