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Articulative Practice of Media Discourse of “ Middle Class” :

Based on the Perspective of Post-structuralist Discourse Theory

Zhang Zhipeng ( Tsinghua University )

Abstract: The “middle class” is an emerging discourse in the development of socialist market economy
in China since the 21st century. Based on the articles of major newspapers in China( excluding Hong Kong,
Macao and Taiwan ) from 2000 to 2023, a corpus on the middle class is formed. The media discourse of “mid-
dle class” in the context of macro social changes since the 21st century. The results found that there are
“market economy” , “ consumer culture” , “social livelihood” and “ China-foreign comparison” in “middle
class” popular newspaper texts. In the beginning of the 21st century,the “market economy” discourse has
gradually removed the political attributes of the “middle class” and shifted to the economic discourse. Then
the discourse of “consumer culture” shapes the lifestyle of the “middle class” by consumption,in conjunc-
tion with the construction of a market economy. The discourse of “social livelihood” constructs the living dif-
ficulties of the “middle class” through issues such as education, housing, and elderly care,and promotes so-
cial reform. After the financial crisis, the “China-foreign comparison” discourse compares the Chinese middle
class with foreign countries, giving the middle class discourse a new socio-political connotation from the per-
spective of economic performance,forging a consensus on the identity of the Chinese society and highlighting
its development effectiveness in the face of intensifying international competition. The dynamic distribution of
the four discourses over time is the result of their engagement with China’s macro-social reality during the
contemporary period , reflecting the mobility and contingency of the discourses, as well as the dominant will of
the society.

Key words : middle class;market economy ;consumer culture ;social livelihood ; China-foreign comparison
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