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China’s economic reform has brought about many changes in urban society, among which is the formation of a new middle class employed within the market economy.  Within this new middle class, the segment of white collar executives employed by foreign-invested enterprises is viewed as particularly prestigious.  With high salaries, excellent education, ample employment opportunities, and affluent lifestyles, this group sets the aspirations for many.  These white collar executives are exceptionally young, comprised of people born between the late 1960s and the 1980s – the first generation to have entered the workforce under economic reform.  



Given that economic reform has increasingly meant status groups are defined by income, relation to the market, and occupation, it is not surprising that this success extends beyond the workplace and carries broader social meaning.  For example, in an article defining 55 new economic terms, the People’s Daily included the term “white collar” with the following definition: 

White collar is a term designating a person who works in a luxurious office building for a firm with foreign investment and earns a higher salary than ordinary people. There are now also derivatives such as "gold collar" and "pink collar". More often than not people love to call girls "white collar ladies" who are dressed in neat business wears but are much busier than other people. The white collar is a special stratum in the city. They represent a kind of life mode and attitude, which have nothing to do with the amount of salary.
 

This definition quite clearly suggests that there is far more to white collars than simply working in an office environment; they represent an attitude and lifestyle.  


The white collar image is a distinctively urban identity and one which obviously has much to do with patterns of economic globalization in China’s cities, as well as local cultures.  Not surprisingly, white collars are particularly numerous and prestigious in Shanghai. While entrepreneurship is often highlighted in Guangzhou, and government work esteemed in Beijing – Shanghai’s history of participation in the global economy affords prestige to employment with a foreign-invested enterprise.  One executive, described the prestige of white collars as “where you work is like a brand name – like an expensive watch. It’s a part of Shanghai life.”  The ethnographic research I am currently conducting investigates Shanghai’s white collars – their attitudes, beliefs and lifestyles as part of the emerging new middle class culture in China.  



Much of the existing research on white collar executives has focused on national alliances.
  This research has overwhelming found China’s white collars to be quite nationalistic.  They are solidly aligned with the nation-state and view themselves as adamantly Chinese.   This is partially the result of their age, as they grew up in a time of increasing prosperity with strong nation-building projects. They “developed along with the nation”.  Many white collars see their business careers as an expression of patriotism (ai guo).  During lunch with a group of white collars, one man raised the topic of ai guo.  He explained that he often thinks about the meaning of this term in is own life and has come to the conclusion that, “For our parents, ai guo was about self-sacrifice, but for us it is about self-development.  We support our country by working within the new economy and making as much money as we can.”  The others at the table readily agreed.  

This is not to suggest, however, that white collars view themselves as elites – indeed they hold neither political nor economic power beyond their community.  Generally, these white collars have limited guanxi networks compared to their peers in state-owned enterprises (SOEs).  Although a university degree is needed, additional economic capital, guanxi networks, or political background are not required for success in multinational companies.  This is part of the appeal.  As one consultant told me, “work in multinational companies is less political.  What comes first is your performance, only after that do personal connections matter.”  Many white collars have explained the key to their success as merit based – you work hard, perform well, and you are almost certain to move up the ranks.
  


The view towards corporate success is very on a global level, however.  White collars frequently discuss the “glass ceiling” they face.  When asked what they view as the reason for the glass ceiling, white collars say trust towards Chinese employees, speaking the same language (both in terms of business terminology and language), and the way China is exoticized by the West.  A Project Manager with a French company explains:

I have heard in American companies there is less of a glass ceiling, and in Japanese companies there is more.  My friend was working for a Japanese company and he held the same position for 4 years – he was very good at his job, understood the company well, and his bosses all liked him.  But above him everyone was Japanese and he was told the company would never place a Chinese person at that level.  Maybe French companies are similar to the Japanese. … Because you work with a French boss for 4-5 years, he trusts you and will say things like “Chinese are always like this – except you of course”.  But when he gets promoted or retires, it will be his boss choosing a replacement.  His boss doesn’t know you, and probably prefers a French person, since it’s the same language and culture.

Although work in a foreign-invested enterprise is considered a “fair market” where anyone with the education required can participate and succeed through merit, there is a limit to that success based on global hierarchies.  Local training consultancies are frequently requested to conduct “cross-cultural” training sessions for Chinese employees, but rarely receive requests to provide “cross-cultural” training for foreign executives.  Thus the burden has fallen on white collars to understand the culture of their companies, somewhat ironically given the importance of local market understanding.  As one Office Manager explained to me, 


We have high level [foreign] executives who come here, and they don’t really want to engage with China, they just want to come to the office, go to the gym, and return to a serviced apartment.  They begin to think China is like we are.  But we are office people in foreign invested companies; we have learned a new way of thinking, but we also know how to manage our clients in the old way of thinking.  These [foreign] executives cannot understand things like client management because they only know us. 

White collar executives also cite many examples concerning the hierarchy of Chinese-ness in the workplace.  The issue of trust is again a common reason given for the glass ceiling.  One executive working for a Singaporean company explained, “Most know our culture quite well, but they are different in thinking and doing things – more westernized than the Chinese people.  Though the companies take efforts to localize they still don’t trust completely.”  The glass ceiling within the hierarchy of Chinese-ness is attributed to the colonial experience; of Taiwanese managers, one executive said, “To the Japanese you are just a worker.  They can’t manage you and don’t know China.  But the Taiwanese, they know China and are influenced by the Japanese – that’s worse!  They know you and keep you down.  Maybe this is from growing up with a feeling of insecurity.”  Both these examples further suggest a tainting of Chinese culture, through westernization and/or colonialism, which has led to not trusting PRC employees.


Shanghai’s White collars do not passively accept this situation.  Many have chosen to study abroad and stay on to work for several years with the hope that upon returning to China they will have more bargaining power and will be seen as candidates for upper management positions.  Others believe the glass ceiling will only be broken with the next generation, since “their history will be more similar” to their colleagues from other places.  Among my interviewees, most of the white collars with school age children plan to send their children to the United States for university, reasoning that the children will be better prepared for careers back in China.  They cite analytical skills, and English language skills as their rationale, along with the value of understanding another country’s culture by living there.  The goal however, is not to have children who will work overseas, but rather return to China having skipped a few rungs on the corporate ladder without a glass ceiling in sight.


This emphasis on strategies to equip the next generation with the skills needed for white collar work in foreign-invested companies demonstrates the speed with which gate-keeping mechanisms are being established for this segment.  The desire to educate children abroad is most certainly not limited to this segment, but it does stand in contrast to how this generation speaks of their own experience on a national level.  While they consider their own success to be the result of hard work and a bit of luck, it seems the next generation will require more economic capital to overcome the global inequalities in the workplace.


Economic reform has seemingly meant the change from a Maoist view of labor as “natural resource” to a capitalist view of labor as commodity.
  Yet, there is something in the patriotic sentiment of white collars’ work contributing to China’s development that blends these two polemic views.  By developing oneself as a commodity for the labor market, one is providing a greater “natural resource” for China’s quest as a world economic power.  Moreover, as the nation’s emerging market economy has global business flocking to China, but it seems that the next level of engagement with global capitalism entails China going to the world, and then returning home again.  


The neoliberal worldview by which white collars justify their success is well supported by popular narratives of capitalism promoted in the 1990s.  There is (to some extent) a process of naturalizing of the hierarchy in which they hold prestige, while simultaneously contesting global hierarchies. Shanghai’s white collars are concomitantly participating in both arenas – the national and the global.  Shanghai’s white collars hold a social identity which can only be understood through the global capitalist system, regional histories, and the national context.  Their lives are situated at the intersection of the local, the national, the regional and the global.  


Ethnographers have long struggled with the issue of scale and place, swinging between extremes – from not studying places at all to confining analysis to local contexts.
  Yet if we are to understand contemporary urban lives in China, it seems impossible not to address a multiplicity of scale and the relationship between the city and various other places, be it the village, the nation, the region or the globe. The relationship between places is central to white collar’s social identity.  From a past in rural Anhui, to a present in Shanghai, and towards a future in the United States, these all inform Shanghai’s white collars understanding of their place in the world.   
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