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Abstract

The Economic Development in Rural
China: The Role of Social Capital and
Regional Elites

A Case Study of Tourist Attraction L in
Southwest China

Chen Yan

This research discusses the role of social capital and regional elites in the
economic development disparity in rural China. Using the first-hand data
collected in 2016~2018 in two adjacent villages located by a tourist attraction of
Southwest China, this article first examined the income disparity between the
two villages. Regardless of their high similarity of initial surroundings in the
1990’s, the disparity of economic development has expanded in the past decades,
mainly attributed to the different employment structure in the villages. By
analyzing the career experiences and social networks of several elites in each
village, it came clear that the social networks have facilitated their success in
specific fields. As the success was imitated by their relatives and neighbors, it
has consequently shaped the employment structure and the income level in the
villages. The social capital at village level has contributed to more balanced
income allocation and lower poverty rate in one of the villages, while in the
other one, a lack of social capital was the focus of the stagnate economic
development. This research implies that although different deposits of social
capital might lead to different paces of development, the utilizing of social
capital in an appropriate manner could accelerate economic development and

poverty reduction in under-developing areas.



