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By Ann Scott Tyson / Sta! writer

Tan Chunmiao left his rural hometown 
in the mountains in 2011 for a fac-
tory job in the booming Pearl River  

megacity of Guangzhou.
Ten years later, Mr. Tan is still there, now 

putting in long hours as a chef in a Japa-
nese restaurant to support his wife and two 
young children. But as 
a rural migrant – one 
of more than 280 mil-
lion who have put their 
shoulder to the wheel 
of China’s economy – 
he’s denied the same 
rights and social ser-
vices afforded to city 
residents, including 
free education for his kids.

“I just have to depend on myself. It’s like 
I don’t have a Guangzhou ‘green card,’” he 
says with a laugh, comparing his second- 
class status with that of a temporary immi-
grant in the United States.

Under China’s 1950s household regis-
tration, or hukou, system, citizens are cat-
egorized at birth as rural or urban, based 
on where their parents are registered. Com-
munist leader Mao Zedong sought to bind 
peasants to the soil for collective agriculture. 
After rural communes were dismantled in 
the 1980s, migrants flooded into cities and 
became a vast underclass that businesses 
could exploit.

But today, the economic 
and social costs of a segre-
gated system are seen as a 
roadblock to China’s goal 
of an urbanized, advanced, 
consumer economy that is 
less reliant on exports. Chi-
nese leader Xi Jinping’s 
“common prosperity” cam-
paign seeks to expand the 
middle class and reduce 
income inequality, which 
is nearly as high in China 
as in the U.S., by some 
measures.

Studies show the inse-
curity of migrant life damp-
ens consumption, reduces 
economic efficiency, and 
discourages families from 
having more children. Chil-

dren born to migrants struggle to get ahead, 
given the disadvantages they face.  

“It must be soberly recognized that the 
problem of unbalanced and inadequate de-
velopment in China is still prominent, with 
a large gap between urban and rural region-
al development and income distribution,” 
Mr. Xi said in a speech last August to Chi-

na’s Central Financial 
and Economic Affairs 
Commission.

Past efforts to loos-
en residency restric-
tions in smaller cities 
are widely seen as 
producing marginal 
gains, since few bene-
fits flowed to migrants. 

In response, Beijing is pushing new mea-
sures to eliminate hukou restrictions in most 
cities by 2025: Its current development strat-
egy calls for abolishing hukou restrictions 
in cities of less than 3 million people, and 
loosening them in cities with populations of  
3 million to 5 million people.

“We will accelerate the urbanization of 
the rural migrant population,” Wu Xiao, ru-
ral economy director at the National Devel-
opment and Reform Commission said in 
December. Still, experts question whether 
such plans will make migrants like Mr. Tan 
full citizens in China’s most dynamic cities, 
given the cities’ resistance to reforms that 
would add to their fiscal burden, such as 

free schooling for migrant kids and social 
security checks.

“There is a lot of thunder but really 
not a lot of rain,” says Kam Wing Chan, a 
professor of geography at the University 
of Washington and an expert on China’s 
hukou system.

He points to the easing of hukou restric-
tions since 2014 in many small and medi-
um-sized cities that largely lack the jobs and 
social services to attract rural migrants. “It’s 
just in name. There is no benefit,” Professor 
Chan says. “I call it a fake hukou.”

Just like the latest proposals, the pre-
vious program excluded big cities like 
Shanghai and Beijing that have long been 
magnets for bootstrapping migrants. And 
the problem keeps growing: China’s 2020 
census showed that the proportion of urban 
residents who don’t have an urban hukou
increased to 18.5%, up from 17.2% in 2012.

“Most agricultural workers ... still face an 
‘invisible wall,’ that is, they cannot get ade-
quate social security and public services,” 
said Cai Fang, former vice president of the 
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in a 
speech last July. “Only by turning them into 
urban residents can they become middle- 
income groups in the true sense, otherwise 
they will be very unstable.”

A risk of political instability
Indeed, the disenfranchisement of such 

a large group risks creating not only dis-
located lives but also the 
seeds of political instability 
in China where polls have 
shown the hukou system 
to be unpopular with both 
urban and rural residents.

“There is increasing rec-
ognition that this system 
is basically unfair,” Mar-
tin Whyte, a China expert 
and professor emeritus of 
sociology at Harvard, told 
a recent seminar at Har-
vard’s Fairbank Center 
for Chinese Studies. “You 
don’t want to run a modern 
society by having people 
categorized at birth in a 
lower status position and 
denied opportunities that 
you would allow the rest 

WHY WE WROTE THIS
China’s household registration system 

acts as a block on the rights of rural 
migrants in cities. Moves to relax the 

rules are framed as a step toward 
greater shared prosperity.

WHERE THE JOBS ARE: Migrants load belongings as they leave from the outskirts of 
Beijing, Nov. 27, 2017. Workers must weigh opportunities versus access to services.

Denied rights in Chinese major cities,
rural migrants search for acceptance
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of the population.”
The impact is especially harmful for the 

children of rural migrants. Many are forced 
to live apart from their parents since most 
urban public schools won’t enroll those 
children and many migrant families can’t 
afford fees at private schools.

One young woman in Guangzhou re-
called that as an elementary student she 
had to switch private schools seven or eight 
times as her parents were migrant farmers 
who grew vegetables on other people’s sub-
urban land. “My education was very trou-
blesome,” says Ms. Lu, using a pseudonym 
to protect her privacy. Her parents couldn’t 
afford the private middle schools open to 
migrant children, so they sent her back to 
her village to live with her grandfather. Later 
she found work at a soy sauce factory in 
Guangzhou.

Shortage of educated workers 
Mr. Tan faces similar problems, worrying 

about how to educate his two children, who 
live with his wife in another town.

Millions of “left behind” children with 

poor educational opportunities are contrib-
uting to China’s shortage of human capital 
– a key determinant of whether a country 
can join the ranks of advanced economies, 
says Dr. Whyte. The percentage of China’s 
labor force with some high school educa-
tion is lower than that of Mexico, Turkey, 
Indonesia, and Brazil, he says.

For many, the uphill battle to obtain ur-
ban benefits has made them more eager to 
keep their land back home for security. Mr. 
Fuo – a pseudonym – has worked for more 
than 20 years at a variety of jobs in Foshan, 
a satellite city of Guangzhou, supporting his 

mother on their 1.6-acre farm in his home-
town. Unable to find a wife, he lives alone, 
300 meters from the bra factory where he 
now works six days a week. “Living in the 
city isn’t easy,” he says, “so if the conditions 
are not very good, and the income is not 
high, I can consider going home and taking 
care of my mother,” he says.

As for Mr. Tan, he has no plans to give up 
his family’s land – half an acre of rice and 
beans farmed by his father and a few acres 
of mountain land where they grow trees.

“Above me there are old people, below 
me young people,” he says, quoting a Chi-
nese saying about a sandwich generation 
caring for both parents and children.

Instead, he plans to work for another 15 
years until his children are grown, and then 
retire to his village and hope for gradually 
better social welfare there. 

“Then I can go back home and have a 
different life – maybe be a tourist,” he says, 
“but now, I can’t.” r   

ON THE MOVE: A migrant worker walks in 
Beijing, Dec. 6, 2020. Millions of rural Chinese mi-
grate for work; most lack legal residency bene!ts.

“You don’t want to run a 
modern society by having 
people categorized at birth 
in a lower status position and 
denied opportunities.”
– Martin Whyte, Harvard University

ANDY WONG/AP/FILE


