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In the wake of systemic transformation across Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union (1989-91)
many people thought that China would be next. To date, however, China is not only still here but
it is also enjoying spectacular economic growth. Such growth though is bringing with it a
plethora of issues that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) needs to tackle. One of the most
pressing and potentially destabilising is the well-publicised growing income disparity. Using a new
household survey of Shenzhen we found that the Gini coefficient reached 0.56, the highest level of
inequality in urban China. It is this issue that leads us to ask: will these problems push China to
the tipping point where a systemic transformation becomes a real possibility? Drawing upon the
disciplines of politics and economics we will address this question via a case study of Shenzhen
which was, not only China’s first special economic zone but it also considered to be the most
successful reform city. Contrary to what one might expect the inhabitants of Shenzhen, while split
into two general camps (those who feel satisfied and those who do not) display characteristics
that are (presently at least) compounding a sense of overall stability rather than instability. It is
this situation that leads us to a hypothesise that the ruling party has been presented with a
lucky-break - what we have termed the “Shenzhen Dream” - that has so far acted as a sort of
systemic cushion that is buying time for the CCP. Whether the ruling party is capable of using
that time to devise and implement the sorts of public policy that are able to facilitate those

dreams, before the factors that are underpinning it collapse, remains to be seen.
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