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Since	the	Reform	and	Opening	Up	of	China,	the	issue	of	migrant	workers	has	emerged
as	a	special	phenomenon	in	its	economic	and	social	life.	In	general,	the	term	“migrant

workers”	 refers	 to	 those	 who	 have	 land	 contracts	 and	 are	 farmers	 in	 terms	 of	 the
household	 registration,	 but	 whose	 main	 sources	 of	 income	 stem	 from	 nonagricultural
industries.	A	narrower	definition	of	a	migrant	worker	is	one	who,	though	from	outside	the
city,	moves	to	an	urban	area	to	seek	employment,	while	a	broader	definition	includes	both
those	who	move	transregionally	in	search	of	work	and	those	who	move	within	their	region
to	work	in	the	manufacturing	and	service	industries.	The	term	“migrant	workers”	was	first
introduced	in	the	1984	issue	of	Sociology	Newsletter,	published	by	the	Chinese	Academy
of	 Social	 Sciences.1	 Since	 then,	 it	 has	 been	 widely	 used	 across	 China	 because	 of	 its
accuracy,	concision,	and	appropriateness	to	China’s	situation.

1.1		IDENTIFYING	THE	PROBLEM
Migrant	workers,	a	new	labor	force	that	has	emerged	due	to	China’s	Reform	and	Opening
Up,	industrialization,	and	urbanization,	are	a	special	group	in	this	period	of	economic	and
social	 transformation.	 They	 travel	 to	 cities,	 often	 moving	 between	 regions,	 to	 look	 for
work.	In	2005,	China’s	migrant	worker	population	was	assessed	at	over	125	million.	Their
presence	is	readily	felt	 in	large	and	medium-sized	cities,	and	in	major	industries	such	as
the	 construction,	 textiles,	 manufacturing,	 and	 service	 industries.	 The	 emergence	 of	 this
group	has	great	practical	significance	and	deep	social	impact.	Their	collective	actions	and
behavior	 in	 industrial	 and	 urban	 settings	 have	 a	 profound	 influence	 on	 China’s	 long-
running	economic	and	social	transformation.	They	have	made	significant	contributions	to
urban	prosperity,	rural	development,	and	the	modernization	of	China,	but	at	the	same	time,
they	have	brought	about	a	series	of	problems.	In	order	to	properly	resolve	this,	we	must
completely	 and	 correctly	 understand	 the	 issue	 of	 migrant	 workers,	 so	 as	 to	 be	 able	 to
implement	effective	policies	based	on	scientific	principles	and	management	theories.

China’s	 long-standing	 policy	 on	 the	 separation	 of	 urban	 and	 rural	 areas	 has	 caused
urbanization	to	lag	significantly	behind	industrialization.	In	the	28-year	period	prior	to	the
Reform	and	Opening	Up,	China’s	 level	of	urbanization	 increased	from	12.6%	to	17.9%,
which	is	equivalent	to	an	average	annual	increase	of	0.2%.	These	figures	show	that	during
this	period,	the	process	of	urbanization	was	basically	at	a	standstill.	Since	the	Reform	and
Opening	Up,	 the	dual	socioeconomic	structure	has	come	under	scrutiny,	and	the	pace	of
urbanization	has	accelerated	gradually.	By	2005,	China’s	urbanization	level	had	increased
to	43%,	25%	more	than	that	in	the	early	years	of	the	Reform	and	Opening	Up.	However,

Free
 Sam

ple



China’s	 level	 of	 urbanization	 still	 lags	 behind	 its	 overall	 progress	 in	 economic
development	and	industrialization.	Currently,	the	country’s	level	of	urbanization	is	about
10%	lower	than	that	of	countries	with	the	same	level	of	economic	development,	and	about
20%	 lower	 than	 that	 of	 countries	 with	 the	 same	 level	 of	 industrialization.	 These
discrepancies	are	 the	primary	 reason	 for	 the	 lag	 in	 rural	 economic	development	 and	 the
slow	growth	in	farmers’	income.	With	the	rapid	development	of	the	national	economy	and
the	 acceleration	 of	 the	 industrialization	 process,	 rapid	 expansion	 in	 the	 scale	 of
manufacturing	 and	 service	 industries	 created	 additional	 demand	 for	 labor.	 Policies
relaxing	 the	 restrictions	 on	 transregional	 employment	 allowed	 farmers	 to	 choose	where
they	worked.	This	inevitably	led	to	a	large	segment	of	the	rural	labor	force	moving	to	the
cities	for	work.	The	departure	of	migrant	workers	for	urban	areas	to	work	marked	the	first
stage	of	the	urbanization	process.	Without	this	step,	urbanization	would	have	no	economic
foundation.	In	order	to	improve	the	livelihood	of	the	farmers,	the	total	number	of	farmers
must	be	reduced;	in	order	to	make	rural	areas	prosperous,	urbanization	must	be	promoted.
As	a	 result	of	China’s	unique	historical	background	and	social	 system,	migrant	workers
will	 naturally	 be	moved	 into	 the	 pages	 of	 history.	 So,	we	must	 thoroughly	 research	 the
issue	of	migrant	workers	to	identify	an	appropriate	solution,	as	it	is	an	issue	of	great	social
value	and	significance.

China’s	 three	 key	 agricultural	 problems	 are	 associated	 with	 overall	 dilemmas	 in
China’s	modernization	process.	The	resolution	of	the	three	agricultural	problems	is	the	top
priority	 for	 the	 Chinese	 government	 and	 the	 Chinese	 Communist	 Party.	 An	 important
manifestation	and	vital	problem	of	the	three	key	agricultural	crises	is	the	issue	of	migrant
workers.	At	present,	the	issue	of	China’s	urbanization,	modernization,	and	the	difference
between	urban	and	 rural	 areas	 centers	on	 the	proper	understanding	and	 treatment	of	 the
issue	of	migrant	workers.	How	one	deals	with	the	issue	of	migrant	workers	is,	basically,
how	one	deals	with	 the	problems	of	farmers,	villages,	and	agriculture,	 in	addition	to	 the
problems	 of	 rural	modernization,	 farmers	 seeking	 alternative	 employment,	 and	 farmers’
interests.	 In	 short,	 at	 the	 core	 of	 the	 three	 key	 agricultural	 problems	 lie	 the	 issues	 of
farmers.	 China’s	 modernization	 process	 cannot	 bypass	 two	 key	 matters—the
modernization	of	farmers	and	the	democratization	of	politics.	In	the	next	20	to	50	years,
these	two	issues	will	definitely	follow	the	construction	of	a	modernized,	socialist	China.
The	purpose	of	this	book	is	to	try	to	provide	a	basic	solution	for	the	first	challenge.

Due	 to	 a	 series	 of	 systematic	 factors,	 for	 many	 years	 in	 China,	 “farmer”	 was	 a
symbolic	position	rather	than	a	professional	title.	Even	though	farmers	entered	the	city	to
start	 new	professions,	 it	was	difficult	 to	 change	 their	 registration	 system.	Thus,	 a	group
has	 emerged,	without	 the	 endorsement	of	 the	 current	 system,	which	has	 a	 dual	 identity.
Migrant	 workers	 are	 workers	 by	 profession,	 but	 farmers	 by	 registration.	 To	 a	 certain
extent,	migrant	workers	represent	and	reflect	a	unique	aspect	of	Chinese	society	and	rural
modernization	as	 they	are	moving	from	the	 traditional,	 rural	Chinese	society	 toward	 the
modern,	 urban,	 industrial	 society.	 They	 also	 represent	 the	 turning	 point	 in	 social
transformation	 and	 China’s	 modernization	 process.	 The	 existence	 and	 development	 of
migrant	workers	are	linked	directly	to	the	future	of	China’s	modernization,	so	the	topic	of
migrant	 workers	 is	 important	 and	 valuable	 for	 research.	Migration	 from	 rural	 to	 urban
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areas	 is	 an	 inevitable	 result	 of	 social	development,	 and	 that	 this	migration	has	 a	unique
role	 in	 China’s	 economic	 and	 social	 development	 is	 indisputable.	While	 we	 affirm	 the
important	 role	and	historical	 relevance	of	migration,	we	cannot	 ignore	 its	contradictions
and	 conflicts;	 these	 contradictions	 and	 conflicts	 are	 merely	 one	 aspect	 of	 the	 issue	 of
migrant	 workers.	 The	 academic	 community	 and	 relevant	 government	 departments	 are
increasingly	 concerned	 with	 migrant	 workers,	 who	 are	 vulnerable	 both	 politically	 and
socially.	As	 a	 result,	 their	 current	 living	 conditions	 and	 future	well-being	 have	 become
points	of	discussion.	Currently,	a	consensus	has	yet	to	be	reached	on	the	issue	of	migrant
workers;	 thus,	 there	 have	 been	 policy	 inconsistencies	 between	 regions	 that	 have	 caused
additional	problems,	such	as	intensified	conflicts	in	certain	areas.

As	we	carried	out	the	research	on	the	issue	of	migrant	workers,	we	discovered	that	the
contemporary	 migrant	 worker	 is	 involved	 in	 both	 the	 relationships	 between	 urban	 and
rural	 regions,	 and	 those	between	workers	 and	 farmers.	 In	 addition,	his	 life	 is	 intimately
related	to	the	issues	of	social	equality,	social	mobility,	social	employment,	social	security,
and	a	series	of	other	social	phenomena	and	issues.	This	research	also	covers	areas	such	as
China’s	 deepening	 economic	 and	 political	 reform,	 the	 ruling	 method	 of	 the	 Chinese
Communist	 Party	 (CCP),	 government	 services,	 rule	 of	 law,	 and	 social	 harmony	 and
stability,	and	is	therefore	of	important	practical	significance.

Development	 economics	 is	 a	 discipline	 based	 on	 the	 socioeconomic	 conditions	 of
developing	 nations,	 and	 contemporary	Western	 economic	 theory,	 which	 focuses	 on	 the
factors	 involved	 in	 economic	 development,	 the	 laws	 of	 economic	 development,	 and	 the
prospects	for	economic	development.	However,	the	countries	that	serve	as	the	subjects	of
this	 research	 are	mainly	 those	with	market	 economies,	 and	 the	 principal	 conclusions	 of
economic	theory	are	based	on	the	logic	of	a	market	economy.

It	is	difficult	for	China,	a	country	in	transition,	to	learn	from	the	urbanization	and	labor
migration	of	other	countries.	Therefore,	research	into	the	special	characteristics	of	Chinese
urbanization	 and	 migration	 serves	 to	 enrich	 and	 further	 develop	 the	 discipline	 of
development	economics.

1.2		THEORETICAL	FOUNDATION
Since	 the	Reform	and	Opening	Up,	China’s	economy	has	experienced	20	years	of	 rapid
growth,	which	is	gradually	stabilizing.	The	catalyst	for	this	growth	had	shifted	from	rural
industrialization	to	urbanization.	The	issue	of	migrant	workers	that	has	emerged	from	this
process	has	distinct	Chinese	characteristics.	China	is	not	only	a	populous	country	but	also
an	agricultural	one.	Farmers	make	up	the	majority	of	China’s	population;	in	2005,	nearly
800	million	of	China’s	1.3	billion	people	were	farmers.	Meanwhile,	China’s	long-standing
dual	 system,	 which	 separates	 urban	 areas	 from	 rural	 ones,	 and	 the	One	 Country,	 Two
Policies	 system,	 have	 created	 the	 unique	 issue	 of	 migrant	 workers.	 The	 search	 for	 a
solution	 to	 this	 issue	 will	 be	 a	 long,	 formidable,	 and	 complicated	 process.	 Developed
Western	countries	have	already	experienced	the	combined	process	of	farmers	migrating	to
urban	areas	and	engaging	 in	nonagricultural	 activities.	However,	China	 is	 a	unique	case
because	there	are	two	separate	parts	to	its	urban	migration:	the	search	for	employment	and
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the	 conversion	 of	 household	 registration.	 Therefore,	 the	 study	 of	 and	 resolution	 of	 the
issue	 of	 migrant	 workers	 must	 stem	 from	 conditions	 in	 China	 and	 its	 specific	 policy
environment.	Of	course,	the	experiences	of	Western	countries	are	relevant	to	research	on
China.	Firstly,	a	general	principle	of	economic	development	holds	that	labor	tends	to	move
from	 farming	 to	 manufacturing	 and	 service	 industries.	 Secondly,	 it	 is	 a	 historical
inevitability	that	rural	people	eventually	become	city	dwellers.	From	these	two	points,	we
can	draw	the	conclusion	that	China	must	follow	the	example	set	by	the	development	of	the
rest	of	the	world,	and	guide	migrant	workers	toward	industrialization	and	urbanization.	In
addition,	China	 is	 a	country	with	a	 large	population	and	a	wide	gap	between	urban	and
rural	areas;	hence,	 the	pace	of	 this	progress	must	be	gradual	 to	prevent	slums	and	other
urban	problems	traditionally	brought	about	by	rampant	growth.

Basing	 on	 the	 above	 analysis,	 I	 propose	 a	 general	methodology	on	 transition,	which
refers	to	a	state	of	change	in	a	given	historical	context.	Economic	theories	associated	with
this	method	include	those	of	socioeconomic	theory,	social	transformation,	and	transitional
economy.	 The	 evolution	 of	 a	 social	 system	 and	 dramatic	 changes	 in	 the	 structure	 of	 a
nation	usually	require	a	long	transitional	period,	especially	for	a	large	country	like	China.
To	give	a	historical	example,	China	completed	the	transition	from	slavery	to	feudalism	in
the	roughly	500	years	from	the	beginning	of	the	Spring	and	Autumn	Period	to	the	end	of
the	Warring	 States	 Period.	 In	 contrast,	 it	 took	Western	 developed	 countries	 one	 to	 two
hundred	 years	 to	 transform	 from	 traditional	 agricultural	 states	 into	 modern	 industrial
societies.	Mao	Zedong	and	Deng	Xiaoping	discussed	separately	the	theories	of	transition
with	regard	to	China’s	social	development.	Works	such	as	Mao’s	On	New	Democracy	and
The	 General	 Direction	 of	 the	 Socialist	 Transition	 Period	 address	 these	 issues,	 but	 the
recommendations	they	proposed	were	never	fully	implemented.	Deng’s	idea	that	the	first
stage	 of	 socialism	 would	 take	 100	 years	 can	 also	 be	 used	 to	 evaluate	 the	 transitional
period.	 If	we	want	 to	 explore	 the	 transformation	 of	China’s	 economic	 system	 since	 the
Reform	 and	 Opening	 Up,	 we	must	 start	 with	 the	 fourteenth	 Chinese	 Communist	 Party
National	Party	Congress,	where	reform	was	promoted	by	establishing	the	socialist	market
economic	 system.	 At	 the	 end	 of	 that	 meeting,	 it	 was	 agreed	 that	 ten	 years	 would	 be
allotted	 to	build	 this	new	system,	and	 ten	years	 to	perfect	 it.	This	20-year	 target	 for	 the
completion	of	 this	 transition	 is	a	concrete	application	of	 the	 theories	of	 transition	 in	 the
process	of	social	and	economic	development.	In	addition,	An	Introduction	to	the	Political
Economy	 of	 Transition	 by	 Chinese	 scholar	 Yu	 Zhang,	 Transition	 and	 Economics	 by
Gérard	 Roland,	 and	 The	 Political	 Economy	 of	 Reform	 by	 Federico	 Sturzenegger	 and
Mariano	Tommasi	all	discuss	issues	related	to	the	transitional	stage	in	economic	evolution
and	structural	transformation.	Basing	on	the	above	theories,	I	believe	that	China	requires	a
long	 transitional	 period	 for	migration	 and	 industrialization,	 so	 we	must	 design	 policies
with	that	in	mind.

In	the	course	of	modernization,	changes	in	social	and	economic	structure	can	often	lead
to	 instability.	 In	 developing	 nations,	 modernization	 can	 be	 the	 cause	 of	 both	 times	 of
stability	 and	 instability.	 As	 migrant	 workers	 play	 an	 important	 role	 in	 the	 course	 of
China’s	modernization	and	social	transformation,	there	will	inevitably	be	clashes	between
them	and	the	existing	socioeconomic	system,	workers	and	urban	residents,	as	well	as	other
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interest	 groups	 during	 the	 urbanization	 and	 industrialization	 process.	 Therefore,	 at	 this
time	of	 great	 historical	 change,	 it	 is	 important	 for	 research	 on	migrant	workers	 and	 the
implementation	of	a	national	socioeconomic	policy	that	we	maintain	a	basic	level	of	social
harmony	and	control	conflicts	with	social	tolerance.

In	 summary,	 due	 to	 China’s	 unique	 realities,	 we	 may	 not	 be	 able	 to	 apply	 the
experiences	 of	 other	 countries	 directly	 to	 the	 issue	 of	 migrant	 workers	 and	 China’s
urbanization	 process.	 For	 Western	 developed	 countries	 with	 market	 economies,	 the
urbanization	 process	 was	 mainly	 seen	 in	 the	 assimilation	 of	 migrants	 and	 changes	 in
industry.	 In	 China,	 however,	 this	 process	 is	 hampered	 by	 government	 restrictions	 on
migration.	Furthermore,	due	to	a	reliance	on	the	status	quo,	when	the	coalition	based	on
the	urban—rural	and	worker—farmer	structure	faces	reform,	strong	resistance	is	expected
from	certain	interest	groups.	So,	in	order	to	understand	and	evaluate	the	issue	of	migrant
workers	 that	 has	 emerged	 from	 this	 unique	 Chinese	 process	 of	 urbanization,	 we	 must
familiarize	ourselves	with	the	general	principles	of	migrant	worker	development	and	the
trends	 related	 to	 them.	 In	 addition,	 constructing	 a	 social	 support	 system	 for	 migrant
workers	 within	 the	 market-socialist	 economic	 system,	 formulating	 laws	 that	 keep	 pace
with	economic	development,	and	making	socioeconomic	policies	that	conform	to	China’s
situation	are	all	of	great	theoretical	value	and	practical	meaning	at	China’s	current	stage	of
industrialization	and	urbanization.
1	Sociology	Newsletter	(Beijing:	China	Social	Press,	1984),	9.
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2.1		THE	CREATION	AND	EVOLUTION	OF	MIGRANT	WORKERS

Migrant	 workers	 have	 emerged	 as	 a	 new	 social	 group	 in	 the	 process	 of	 China’s
industrialization,	 urbanization,	 and	 modernization.	 Hundreds	 of	 millions	 of	 migrant
workers	have	traveled	between	rural	and	urban	areas.	In	cities,	where	they	use	their	youth
and	sweat	to	contribute	to	the	enormous	modernization	machine,	and	their	hands	to	build
China’s	cities	while	supporting	the	construction	of	their	hometowns	with	their	hard-earned
savings,	they	face	prejudice	from	urban	residents.	Today’s	migrant	workers	have	shown	us
a	 new	 face,	 contributing	 silently	 to	China’s	 development	with	 their	 industriousness	 and
wisdom.	They	are	instrumental	in	building	a	prosperous	society	and	in	realizing	the	lofty
goal	of	modernization.	The	 figure	of	 the	migrant	worker	will	be	with	us	 throughout	 the
great	revitalization	of	the	Chinese	People.	Farmers	have	shaken	off	old	beliefs	that	bound
them	 to	 the	 land,	 crossed	 the	 barriers	 erected	 by	 traditional	 systems,	 and	 resolutely
ventured	into	an	unfamiliar	urban	environment.1	This	moment	is	a	critical	juncture	in	the
transformation	 of	 traditional	 Chinese	 rural	 society	 into	 a	modern,	 industrial,	 and	 urban
society,	 and	 a	 meeting	 point	 for	 the	 social	 changes	 that	 have	 resulted	 from	 China’s
modernization	process.

2.1.1		A	Brief	Review	of	China’s	Rural	Population	Movement
before	Its	Reform	and	Opening	Up

Prior	to	1949,	there	were	no	restrictions	on	household	registration,	so	the	people	were	free
to	move	as	they	pleased.	Even	during	the	early	years	of	the	People’s	Republic	of	China,
freedom	of	residence	was	guaranteed.	On	September	29,	1949,	the	first	plenary	session	of
the	 Chinese	 People’s	 Political	 Consultative	 Conference	 passed	 the	 Chinese	 People’s
Political	 Consultative	 Conference	 Common	 Program,	 which	 served	 as	 an	 interim
constitution.	The	fifth	amendment	of	the	Common	Program	ensured	freedom	of	residence
for	 citizens	 as	 one	 of	 eleven	 provisions	 protecting	 a	 citizen’s	 freedoms.	 In	 November
1950,	the	first	National	Working	Conference	on	Public	Security	asserted	that	“household
registration	 will	 ensure	 every	 citizen’s	 freedom	 of	 residence	 and	migration,	 and	 it	 will
allow	them	to	peacefully	participate	in	production	and	construction,”	thereby	establishing
the	household	registration	system	only	in	urban	areas.	On	July	16,	1951,	authorized	by	the
State	 Council	 of	 the	 People’s	 Republic	 of	 China,	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Public	 Security
promulgated	 the	 Interim	 Regulations	 on	 Urban	 Household	 Registration	 for	 the
maintenance	of	social	order,	 the	protection	of	the	people,	and	their	freedom	of	residence
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and	migration.2	This	was	the	first	 time	that	China	enacted	national	regulations	regarding
the	 urban	 household	 registration	 system.	 Because	 policy	 makers	 were	 concerned	 that
urban	 areas	were	 being	 overrun	 by	 farmers,	 relatively	 little	 progress	 had	 been	made	 in
reforming	the	household	registration	system.3

On	September	20,	1954,	the	first	meeting	of	the	first	session	of	the	National	People’s
Congress	 passed	 the	 first	 Constitution	 of	 the	 People’s	 Republic	 of	 China.	 The	 second
provision	of	the	nineteenth	article	clearly	guaranteed	the	right	of	freedom	of	residence	and
migration	 for	 Chinese	 citizens.	 In	 February	 1956,	 the	 State	 Council	 authorized	 the
Ministry	of	Public	Security	to	manage	the	national	household	registration	system	and	the
collection	of	demographic	data.	 In	 this	manner,	 the	management	and	organization	of	 the
household	 registration	 system	 in	 both	 urban	 and	 rural	 areas	 was	 established	 as	 an
integrated	 process.	 On	 March	 10,	 1956,	 the	 first	 National	 Working	 Conference	 on
Household	 Registration	 explicitly	 set	 out	 the	 three	 fundamental	 tasks	 of	 household
registration	management.	 First,	 the	 system	would	 verify	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 citizens	 and
facilitate	 the	 exercise	 of	 their	 rights	 and	 the	 fulfillment	 of	 their	 obligations.	 Second,	 it
would	 provide	 demographic	 resources	 for	 the	 national	 economic,	 cultural,	 and	 defense
policy.	Third,	 it	would	also	help	 to	 identify	and	guard	against	counter-revolutionary	and
other	criminal	activities,	and	to	support	the	struggle	against	them.	The	conference	required
the	establishment	of	a	systematic	household	registration	management	system	in	a	 timely
manner.

On	December	18,	1957,	the	Central	Committee	of	the	Communist	Party	of	China	and
the	 State	 Council	 jointly	 issued	 Instructions	 for	 Preventing	 the	 Unchecked	 Outflow	 of
Rural	 People.	 This	 declaration	 required	 the	 strict	 enforcement	 of	 the	 urban	 and	 rural
household	 registration	 by	 the	 registration	 departments	 to	 ensure	 the	 complete
implementation	 of	 these	 instructions.	 The	 term	 “unchecked	 outflow”	 originated	 in	 this
document	 and	 is	 often	 used	 to	 describe	 the	 migration	 of	 farmers	 to	 urban	 areas.	 On
January	9,	1958,	the	ninety-first	meeting	of	the	First	Standing	Committee	of	the	National
People’s	 Congress	 passed	 Regulations	 for	 Household	 Registration	 in	 the	 People’s
Republic	of	China.	The	second	provision	of	 the	 tenth	article	of	 that	document	explicitly
stated	 that	 citizens	 who	 intended	 to	 migrate	 from	 rural	 to	 urban	 areas	 must	 obtain	 an
employment	certificate	issued	by	an	urban	labor	board,	proof	of	enrollment	from	a	school,
or	 a	 certificate	 of	 permission	 to	 migrate	 issued	 by	 the	 urban	 household	 registration
authorities,	in	addition	to	applying	to	the	authorities	in	their	original	place	of	residence	for
permission	to	migrate.	These	regulations	symbolized	the	legislative	beginnings	of	the	dual
household	 registration	 system,	 designed	 to	 restrict	 farmers’	movement	 into	 urban	 areas.
These	measures	have	had	a	profound	impact	on	almost	every	rural	household	in	China	for
the	 past	 half	 century,	 so	 it	 has	 become	 the	 most	 important	 piece	 of	 legislation	 in	 the
history	of	China’s	household	registration	system.

In	April	1958,	based	on	Regulations	for	Household	Registration,	the	Ministry	of	Public
Security	enacted	Preliminary	Ideas	on	 the	Implementation	of	Regulations	 for	Household
Registration.	 On	 September	 13,	 1958,	 the	 Central	 Government	 Leading	 Group	 on
Reducing	the	Number	of	Cadres	and	Organizing	the	Labor	Force	released	 the	Statement
on	the	Reduction	of	Personnel	and	Urban	Residents,	which	required	strict	controls	on	the
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flow	of	 rural	 inhabitants	 into	urban	areas.	 It	 prevented	 farmers	 from	migrating	 to	urban
areas,	and	from	towns	into	medium-sized	and	large	cities.

On	 December	 9,	 1961,	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Public	 Security	 released	 A	 Report	 on	 the
Current	 Household	 Registration	 Situation,	 which	 completely	 overhauled	 the	 household
registration	system.	That	same	year,	the	Ministry	of	Public	Security	changed	the	statistical
classification	 of	 agricultural	 households	 and	 agricultural	 population	 to	 “nonagricultural
households	and	non	agricultural	population,”	thus	“nonagricultural	household	registration”
and	“nonagricultural	population”	became	widely	adopted	concepts.	On	December	8,	1962,
the	 Ministry	 of	 Public	 Security	 issued	 Proposals	 for	 Strengthening	 the	 Household
Registration	Administration,	which	 contained	 three	 important	 points.	 First,	 it	 reinforced
the	strict	controls	on	migration	from	rural	to	urban	areas.	Second,	it	removed	controls	on
migration	 from	 cities	 to	 rural	 areas	 and	 offered	 settlement	 assistance	 to	 those	migrants.
Third,	it	allowed	normal	migration	between	cities,	except	that	citizens	were	not	allowed	to
migrate	 from	 small	 and	medium-sized	 cities	 to	 large	 cities,	 such	 as	 Beijing,	 Shanghai,
Tianjin,	Wuhan,	and	Guangzhou.	After	1963,	the	Ministry	of	Public	Security	took	whether
or	 not	 a	 person	depended	on	government-supplied	 food	 as	 the	 standard	 for	 determining
urban	 household	 registration.	 In	 the	 statistics,	 urban	 households	 were	 reclassified	 as
nonagricultural	 households.	On	August	 14,	 1964,	 the	State	Council	 approved	Policy	 on
Household	Registration	and	Migration	drafted	by	the	Ministry	of	Public	Security,	further
controlling	migration	to	urban	areas.4

Shortly	 thereafter,	 China	 experienced	 the	 decade-long	 turmoil	 of	 the	 Cultural
Revolution,	 during	which	 campaigns	 such	 as	 “Agriculture	Should	Learn	 from	Da	Zai”5
and	 “Cut	 Off	 the	 Capitalist	 Tails”	 were	 launched.	 During	 the	 same	 period,	 stricter
measures	on	household	registration	were	implemented	in	both	urban	and	rural	areas.	Rural
campaigns	 such	 as	 “The	Horse	 and	Carriage	Should	Return	 to	 the	Team,	Labor	Should
Return	to	the	Land”	and	“Work	Even	after	the	Bell	Rings”	were	initiated,	and	rural	labor
was	managed	in	a	quasimilitary	style.6	Rural	craftsmen	and	laborers	who	entered	the	city
to	look	for	a	job	were	criticized	as	“capitalist	tails.”

In	summary,	during	the	first	eight	years	of	the	People’s	Republic	of	China,	the	Ministry
of	 Public	 Security	 managed	 urban	 and	 rural	 household	 registration,	 and	 citizens	 had
unrestricted	freedom	of	residence;	an	application	procedure	was	all	that	was	necessary	to
move	 into	 and	 out	 of	 a	 place.	 Since	 1958,	 strict	 limitations	 have	 been	 imposed	 on	 the
transfer	of	household	registrations,	especially	for	farmers	moving	into	cities,	and,	 in	this
time,	China	 experienced	 the	Great	 Leap	 Forward,	 the	 Three	Years	 of	Natural	Disasters
(1959–1961),	 and	 the	 decade-long	 turmoil	 of	 the	 Cultural	 Revolution.	 The	 important
characteristics	of	the	household	registration	system	consist	of	strict	controls	on	migration
from	rural	to	urban	areas,	the	reduction	of	the	urban	population,	including	a	reduction	in
the	size	of	the	work	force,	the	transfer	of	educated	youth	to	rural	areas,	the	expulsion	of
cadres	 to	 the	 countryside,	 and	 the	 rural	 settlement	 of	 a	 large	 portion	 of	 the	 urban
population.	This	reverse	urbanization	movement	coincided	with	a	series	of	strict	policies
on	 household	 administration.	 In	 the	 20-year	 period	 from	 1958	 to	 1978,	 China’s
urbanization	 process	 was	 virtually	 at	 a	 standstill,	 with	 the	 urban	 population	 increasing
from	99.49	million	to	170	million,	a	mere	0.2%	annual	 increase.	Since	urbanization	and
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rural	development	influence	and	benefit	each	other,	urbanization	lagged	seriously	behind
industrialization,	 and	 an	 urban—rural	 dual	 structure	 with	 clear	 disparities	 was	 formed.
Looking	back	on	 the	 time	before	 the	Reform	and	Opening	Up,	 the	system	of	household
registration	 that	 restricted	 migration	 to	 urban	 areas	 had	 a	 direct	 impact	 on	 the
implementation	of	 the	planned	economy,	exemplified	by	 the	 linkage	between	household
registration	and	the	system	of	food	distribution.	A	weak	agricultural	foundation,	a	shortage
of	 agricultural	 products,	 and	 thinking	 based	 on	 class	 struggle	 restricted	 people	 from
speaking	and	acting	freely.

2.1.2		The	Development	of	Migrant	Workers
Migrant	workers	are	a	new	and	evolving	social	group	that	has	emerged	in	the	process	of
China’s	 industrialization,	 urbanization,	 and	 the	 Reform	 and	 Opening	 Up.	 During	 the
period	 of	 the	 People’s	 Communes,	 a	 few	 farmers	 in	 some	 areas	 set	 up	 collective
industries,	but	they	were	still	members	of	the	People’s	Communes;	these	farmers	were	still
a	subunit	within	the	collective	economy	and	not	migrant	workers	in	a	true	sense.	As	part
of	 the	 labor	 market	 since	 the	 Reform	 and	 Opening	 Up,	 the	 phenomenon	 of	 migrant
workers	has	come	to	light.	The	development	of	this	phenomenon	can	be	divided	into	two
major	stages.

In	the	first	stage,	farmers	left	their	land,	but	did	not	leave	their	hometowns.	After	the
Third	 Plenary	 Session	 of	 the	 Eleventh	 Central	 Committee	 of	 the	 Chinese	 Communist
Party	(CCP)	implemented	the	household	land	contract	responsibility	system	in	rural	areas,
rural	productivity	 improved	dramatically.	This	 led	to	 the	emergence	of	a	surplus	of	both
agricultural	 products	 and	 rural	 labor.	 As	 a	 result,	 farmers	 were	 free	 to	 distribute	 their
surplus	agricultural	products;	 they	were	also	 free	 to	use	 their	extra	 time	as	 they	saw	fit.
However,	 the	 barriers	 to	 changing	 household	 registration	 persisted,	 the	 remnants	 of	 a
planned	 economy	 and	 commodity	 shortages.	 As	 a	 result,	 farmers	 could	 participate	 in
industrial	activities,	but	could	not	move	 to	urban	areas.	So,	with	 the	boom	of	Township
and	Village	Enterprises	 (TVEs),	a	 large	portion	of	 the	rural	 labor	 force	 left	 their	 land	 to
work	 in	 these	 enterprises.	 This	 phenomenon	 created	 the	 new	model	 of	 farmers	 leaving
their	 land,	but	not	 leaving	 their	hometowns,	which	 in	 turn	 transformed	 the	 face	of	 rural
labor.	 In	 20	 years	 of	 industrialization	 in	 rural	 areas,	 100	 million	 rural	 laborers	 started
working	at	TVEs,	which	replaced	state-owned	enterprises	(SOEs)	as	the	driving	force	of
economic	growth.7	TVEs	absorbed	63	million	rural	laborers	in	the	short	period	from	1983
to	1988.

In	the	second	stage	of	the	development	of	migrant	workers,	farmers	left	their	land	and
their	 hometowns.	 Especially	 after	 a	 large	 amount	 of	 the	 foreign	 investment	 entered	 the
Chinese	market,	 the	expansion	of	 the	Reform	and	Opening	Up	dramatically	boosted	 the
economic	 development	 of	 China’s	 east	 coast,	 causing	 great	 demand	 for	 labor	 in	 urban
areas.	Farmers	had	more	choices	of	employment,	and	the	demand	for	labor	in	cities	was
increasing,	 so	 the	barriers	preventing	 labor	movement	 started	 to	break	down.	Under	 the
circumstances,	 the	 government	 adjusted	 policy	 accordingly,	 gradually	 relaxing	 the
restrictions	 on	 the	 farmers	 migrating	 to	 cities	 for	 employment.	 The	 number	 of	 rural
laborers	leaving	their	hometowns	for	urban	work	increased	from	less	than	two	million	in
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the	early	period	of	the	Reform	and	Opening	Up	to	30	million	in	1989.	This	phenomenon
created	a	new	model	in	the	development	of	the	migrant	workers,	 that	of	farmers	leaving
their	 land	 and	 hometowns,	 without	 changes	 in	 farmers’	 household	 registration,	 and	 the
urban	supply	of	public	goods.	During	Spring	Festival	in	1989,	the	large	number	of	migrant
workers	returning	home	for	the	holidays	led	to	the	coining	of	the	phrase	“migrant	wave.”

In	 1992,	 after	 Deng	 Xiaoping’s	 Southern	 Tour	 speeches,	 China	 experienced	 a	 new
round	of	economic	growth	and	a	record	wave	of	farmers	migrating	out	of	rural	areas.	In
1993,	there	were	more	than	62	million	migrant	workers,	representing	an	increase	of	over
32	million	compared	with	1989;	of	 that,	22	million	moved	between	provinces,	doubling
the	1989	figure.8	Since	the	mid-	to	late	1990s,	 the	large	number	of	migrant	workers	and
workers	 laid	 off	 by	 SOEs	 intensified	 employment	 clashes	 in	 urban	 areas,	 so	 some
municipal	governments	adopted	various	restrictive	policies	targeting	migrant	workers	and
forced	many	 them	 to	 return	 home	 temporarily.	 Upon	 entering	 the	 new	millennium,	 the
pace	of	China’s	economic	development	accelerated,	especially	after	the	Sixteenth	National
Congress.	 The	 Central	 Committee	 promoted	 balanced	 growth	 in	 urban	 and	 rural
development	to	resolve	the	difficult	issue	of	improving	farmers’	income.	The	government
created	 policies	 that	 actively	 encouraged	 migrant	 workers	 to	 come	 to	 the	 cities.	 More
noticeably,	in	2003	and	2004,	the	Office	of	the	State	Council	decreed	that	all	levels	of	the
government	 should	 improve	 the	 environment	 for	 migrant	 workers	 seeking	 urban
employment	by	providing	better	management	and	services,	which	 led	 to	a	new	stage	of
development	 in	 farmers’	 ability	 to	 find	 urban	 jobs.	 According	 to	 statistics	 on	 migrant
workers,	 the	 number	 of	 laborers	 leaving	 their	 hometowns	 for	 three	 months	 or	 more
reached	118	million	in	2004,	and	those	employed	by	TVEs	reached	136	million.	Allowing
for	the	overlap	between	the	two	groups,	as	some	migrant	workers	were	employed	by	the
TVEs	 of	 other	 regions,	 the	 number	 of	 migrant	 workers	 employed	 in	 nonagricultural
industries	was	estimated	to	be	over	200	million.	In	other	words,	in	the	20	years	since	the
Reform	and	Opening	Up,	about	200	million	rural	laborers	have	migrated	to	urban	areas	for
employment	as	a	result	of	the	development	of	TVEs.

2.1.3		The	Urban—Rural	Dual	Structure	and	the	Emergence
of	Migrant	Workers

The	emergence	of	migrant	workers	has	uniquely	Chinese	characteristics	and	 reflects	 the
nation’s	stage	of	development.	The	foundation	of	China’s	current	realities	lies	in	the	fact
that	 the	majority	 of	 the	 Chinese	 population	 consists	 of	 rural	 people,	 so	 there	 are	 large
numbers	of	farmers,	and	thus	an	abundant	supply	of	rural	labor.	For	many	years,	because
of	the	dual	urban—rural	structure,	agricultural	products	entered	the	cities	through	planned
purchase	 systems	 governed	 by	 price	 controls.	 Therefore,	 the	 majority	 of	 rural	 laborers
remained	 in	 the	 countryside,	 causing	 a	 serious	 imbalance	 between	 urban	 and	 rural
development;	 this	also	caused	urbanization	to	lag	far	behind	industrialization,	presenting
an	unavoidable	challenge	in	the	course	of	China’s	modernization.	As	urban	areas	receive
preferential	 treatment	 compared	with	 rural	 areas,	 the	 coordinated	 development	 of	 urban
and	rural	areas	and	the	narrowing	of	the	gap	between	them	are	important	signs	of	China’s
modernization.	These	latter	two	goals,	along	with	the	movement	of	the	rural	population	to
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the	 cities,	 have	been	 the	 objectives	 that	 the	Communist	Party	 and	 the	 government	 have
relentlessly	 pursued	 for	 decades.	 Theorists	 have	 done	 much	 research	 and	 conducted
numerous	experiments	on	migrant	workers,	but	have	not	provided	a	 solution.	Under	 the
policies	of	the	Reform	and	Opening	Up,	hundreds	of	millions	of	farmers	were	motivated
to	work	with	enthusiasm	and	creativity.	They	moved	from	the	countryside	to	cities	to	work
and	 eventually	 became	 urban	 dwellers,	 representing	 a	 new	 way	 to	 break	 through	 the
limitations	of	the	dual	structure	for	the	improvement	of	the	relationship	between	city	and
country.	This	new	way	will	serve	as	the	major	channel	for	the	promotion	of	urbanization
and	 for	 the	discussion	of	 the	 relationship	between	urban	 and	 rural	 areas.	Of	 course,	 the
employment	of	rural	labor	in	urban	areas	will	replace	part	of	the	urban	workforce;	this	is
known	 as	 the	 substitution	 effect.	 However,	 this	 is	 not	 a	 one-to-one	 substitution;	 the
number	of	migrant	workers	employed	is	not	exactly	equal	to	the	number	of	urban	workers
who	have	lost	their	jobs.	As	more	migrant	workers	are	hired	to	replace	a	smaller	number
of	urban	workers,	more	job	opportunities	are	created.

Analyzing	 the	 emergence	 of	 migrant	 workers	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 systematic
change,	we	can	see	that	the	basis	for	the	issue	of	migrant	workers	is	China’s	long-divided
dual	 urban—rural	 structure.	 According	 to	 the	 theory	 on	 institutional	 change,	 the	 most
important	 factor	 in	 institutional	 change	 is	 that	 the	 majority	 expect	 to	 obtain	 the	 most
potential	 or	 external	 profit.	 Since	 the	 liberation	of	China,	 policy	with	 regard	 to	migrant
workers	 has	 reflected	 three	 major	 institutional	 changes:	 From	 free	 movement	 to	 strict
control;	from	farmers	leaving	the	land,	but	not	their	hometowns;	to	farmers	leaving	their
land	and	their	hometowns;	and	from	passive	response	to	active	guidance.

After	 the	 establishment	 of	 New	 China,	 nationwide	 land	 reform	 was	 introduced.	 In
December	1951,	the	CCP	Central	Committee	issued	Draft	of	Cooperation	in	Agricultural
Production,	 which	 provided	 the	 guidelines	 for	 the	 Party’s	 socialist	 transformation	 of
agriculture.	 In	February	1953,	 the	CCP	Central	Committee	officially	enacted	Resolution
on	Cooperation	in	Agricultural	Production	in	an	effort	to	push	forward	cooperative	rural
development.	 Although	 the	 Resolution	 prohibits	 labor	 exploitation	 within	 mutual	 aid
groups	 and	 agricultural	 cooperatives,	 they	 could	 hire	 temporary	 labor,	 technicians,	 and
herdsmen	if	required.	In	August	1958,	the	Central	Committee	passed	the	Resolution	on	the
Establishment	 of	 People’s	 Communes	 in	 Rural	 Areas.	 As	 a	 result	 of	 this,	 China’s	 dual
urban—rural	 structure	 was	 formed,	 with	 the	 Constitution	 of	 1954	 abolishing	 the	 free
movement	 of	 citizens.	 Small-scale,	 private	 farms	 were	 replaced	 by	 the	 large	 collective
entities	of	the	People’s	Communes.	Occasional	small-scale	migration	events	were	heavily
criticized	 as	 the	 “tail	 of	 capitalism.”	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 in	 order	 to	 build	 an	 industrial
system	quickly,	and	to	accumulate	capital	for	industrialization,	China	initiated	the	system
of	household	 registration.	Based	on	 the	national	 food	 supply,	 education,	 healthcare,	 and
pension	system,	a	series	of	measures	were	created	to	restrict	the	movement	of	rural	people
to	 the	 cities.	The	household	 registration	 system	was	 created	 to	 complement	 the	planned
economy.	 Due	 to	 shortages	 of	 goods	 and	 social	 services,	 and	 a	 large	 population,	 the
introduction	 of	 the	 household	 registration	 system	 eased	 administrative	 problems,	 but	 it
established	artificial	obstacles	to	labor	movement	between	urban	and	rural	areas.	Thus,	a
household	 registration	 system,	 whose	 core	 function	 was	 to	 limit	 rural	 population
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movement	 to	 urban	 areas,	 was	 implemented.	 At	 this	 stage,	 China	 prioritized	 the
development	of	heavy	industry,	 thereby	sacrificing	the	majority	of	the	farmers’	interests.
The	price	gap	between	industrial	and	agricultural	products	was	used	to	accumulate	capital
for	the	development	of	industries	in	China.	Agriculture	and	the	vast	countryside	were	used
to	absorb	a	large	proportion	of	the	labor	force	despite	extremely	low	rates	of	productivity.
At	the	same	time,	the	strict	management	of	urban	and	rural	household	registration,	and	the
centralized	policy	on	the	purchase	and	sale	of	food,	caused	a	rigid	structure	of	urban	and
rural	interests,	the	segregation	of	urban	from	rural	areas,	and	the	restriction	of	free	labor
movement.	The	system	of	household	registration	had	firmly	tied	surplus	rural	labor	to	the
land,	causing	the	labor	movement	and	the	process	of	urbanization	to	grind	to	a	halt.

Since	 the	Third	Plenary	Session	 of	 the	Eleventh	Central	Committee	 of	 the	CCP,	 the
relaxation	of	the	structures	segregating	urban	and	rural	areas,	the	heart	of	which	was	the
household	registration	system,	caused	increased	population	movement	between	urban	and
rural	areas.	As	part	of	institutional	reform,	the	People’s	Commune	system	was	abolished,
greatly	 liberating	 the	 labor	 force	and	various	other	elements	associated	with	agricultural
production.	 The	 basic	 function	 of	 the	 People’s	 Commune	 system	 was	 to	 confine	 key
elements	 of	 agricultural	 production	 to	 rural	 communities.	 People’s	Communes	 provided
no	system	of	incentives	for	farmers	and	greatly	dampened	their	enthusiasm	for	production;
the	dissolution	of	this	system	gave	farmers	the	autonomy	to	choose	their	occupation	as	the
restrictions	 preventing	 farmers	 from	 leaving	 agriculture	 had	 been	 lifted.	 A	 household
contract	 system	 that	 greatly	 improved	 the	 economic	 efficiency	 and	 productivity	 of
agriculture,	 and	 provided	 material	 assurance	 for	 farmers	 leaving	 agriculture,	 was
implemented	(table	2.1).	Taking	the	gross	agricultural	product	as	an	example,	before	and
after	 the	 implementation	of	 the	household	contract	system,	 the	growth	rate	 for	 the	gross
agricultural	product	was	2.1%	in	 the	period	from	1971	 to	1977,	and	9.4%	from	1980	 to
1984,	 representing	 an	 increase	 of	 7.3%.	 In	 1985,	 the	 Central	 Committee	 and	 the	 State
Council	 issued	Ten	Policies	 for	 the	Further	Development	of	 the	Rural	Economy,	ending
the	 system	 of	 centralized	 purchase	 and	 distribution	 of	 agricultural	 products.	 This
legislation	symbolized	the	start	of	the	reform	of	the	food	distribution	system,	which	was	a
turning	 point	 toward	 the	 “dual	 track”	 system	 for	 selling	 China’s	 agricultural	 products.
After	 farmers	 had	 fulfilled	 their	 state	 purchase	 quotas,	 they	 could	 sell	 their	 remaining
products	through	various	channels,	greatly	enhancing	their	enthusiasm	for	production.	In
short,	 the	 household	 contract	 system	 provided	 the	 basic	 policy	 foundation	 for	 releasing
rural	labor	from	agricultural	production.

Table	2.1	Average	annual	growth	rate	(%)	 in	production,	 income,	and	population	before
and	after	the	household	contract	system
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Source:	 The	 annual	 data	 (1954–1965	 and	 1965–1977)	 from	 the	 China	 Statistical
Yearbook,	the	National	Bureau	of	Statistics.

After	the	Reform	and	Opening	Up,	policy	based	on	the	household	registration	system
and	 targeted	 at	 restricting	 population	 flow	 was	 loosened.	 In	 October	 1984,	 the	 State
Council	 issued	 Notice	 on	 the	 Urban	 Settlement	 of	 Farmers,	 which	 regulated	 rural
households	that	applied	to	work,	do	business,	or	provide	services	in	townships	(excluding
county-level	 townships).	 This	 document	 stated	 that	 a	 permanent	 change	 in	 household
registration	 should	 be	 granted	 by	 the	 Public	 Security	 Bureau	 upon	 a	 person’s
establishment	of	 township	residency	if	he	had	the	ability	to	operate	a	business	or	a	 long
work	 record	 in	 a	 TVE.	 To	 protect	 the	 legitimate	 rights	 and	 interests	 of	 farmers	 in
townships,	 the	 Notice	 mandated	 that	 local	 governments	 should	 protect	 their	 economic
activities.	 In	 the	 1990s,	 due	 to	 the	 internal	 pressures	 of	 too	many	people	with	 too	 little
land	 and	 low	 rural	 income,	 and	 the	 external	 pulls	 of	 increasing	 labor	 demand	 in	 urban
areas	 and	 the	 widening	 income	 gap	 between	 urban	 and	 rural	 areas,	 China’s	 migrant
workers	gradually	began	to	appear	on	a	large	scale	(table	2.2).

Table	2.2	Extent	of	the	development	for	migrant	workers	in	recent	years

Source:	Li,	Haixia.	The	Improvement	of	the	Social	Security	System	under	Changes	in
Social	Structure.	Northeast	University	of	Finance	and	Economics	Masters	Thesis,
2005,	5.

Urban	planners	 and	 local	 government	 officials	were	 not	 quite	 ready	 for	 this	migrant
wave,	so	social	problems	as	a	result	of	this	phenomenon	started	to	surface.

2.1.4		Rural	Reform	and	the	Emergence	of	Migrant	Workers
The	Introduction	of	the	Household	Land	Contract	System	Gave	Farmers	Freedom	in
Production,	Making	the	Emergence	of	Migrant	Workers	Possible.	Before	the	Reform
and	 Opening	 Up,	 China	 was	 dominated	 by	 systems	 of	 household	 registration	 and
employment	rooted	in	policies	segregating	rural	and	urban	areas.	The	flow	of	rural	labor
was	 subject	 to	 tight	 restrictions,	 and	 despite	 some	 loosening	 of	 regulations	 in	 the	 early
period	of	the	Reform	and	Opening	Up,	there	has	been	no	fundamental	change	in	practice.
When	 rural	 economic	 reforms	 began	 in	 1978,	 they	 liberated	 farmers	 from	 the	 state	 of
common	poverty,	and	agricultural	productivity	increased	dramatically.	The	production	of
foodstuffs	 and	 other	 agricultural	 products,	 along	 with	 rural	 nonagricultural	 production,
increased	as	well.	Compared	with	the	prereform	era,	a	much	larger	volume	of	agricultural
products	 was	 grown.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 what	 was	 previously	 only	 a	 potential	 labor
resource	became	an	actual	surplus	in	rural	areas.	In	the	farming	sector,	which	absorbs	the
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most	rural	labor,	for	example,	there	is	a	relatively	stable	relationship	between	the	input	of
capital	 and	 labor	 per	 unit	 area.	When	 certain	 factors	 such	 as	 the	 land	 area,	 seeds,	 and
fertilizers	are	kept	constant,	 the	demand	 for	 labor	will	be	 relatively	stable	as	well.	As	a
result,	without	 the	mandatory	enforcement	of	 the	collective	 labor	policy	by	 the	People’s
Communes,	 the	 problem	 of	 short	working	 hours	 and	 unused	 labor	 became	 increasingly
apparent.	In	addition,	since	the	mid-1980s,	economic	reform	was	extended	from	rural	 to
urban	 areas,	 resulting	 in	 the	 rapidly	 developing	 urban	 manufacturing	 and	 service
industries	that	require	a	large	amount	of	labor.

Under	the	system	of	the	People’s	Communes,	the	policy	of	collective	labor	prevented
surplus	 labor	 and	 farmers	 from	 leaving	 their	 land.	 Thus,	 it	 was	 only	 with	 the	 gradual
dissolution	 of	 the	 People’s	 Communes	 and	 the	 promotion	 of	 the	 household	 contract
system	that	opportunities	finally	emerged	for	migrant	workers.

The	Free	Flow	of	Rural	Labor	Was	Made	Possible	by	Increased	Rural	Productivity
and	the	Ability	of	Agricultural	Production	to	Fulfill	Daily	Needs.	Surplus	rural	labor
seeking	 employment	 in	 cities	 is	 the	 direct	 result	 of	 the	 urban	 demand	 for	 labor,	 the
reduction	 in	 the	 cost	 of	 relocation,	 and	 the	 need	 to	 overcome	 various	 obstructions	 to
movement.	The	reform	of	rural	land	management	and	the	foodstuffs	distribution	systems
caused	 further	 development	 in	 agricultural	 technology,	 which	 in	 turn	 improved	 rural
productivity.	 As	 a	 result,	 the	 per	 capita	 shares	 of	 grain,	 cotton,	 and	 other	 agricultural
products	 greatly	 increased.	 Meanwhile,	 the	 reform	 in	 the	 distribution	 system	 of
agricultural	products	also	slowly	advanced.	Because	of	government	efforts	to	increase	the
price	 of	 major	 farm	 products	 such	 as	 grain,	 China	 began	 to	 narrow	 the	 scope	 of	 the
planned	 distribution	 of	 agricultural	 products	 and	 reduced	 the	 amount	 of	 agricultural
products	allocated	to	this	system.	This	policy	shift	affected	the	market	greatly.	By	1985,
China	had	officially	abandoned	the	system	of	planned	distribution	for	major	agricultural
products	 such	 as	 grain,	 and	 the	 contract-based	 purchase	 system	 was	 implemented	 to
replace	it.	Pricing	mechanisms	and	distribution	channels	for	grain	and	cotton,	as	well	as
other	 agricultural	 products	 in	 excess	 of	 the	 amount	 required	 by	 the	 government,	 were
determined	by	the	market.	In	the	early	1990s,	along	with	the	reform	in	food	pricing,	China
twice	 increased	 the	price	of	 food	and	 reformed	 the	unified	procurement	and	distribution
system	for	grain,	which	further	expanded	the	role	of	 the	market.	Since	the	1990s,	China
has	used	two	methods	to	avoid	big	fluctuations	in	the	market	and	to	ensure	balance	in	the
supply	and	demand	of	food.	First,	the	government	introduced	a	system	based	on	provincial
governor	sponsorship	that	was	designed	to	secure	steady	growth	in	grain	production	and	to
balance	 supply	 and	 demand.	 Second,	 the	 government	 established	 a	 price	 protection
system,	 a	 food	 risk	 management	 fund	 system,	 and	 a	 food	 reserve	 system.	 In	 order	 to
promote	further	reform	in	the	food	distribution	system,	in	1998,	the	State	Council	enacted
the	 Four	 Separations,	 One	 Perfection	 policy	 with	 the	 aim	 of	 reforming	 the	 food
distribution	and	pricing	system.	The	reforms	focused	on	the	purchase	of	farmers’	surplus
food	at	protective	prices	and	state-owned	food	enterprises	selling	grain	at	a	slight	profit.
Grain	purchasing	funds	were	operated	in	a	closed	environment,	which	sped	up	the	reform
of	state-owned	grain	enterprises.	With	the	diminishing	importance	of	the	unified	purchase
and	distribution	system,	farmers	had	the	right	to	sell	surplus	crops,	giving	them	a	greater
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incentive	 to	 produce.	Consequently,	 the	 increase	 in	 food	 production,	 and,	 therefore,	 the
commercial	food	supply,	enabled	rural	labor	to	enter	urban	areas.

With	 the	 Development	 of	 TVEs,	 the	 Government	 Abolished	 Discriminatory
Regulations	 and	 Restrictions	 Pertaining	 to	 Migrant	 Workers,	 Giving	 Them	 the
Freedom	to	Choose	Their	Places	of	Work.	This	created	favorable	conditions	for	 labor
flow	and	employment.

The	 rise	of	TVEs	created	many	employment	opportunities	 for	 laborers	 in	 rural	 areas
(table	2.3).	Between	1990	and	1996,	42.43	million	workers	from	the	countryside	worked
in	 TVEs,	 with	 almost	 6.06	 million	 workers	 employed	 in	 those	 enterprises	 each	 year.
However,	 during	 the	 period	 of	 further	 market	 reform	 in	 the	 late	 1990s,	 these	 policies
gradually	 became	 ineffective.	 The	 industrial	 and	 product	 structures	 of	 TVEs	 were
illogical,	 causing	 losses,	 overstocking,	 and	 the	 eventual	 decline	 of	 the	 TVE.	 To	 gain	 a
competitive	 edge,	 TVEs	 upgraded	 their	 equipment	 and	 shifted	 from	 labor-intensive	 to
capital-intensive	production;	therefore,	those	enterprises	required	fewer	rural	laborers	than
before.	Between	1997	and	2005,	a	total	of	12.22	million	workers	worked	in	TVEs,	with	an
average	of	1.53	million	laborers	each	year;	the	actual	number	fluctuated	from	year	to	year
and	 did	 not	 necessarily	 increase	 annually.	 Between	 1990	 and	 1999,	 entrepreneurial
activities	absorbed	an	increasing	number	of	workers	each	year,	but	after	2000,	there	were
fewer	 entrepreneurs,	 so	 employment	 opportunities	 decreased	 annually.9	 In	 contrast	 to
entrepreneurial	 activities,	 private	 enterprises	 became	 the	 new	 impetus	 for	 economic
growth,	 increasing	 employment	 opportunities;	 in	 recent	 years,	 private	 enterprises	 have
grown	by	 three	million	 jobs	each	year.	Although	private	ventures	are	 the	major	cure	 for
unemployment,	 they	 cannot	 absorb	 all	 of	 the	 surplus	 labor	 from	 rural	 areas.	 Generally
speaking,	rural	laborers	prefer	local	jobs,	but	TVEs	cannot	provide	enough	jobs	for	all	of
them.	However,	if	cities	and	the	coastal	regions	provide	more	employment	opportunities,
rural	farmers	will	leave	their	land	and	their	hometowns.	Thus,	the	number	of	rural	people
seeking	employment	in	TVEs	was	on	the	decline,	while	interregional	migration	in	search
of	work	was	on	the	rise.

Table	2.3	Year-end	national	employment	figures	for	rural	areas	(in	ten	thousands)Free
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Source:	National	Statistics	Yearbook	(Beijing:	China	Statistics	Press,	2009),	289.

2.1.5		The	Acceleration	of	Industrialization	and	the
Emergence	of	Migrant	Workers

The	 economic	 base	 determines	 the	 structure	 that	 rests	 upon	 it.	 In	 the	 course	 of
modernization,	 Western	 developed	 countries	 experienced	 mass	 migration	 due	 to	 the
Industrial	 Revolution	 and	 associated	 changes	 in	 socioeconomic	 structure.	 Similarly,	 the
appearance	of	migrant	workers	in	China	was	brought	about	by	rapid	economic	growth	and
accelerating	 industrialization.	 These	 two	 factors	 created	 a	 large	 demand	 for	 labor	 from
rural	areas,	leading	to	the	emergence	of	migrant	workers.

Advancements	in	Heavy	Industry.	The	Western	experience	of	economic	growth	tells	us
that	 only	 highly	 industrialized	 countries	 can	 carry	 out	 modernization.	 After	 the
establishment	of	New	China,	 the	country	had	a	choice	of	 two	paths	of	 industrialization:
One	modeled	after	capitalist	countries	such	as	the	United	Kingdom	and	the	United	States,
or	 the	 other	 path	 outlined	 by	 socialist	 countries	 such	 as	 the	 Soviet	Union.	At	 the	 time,
there	 was	 hostility	 between	 socialist	 and	 capitalist	 countries.	 The	 industrialization	 of
Western	countries	relied	upon	the	wealth	accumulated	from	colonial	expansion.	China	was
starting	 with	 an	 economy	 shattered	 by	 the	 war	 against	 Japan	 and	 the	 Civil	 War;	 after
considering	the	global	environment	and	domestic	realities,	China	chose	the	Soviet	model.
Instead	of	the	usual	development	process	of	moving	from	light	industry	to	heavy	industry
and	 finally	 on	 to	 service	 industries,	 China	 focused	 on	 heavy	 industry	 in	 an	 effort	 to
accelerate	development.	As	a	result,	 investment	in	heavy	industry	was	two	to	four	times
the	combined	total	of	investment	in	agriculture	and	light	industry	(table	2.4).10

Light	 industry	 that	 processed	 agricultural	 products	 required	 less	 investment	 and
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received	 returns	more	 quickly	 than	 heavy	 industry.	 Furthermore,	 light	 industry	 is	 labor
intensive,	so	 it	provides	more	 job	opportunities	 than	other	kinds	of	 industries.	As	China
had	chosen	the	strategy	of	prioritizing	heavy	industry	over	light	industry,	the	development
of	light	industry	was	hampered.	Heavy	industry	is	capital	intensive,	so	its	ability	to	attract
workers,	 especially	 rural	 ones,	 is	 limited.	 Of	 course,	 during	 the	 era	 of	 the	 planned
economy,	 the	Great	Leap	Forward	and	 the	Cultural	Revolution	had	a	distinct	 impact	on
labor	 flow.	 Table	 2.5	 shows	 the	 change	 in	 employment	 structures	 from	 1952	 to	 1978.
When	 China	 started	 prioritizing	 heavy	 industry	 from	 1953	 to	 1957,	 employment	 in
industrial	 sectors	 decreased	 from	 6%	 to	 5.9%.	 During	 the	 same	 five-year	 period,	 the
distribution	of	additional	labor	across	different	sectors	was	65.5%	for	agriculture,	5.1%	for
industrial,	 and	 29.4%	 for	 other	 sectors.	 This	 model	 of	 industrial	 development,	 which
emphasized	heavy	industry,	hampered	the	development	of	light	and	service	industries,	and
limited	 nonagricultural	 job	 opportunities	 in	 the	 cities.	Natural	 population	 growth	 in	 the
cities	 could	 meet	 the	 labor	 demand	 brought	 about	 by	 industrialization.	 Since	 heavy
industry	 relied	mainly	 on	 capital,	 it	 needed	 relatively	 little	 labor,	 thus	 allowing	 for	 the
strengthening	of	national	defense	capabilities	and	the	overall	industry.	However,	it	caused
the	 sacrifice	 of	 a	 considerable	 number	 of	 employment	 opportunities	 and	 agriculture	 at
large,	since	heavy	 industry	needed	capital	 rather	 than	 laborers,	and	 this	was	 the	primary
reason	for	the	creation	of	the	dual	urban—rural	structure.11

Table	2.4	 Proportion	 (%)	 of	 capital	 investment	 in	 agriculture,	 light	 industry,	 and	 heavy
industry	in	China	from	1952	to	1978

Note:	These	numbers	represent	capital	investment	by	state-owned	entities.

After	the	smooth	completion	of	the	First	Five-Year	Plan,	China	began	to	put	in	place
large-scale	socialist	infrastructure.	Due	to	overoptimistic	views	on	industrialization	and	a
misunderstanding	 of	 China’s	 situation	 at	 the	 time,	 from	 1958	 to	 1962,	 the	 Chinese
government	popularized	“Steel	is	the	Key”	and	“Make	Much	Iron	and	Steel”	in	an	attempt
to	speed	up	overall	industrialization	through	industrial	development	in	rural	areas.	To	meet
targets	for	iron	and	steel	production	during	the	Great	Leap	Forward,	the	people	used	the
old	method	of	producing	iron	and	steel,	and	in	a	short	time,	backyard	furnaces	had	sprung
up	all	over	China.	In	November	and	December	1958,	more	than	90	million	rural	laborers
were	engaged	 in	producing	 iron.	 In	addition,	 the	People’s	Communes	 in	 rural	 areas	had
established	6.02	million	 industrial	enterprises	by	1958,	which	employed	over	18	million
people.	However,	 the	 compulsory	 transfer	of	 labor	 conflicted	with	 economic	 laws,	 so	 it
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could	 not	 be	 sustained	 for	 a	 long	 period	 of	 time.	 In	 the	 next	 two	 years,	 the	 number	 of
community-owned	 enterprises	 declined	 sharply	 (table	 2.6).12	 A	 large	 number	 of	 rural
workers	returned	from	the	cities	to	their	villages,	so	the	percentage	of	people	employed	in
agriculture	increased	from	81.2%	in	1957	to	81.6%	in	1965.13

Table	2.5	Employment	and	the	labor	force	in	China	from	1952	to	1978	(in	millions)

Note:	 (1)	Total	 labor	 force	 and	 those	 in	 other	 sectors	 include	 those	who	had	 temporary
jobs,	but	were	waiting	for	permanent	jobs.	(2)	The	agricultural	sector	includes	state-owned
farms.	 (3)	 The	 industrial	 sector	 includes	 community-owned	 industries,	 but	 excludes
production	brigade-owned	industries.

Table	2.6	Community-run	enterprises	from	1958	to	1962

From	1970	to	1978,	China	experienced	a	dramatic	decrease	in	agricultural	labor,	from
80.8%	in	1970	to	73.8%	in	1978;	however,	industrial	labor	increased	from	8.2%	to	12.6%.
Meanwhile,	 a	 further	 29.7%	 of	 rural	 labor	 entered	 the	 agricultural	 sector,	 while	 40.6%
entered	 the	 industrial	 sector.14	Many	 factors	 contributed	 to	 the	 decline	 in	 rural	 laborers
working	 in	 agriculture.	 First,	 the	 government	 strongly	 supported	 five	 kinds	 of	 small
businesses—namely,	 those	 that	 produce	 steel,	 machinery,	 fertilizer,	 coal,	 and	 cement.
According	 to	 the	draft	 of	 the	Fourth	Five-Year	Plan	 in	February	1970,	 northeast,	 north,
east,	central,	and	southwest	economic	zones	should	have	produced	more	than	six	million
tons	of	steel	by	1975.	Also,	each	province	or	autonomous	region	should	have	small	and
medium-size	 steel	 factories,	 while	 counties	 should	 construct	 small	 mines	 and	 steel
factories;	 in	 that	way,	China	would	have	steel	 factories	of	different	sizes	spread	all	over
the	country.	Second,	with	the	movement	to	send	educated	youth	to	work	in	the	countryside
coming	 to	 an	 end,	 the	majority	 of	 them	 returned	 to	 the	 towns	 and	 cities.	 Last,	 China’s
strategy	 to	 build	 up	 the	 western	 region	 of	 the	 country	 led	 to	 the	 relocation	 of	 many
factories	and	important	technology	and	research	institutes	to	the	west	and	central	regions
from	the	eastern	coastal	regions,	including	Beijing	and	Tianjin.	At	the	time,	these	factories
and	 institutes	 attracted	many	 young	 rural	 people.	 In	 1970	 and	 1971,	 almost	 30	million
rural	 workers	 were	 employed,	 among	 which	 more	 than	 six	 million	 were	 youth	 were
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working	 directly	 for	 the	 state	 or	 having	 temporary	 or	 permanent	 employment	 in
enterprises	run	by	cities	or	communities.

The	Development	of	Manufacturing	and	Service	Industries	in	Cities	Required	Rural
Workers.	 With	 the	 continuance	 of	 the	 Reform	 and	 Opening	 Up,	 the	 government
introduced	 many	 policies	 to	 attract	 foreign	 investment	 in	 an	 endeavor	 to	 boost	 urban
economic	 growth.	 The	 four	 municipalities	 directly	 under	 central	 government	 control
maintained	steady	economic	growth	for	years	in	the	secondary	and	tertiary	industries,	also
known	as	the	manufacturing	and	service	industries,	respectively	(table	2.7).	Shanghai	and
Beijing,	as	economic	and	political	centers	of	 the	country,	developed	the	most	quickly	of
the	four	municipalities.	From	2001	to	2005,	Shanghai	grew	the	fastest	in	terms	of	absolute
growth	 in	 secondary	 industries,	 with	 an	 increase	 of	 RMB	 209.7	 billion,	 followed	 by
Tianjin	with	RMB	114.6	 billion,	Beijing	with	RMB	99.59	 billion,	 and	Chongqing	with
RMB	53.1	billion.	Beijing	and	Shanghai	led	the	absolute	growth	in	tertiary	industries	from
2001	 to	 2005,	with	RMB	 304	 billion	 and	RMB	 211.1	 billion,	 respectively.	 Tianjin	 and
Chongqing	comprised	a	second	group,	with	absolute	growth	figures	of	RMB	53.4	billion
and	 RMB	 52	 billion,	 respectively.	 Booming	 manufacturing	 and	 service	 industries
generated	ample	employment	opportunities	and	were	the	major	attraction	for	rural	 labor.
In	2005,	180.84	million	worked	in	secondary	industries,	while	237.71	million	worked	in
tertiary	industries.15

Table	2.7	Total	Gross	Domestic	Product	of	municipalities	directly	under	the	control	of	the
central	government	(in	billions	of	RMB)

Source:	National	Statistics	Yearbook,	2002–2005.

Since	 the	 1990s,	 the	 development	 of	 secondary	 and	 tertiary	 industries	 in	 the	 cities
attracted	many	migrant	workers,	while	migrant	workers	 in	 turn	 fueled	 further	growth	 in
these	cities.	For	example,	low-end	consumer	goods	and	services	were	primarily	targeted	at
migrant	 workers,	 and	 as	 a	 result,	 one	 RMB	 stores,	 two	 RMB	 stores,	 and	 restaurants
featuring	 home	 cooking	 have	 been	 prosperous.	Migrant	workers	 not	 only	 supported	 the
development	of	secondary	and	tertiary	industries	in	cities	but	also	fostered	the	market	for
lower-end	services.16

A	 biased	 national	 investment	 policy	 over	 an	 extended	 period	 of	 time	 was	 a	 major
reason	 for	 the	 population	 movement.	 The	 majority	 of	 fixed-asset	 investments,	 almost
RMB	600	million	more	than	the	annual	combined	investment	for	collective	and	individual
enterprises,	 was	 allocated	 to	 SOEs	 (table	 2.8).	 Investments	 from	 other	 sources	 such	 as
joint	ventures,	share-holding	enterprises,	foreign	investments,	and	investments	from	Hong
Kong,	 Taiwan,	 and	Macao	 increased	 rapidly;	 in	 2000,	 such	 investments	 accounted	 for
72.6%	 of	 the	 total	 combined	 investments	 from	 collective	 and	 individual	 enterprises,
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representing	41.8%	of	the	total	investments	nationally.	By	2005,	this	figure	had	increased
to	 128.6%	 and	 112.1%,	 respectively.17	 Most	 state-owned	 and	 other	 enterprises	 were
concentrated	 in	urban	 areas,	 so	 increased	 investment	 in	 these	 activities	 amounted	 to	 the
improvement	of	urban	economies.	Rising	 fixed-asset	 investment	 in	urban	areas	 required
added	 production	 materials.	 Due	 to	 a	 shift	 in	 urban	 labor	 from	 the	 traditional	 sectors
toward	newly	established	 industries,	 labor	shortages	surfaced	 in	 traditional	and	 informal
industries,	which	in	turn	led	to	a	massive	labor	migration	from	rural	areas	to	cities.

2.1.6		The	Acceleration	of	Urbanization	and	the	Emergence
of	Migrant	Workers

The	huge	disparity	between	urban	and	rural	areas,	and	an	increased	demand	for	 labor	in
urban	areas	made	it	a	rational	choice	for	farmers	to	enter	the	cities.	First,	because	of	the
idea	that	a	larger	population	would	increase	China’s	strength,	China’s	population	increased
dramatically	during	the	period	of	planned	economy.	With	the	widespread	implementation
of	 the	 household	 contract	 responsibility	 system	 and	 the	 prevalence	 of	 farm	machinery,
agricultural	 productivity	 in	 rural	 areas	 greatly	 improved,	 resulting	 in	 the	 surplus	 rural
labor.	As	China	continued	 its	urbanization	process,	urban	construction	on	 large	areas	of
farmland	 increased	conflicts	over	 that	 land.	While	 the	nationwide	per	capita	arable	 land
area	was	around	1.4	acres,	it	was	less	than	one	acre	in	the	eastern	region.	When	the	land
contract	 system	 was	 first	 implemented,	 farmers’	 enthusiasm	 for	 productivity	 greatly
increased.	At	 that	 time,	 there	was	a	sellers’	market	for	agricultural	products,	so	farmers’
incomes	 improved	 immensely.	 However,	 in	 the	 1990s,	 the	 buyers’	 market	 for	 farm
products	 caused	 the	 prices	 of	 agricultural	 products	 to	 remain	 low,	 while	 the	 cost	 of
materials	rose	gradually	over	the	years.	As	a	result,	farmers	were	less	motivated	to	grow
crops,	and	this	low	level	of	income	pushed	farmers	to	seek	work	in	the	cities.

Table	2.8	Distribution	of	national	fixed-asset	investments	(in	billions	of	RMB)

Source:	National	Statistics	Yearbook	2002,	2004,	2005.

Second,	the	widening	income	gap	between	urban	and	rural	areas	was	an	incentive	for
the	migration	of	surplus	rural	labor.	At	the	same	time,	the	movement	of	rural	labor	played
an	important	role	in	reducing	the	income	gap	between	urban	and	rural	China,	a	fact	 that
became	more	apparent	after	1999.	China’s	urban—rural	income	gap	fluctuated	from	1984
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to	2001.	From	1984	to	1994,	the	gap	widened,	though	it	narrowed	temporarily	from	1995
to	 1998.	After	 1999,	 the	 income	 gap	 again	widened	 (table	2.9).	 China’s	 increasing	 gap
between	the	urban	and	rural	areas	resulted	in	cities	attracting	a	huge	rural	labor	force.	It	is
clear	 that	 Chinese	 farmers	 favor	 the	 move	 to	 urban	 areas	 not	 only	 for	 employment
opportunities	but	also	because	of	the	huge	difference	between	urban	and	rural	areas.	One
manifestation	of	this	opinion	can	be	found	in	Chinese	farmers	saving	money	to	send	their
children	to	cities	for	college	despite	the	fact	that	they	themselves	do	not	have	the	means	to
live	in	urban	areas.	This	dynamic	of	rural	labor	flow	is	drastically	different	than	that	of	the
West.

Third,	 urban	 expansion,	 real	 estate	 development,	 and	 infrastructure	 construction
absorbed	 a	 large	 percentage	 of	 the	 rural	 labor	 force	 (table	2.10).	 In	 the	 late	 1980s,	 and
especially	 since	 the	 1990s,	 the	 rapid	 development	 of	 urban	 manufacturing	 and	 service
industries	 caused	 a	 mass	 migration	 into	 cities	 and	 a	 corresponding	 wave	 of	 urban
construction.	 At	 this	 time,	 strengthened	 city	 and	 county	 management	 systems,	 and	 the
channeling	of	county	resources	to	the	cities	reinforced	the	urban	construction	boom.	As	a
result,	 since	 the	 1990s,	 urban	 development	 across	 China	 has	 been	 steadily	 on	 the	 rise,
essentially	turning	the	country	into	a	large	construction	site.	Construction	requires	a	large
number	 of	 laborers	 engaging	 in	 labor-intensive,	 high-risk,	 low-technology	 work;	 urban
residents	 are	 unwilling	 to	 perform	 these	 tasks,	 so	migrant	workers	 have	 taken	 up	 these
construction	jobs.	Some	of	these	migrant	workers	will	eventually	become	skilled	workers
or	 lower	 or	 middle	 management	 in	 the	 construction	 industry,	 settle	 in	 the	 cities,	 and
become	 new	 urban	 residents.	 Service	 industries	 such	 as	 catering,	 repairs,	 and	 family
services	 have	 provided	 increased	 professional	 employment	 opportunities	 for	 a	 large
number	of	rural	workers.

Table	2.9	Changes	in	the	income	gap	between	urban	and	rural	areas	in	China	since
1984
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Source:	National	Statistics	Yearbook,	all	years.

Table	2.10	Changes	in	China’s	construction	area	and	urban	population	since	1990

Source:	National	Statistics	Yearbook,	all	years.

2.2		MIGRANT	WORKERS	AS	A	COMPONENT	OF	THE	LABOR	FORCE
AND	THEIR	MAIN	CHARACTERISTICS

2.2.1		Migrant	Workers	as	a	Component	of	the	Labor	Force
Since	 the	 Reform	 and	 Opening	 Up,	 there	 has	 been	 a	 huge	 increase	 in	 the	 number	 of
migrant	 workers.	 From	 1993	 to	 1998,	 there	 were	 roughly	 60	 to	 70	 million	 migrant
workers,	representing	one-seventh	of	the	total	rural	labor	force.	After	1998,	the	number	of
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