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On the Historical Dimensions of Chinese Path to Modernization :

Inevitability, Manifestation Mechanism, and Occurrence Mechanism

Miao Degang' Zhang Caiyun' ILong Denggao®
(1. Institute of Economics, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing 100836, P.R.China;
2. School of Social Sciences, Tsinghua University, Beijing 100084, P.R.China)

Abstract: Chinese path to modernization is different from the development patterns of existing
modern countries in the history of human civilization in terms of its essence, institutional foundation,
central tasks, and development goals. Rooted in China’ s socio-economic conditions, this model
offers an innovative plan for human modernization, and for the majority of developing countries, it is
worthy of learning from its experience and practice.

Chinese path to modernization has been achieved through continuous reform and opening-up and
institutional innovation, and economic growth, changes in industrial structure and changes in the
employment structure of the labor force are the analytical elements for interpreting the complexity
and dynamics of Chinese modernization. First, the phased changes in per capita GDP and population
size since 1840 reveal the historical inevitability of Chinese path to modernization. Second, as
Chinese path to modernization advances, the proportion of primary industry declines while the
proportion of secondary and tertiary industries rises. Such change is both an obvious indication on the
progress of modernization and a direct manifestation of its achievements. Thirdly, the change in the
structure of the labor force can also be regarded as a mechanism for the occurrence of Chinese path to
modernization, because with the improvement of education and skills training, the overall quality of
the labor force has been upgraded, which further promotes economic growth.

Quantitative data analysis reveals that: (1) in the 180 years since 1840, per capita GDP surged
exponentially only after the reform and opening up, especially after the mid-1990s; (2) The primary
industry was the leading industry of China’s economy before 1949. Since the early 1980s, but since
the early 1980s, the proportions of secondary and tertiary industries exceeded that of the primary
industry and they have progressively increased their proportions. (3) Before the mid-1970s, most of
the labor force was concentrated in the primary industry, after which the proportion of the employed
population in the primary industry declined, and the proportion of the secondary and tertiary
industries rose relatively.

The historical lessons of the Chinese path to modernization include optimizing the industrial
structure of national economy on the basis of reforming the basic economic system, releasing the
productive forces of the national economy through gradual market-oriented reform, and promoting
Chinese path to modernization based on China’s comparative advantages. The quantitative empirical
analysis of this paper provides significant insights into the origins and potential future trajectory of
Chinese modernization.
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