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Abstract
Although China did not announce any official urbanization policy until 2014, since the 
1980s urbanization has been the core goal of China’s unceasing push for modernization 
and national rejuvenation. Tens of millions of inhabitants living on the fringes of China’s 
cities merely hold temporary permits with virtually no political and social rights and 
only a modicum of public policy benefit in the cities where they work. The rights 
and social entitlements of these people are changing once again, because cities in 
China are now required by the central government to include the majority of them 
as normal citizens with equal rights. From the perspectives of three groups of peri-
urban residents – relocated agricultural elites, in situ urbanites, and migrant workers 
– in Luoyang, Shanghai, and Hohhot, this article traces the dynamic dimensions of this 
ongoing, highly complex urbanization process. We argue that the decision to become a 
participant, negotiator, deal-maker, or deal-breaker in the migration, displacement, and/
or resettlement process involves proactive agency and rational choices in a fast-moving 
environment, and that cities in China must make concessions to convince peri-urbanites 
to give up their official rural links.
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Although China did not announce any official urbanization policy until 2014, since the 
1980s urbanization has been the core goal of China’s unceasing push for modernization 
and national rejuvenation.1 Chinese people in their hundreds of millions have traded their 
village lives for a new peri-urban or urban existence. For each former rural dweller now 
living in the cities, the transition from rural to peri-urban or urban is a complex human 
drama driven by national and local development goals as well as personal interests. The 
policy change in 2014, known as new-type urbanization (新型城镇化),2 was China’s 
first explicit urbanization programme officially initiated in 2012 and issued as a planning 
decision two years later. There never existed any formalized ‘old-type’ urbanization pol-
icy, even though the urban population by the official census count rose from 17 per cent 
of the total population in 1979 to 56 per cent in 2015, and it is now 60 per cent.

This raises the question of how rural people make the transition from rural to peri-urban 
and urban. In an essay on Chinese urbanization, John Friedmann proposes that rural–urban 
relations should be studied from an ‘urban rather than rural perspective’: ‘rural folk now 
live in the shadow of a middle-sized or large city; they are governed from the city; their 
livelihood is increasingly geared to urban life’.3 This formulation reinforces the impression 
that those on the peri-urban fringe are passive, non-participatory pawns or simply losers in 
the dynamic yet incomplete process of urbanization. A typical narrative about the role of 
landless villagers goes like this: ‘rural-urban integration in China’s development discourse 
has not enabled landless villagers to participate in new systems’.4 In this article, we argue 
that victimhood is only part of the story. Reversing the ‘view from the city’,5 we focus on 
a number of ordinary individuals from the countryside whom we have encountered in our 
respective fieldwork since 1979. Our subjects, recently resettled in the peri-urban zones of 
Luoyang (Henan), Shanghai, and Hohhot (Inner Mongolia), all deal with the issues of sta-
tus and rights due to the ongoing urbanization policy that reflects the confluence of indi-
vidual circumstances, local conditions, and national trends.6

This individual-oriented approach, drawing on diverse urban settings, upset our own 
presumptions that rural people who had relocated to peri-urban areas were little more 
than vulnerable victims of rapacious real estate developers and local officials. The focus 
on the individual is important, for we discovered that people who have already resettled 
or are still in the process of resettling are, by and large, active agents who pursue their 
own interests, grasp any opportunities that come their way, and demand their rights and 
entitlements. Altogether this adds a much more dynamic dimension to the urbanization 
process in contemporary China.7 The decision to become a participant, negotiator, deal-
maker or deal-breaker in the migration, displacement and/or resettlement process 
involves a set of rational choices, even though the means involved may sometimes 
appear coerced.8 Giving special attention to peri-urban areas allows us to better trace 
how the mechanisms of urbanization work in rural areas that are already integrated into 
emerging megacities.9 The processes examined here militate against firmly circum-
scribed categories of citizenship. The idealized equal rights of all citizens are compro-
mised by multiple old classifications, including hukou (household registration). 
Accordingly, turning rural people into urbanites (市民化) with full rights as a step to 
exterminate extant inequality, at least among a large part of the population, is a process 
characterized by intersecting regulations and countervailing effects of entitlements, 
which can only be resolved in trade-offs at the individual level.
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Using empirical source material drawn from published books, articles, policy docu-
ments, and over 100 field visits, we first discuss the theoretical concept of the urbanizing 
individual before examining the ways in which status inequality among individuals, in 
particular hukou10 and educational achievement, in both conventional and new-type 
urbanization developments, are being employed by Chinese state and local authorities. 
The experiences of three types of rural individuals in peri-urban areas – relocated rural 
elites (established urbanites), in situ urbanites, and migrant workers – in Luoyang, 
Shanghai, and Hohhot capture some important features of the diverse and non-linear 
realities of peri-urbanization across China.

The individual in theory: Inequality as a mechanism

In this section, we first discuss two kinds of conceptual framework for the individual, 
one anchored in ethnographic sociology and the other in institutional economics. Second, 
we analyse a hidden mechanism, the intentional use of inequality by the Chinese authori-
ties. Third, we argue that this mechanism underpins the resilient role of the individual in 
China’s ever-expanding urbanization process, which had been progressing in fact if not 
in name for decades before the central government finally acknowledged it in 2014, call-
ing it new-type urbanization.

Individuals in China came to attract attention in the academic field in 1978–83, the 
period of early reforms, when they were made responsible for their own gains and 
losses in the household responsibility system for agricultural production.11 We explore 
individualization mainly in terms of this political economy switch underlying the 
Chinese reform, which incentivized people to develop their own livelihood, pursuing 
opportunities within informal settings and relying on family and personal networks for 
support. Individualization took away social safety nets and enforced individual reli-
ance on oneself, so that employment became precarious and uncertain; the real com-
parison, however, is the hardships during the previous era of egalitarianism, a situation 
which seems to be forgotten in much of scholarly research. Consequently, researchers 
rarely take notice of the deliberate use of inegalitarian practices by the state as a devel-
opment tool. Although collective action of rural people has been amply recorded in 
recent decades, collective action itself has left few, if any, traces in terms of persistent 
collective, let alone oppositional, institutions: peri-urban rural people in China have 
occasionally pursued their individual interests in opportunistic, fleeting association 
with others.12

As real-life stories in the following pages illustrate, individualization and social 
change in urbanizing China, even – perhaps especially – among those who were migrant 
workers at some point of their lives, have been accompanied by choice, self-assertion, 
and new opportunities. The ability of individuals to radically improve their situation dur-
ing the 1980s and 1990s became clear as poverty declined and most human development 
indicators rose13 – although relative deprivation caused by the widening wealth gap 
became a sore point for many. The uprooting and relocation of agricultural workers and 
their families in the fast-growing Chinese cities would be better described as a transition 
from poor to somewhat better circumstances, rather than as a generalized, drastic state of 
anomie or displacement.
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According to institutional economists, institutional change is driven by profit maxi-
mization and improvement in economic efficiency, as much as by technological and 
organizational innovation. Our perception is clouded by the omnipresent economic tru-
ism that by seeking equilibrium the market gravitates towards greater efficiency in an 
autopoietic process based on the survival of the fittest.14 It is more apposite to observe 
that since the 1980s, the Chinese economic system has explicitly instrumentalized the 
equilibrium-seeking forces of the market as a growth-inducing mechanism to strategi-
cally induce and manage disequilibrium, enabling the state to exploit social and eco-
nomic inequalities to achieve planned development goals. Since 1978 individualization 
has in essence been the result of a controlled release of the massive pent-up potential of 
under-employed villagers longing for a better life. Their new-found autonomy allowed 
them to develop new economic activities in a setting where market-based exchange 
mechanisms were gaining ground and collective institutions such as people’s communes 
were beginning to crumble. As a result of these policy developments, living standards in 
China – rural, peri-urban, and urban – have been continuously improving.

The state’s deliberate utilization of social inequality is based on officially imposed 
differential status regimes, most importantly the hukou system, within which individuali-
zation functions to generate the unequal conditions necessary for achieving growth. 
China’s institutionalized system of social inequality originated in the state’s intention to 
bring about large-scale urban industrialization through socialist transition in the late 
1940s. In the 1950s, industrial production was regarded as more efficient, technologi-
cally advanced, and scientific than agricultural output, and in the view of Chairman Mao 
Zedong, must be segregated, practically and ideologically, from rural production.

This strategic separation enabled industry, urban life, and industrial workers and engi-
neers to emerge as superior to their rural counterparts. It was wrongly believed that the 
planned flow of resources between agriculture and industry would systematically reduce 
the gap between the two sectors. The two different types of public landownership from 
Mao’s era (1949–76), and still applicable to urban development in 2019, reflect a parallel 
segregation: collective ownership by local villagers (i.e. by ‘the labouring masses’, after 
the abolishment of the people’s communes in 1983 controlled by the village administration 
on their behalf) versus ownership by the state (the people). Thus, the ‘backward’ agricul-
tural sector became collectively owned, while ‘modern’ industry belonged to the state.

In the post-Mao period, Chinese reforms have been underpinned by the belief that 
individuals are the agent of their own fate – although there is no pretence that they are 
equal in terms of rights, skills, and abilities, or even opportunities. In 1983, China’s rural 
collective enterprises were transformed into township and village enterprises (TVEs) 
and began paying cash salaries to workers (rather than awarding work points). Individuals 
could officially register micro-enterprises with up to eight employees, although in reality 
there was no upper limit to the number of people they could hire. However, even when 
abandoning agriculture became a practical option, families initially tended to remain on 
their land, as their land-use contract, house, and team membership all hinged on their 
agricultural hukou. Many farmers with local hukou status working in TVEs sublet their 
land to farmers migrating in from other regions.

Despite this growing flexibility, the discriminatory hukou system remained firmly in 
place: agricultural workers and their families only enjoyed citizenship and social rights 



254 China Information 34(2)

in their village, and it was difficult to change registration status. Working in tandem with 
the market mechanism, this asymmetry in individual rights became the ubiquitous driver 
of growth. As our urban stories indicate, status inequality means that individuals are 
constantly assessing the monetary and non-monetary value of trade-offs and considering 
countervailing rationales and opportunities, refracted through the lens of family obliga-
tions and personal beliefs.

This process goes hand in hand with official policy changes in urbanization. In 
the 1980s, urbanization revolved around rules on establishing small towns (镇) and 
on farmers switching to urban hukou in their area.15 While the number of officially 
designated townships (乡) dropped from 31,642 in 1994 to 12,282 in 2014, the 
number of towns, often merging several townships, increased from 16,433 (1994) to 
20,401 (2014) over 20 years, and the new urban street committees introduced in 
2000, often based on transformed townships, stood at 7696 in 2014. The seemingly 
trivial change in official terminology made in that year from the descriptive term 
urbanization (城市化) to the policy task of new-type urbanization16 was hugely 
important in two respects: (a) it explicitly included the formerly ‘rural’ towns in the 
urban bracket and as objects of urban development; and (b) the 2014–20 plan aims 
to increase the urbanization rate by around eight percentage points to 60 per cent of 
the total population in the same period, relocating more than 20 million citizens 
each year of the six-year period. Meanwhile, urban hukou is set to grow by 10 per-
centage points from 35.3 to 45 per cent during the same period, transferring on 
average 25 million people per year. Urban school provision for migrant workers’ 
children must exceed 99 per cent, and free skills training for the urban unemployed, 
migrant workers, and new labour market entrants was set at 95 per cent. The provi-
sion of social services for the urban population is slated to rise in three key areas: 
pensions (from 67 to over 90 per cent); health care (from 95 to 98 per cent); and 
guaranteed affordable housing (from 12.5 to more than 23 per cent).17

What impact will these changes have on the individual peri-urbanite? Rural migrants 
to Chinese large cities often leave their village home unoccupied and their land is passed 
on to neighbours for little or no rent. Mostly ‘permanent residents’ living in urban areas 
without an urban hukou, these individuals and families often believe that they are enti-
tled to the repossession value of their former house and land, and that the rural commu-
nity will provide health insurance and a social allowance if all else fails. Even those 
entitled to urban hukou often hold out until they are sure that an urban hukou will be 
more advantageous than their existing agricultural status.18 Meanwhile, land consolida-
tion and pressure on absentee villagers to cut their ties with the land are gaining momen-
tum, as the 2014–20 New-Type Urbanization Plan demonstrates. This policy was 
followed by a new national strategy to rejuvenate the Chinese countryside, announced in 
February 2018, indicating the party-state’s desire to develop stronger agricultural pro-
duction investment, professionalization, and earning capacity in rural areas.19

For individuals, the choice to become urban involves multiple calculations about 
education, skills, career, housing, family and kinship ties, and their personal economic 
interests alongside perceptions of social status and location. These considerations can 
be mapped onto three significant groups of agricultural migrants living in China’s peri-
urban zone.
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Group one: Relocated agricultural elites

In previous research on ways in which rural migrants gain urban residency, the many 
who make the transition as a result of their success in the Chinese college entrance exam-
ination (高考) have been given little attention. Following its reinstatement in 1977, the 
national examination became a crucial channel for upward social mobility. In 1977–9 
and the early 1980s, students with agricultural hukou comprised 80–90 per cent of the 
total enrolment at Chinese universities and colleges, whereas today that figure is still 
over 60 per cent at provincial-level universities and colleges, despite the proliferation of 
lower-level local universities, colleges, vocational schools, and the increased proportion 
of people with urban hukou.20

As of 2015, around 57 per cent of rural high-school graduates were still not attending 
college. Thus, those who make it through college and graduate schools are virtually 
guaranteed urban hukou status by means of their degrees, with the prospect of good 
careers to follow: these agricultural elites are meritocratic rural urbanizers.21 The experi-
ence of two individuals from Luoyang, Henan Province, strongly suggests that merito-
cratic urbanizers play an equally important role in cities as the in situ urbanites and 
migrant workers.

Among those relocated agricultural elites are a significant number of the new rich and 
cadres who have claimed a place among the powerful new urban elites throughout China. 
In her early fifties, Mrs Hua22 has a PhD in economics and is a faculty member at a uni-
versity in Zhengzhou, the capital city of Henan. She comes originally from a rural county, 
a jurisdiction that has since developed into a county-level city within the prefecture-level 
city of Luoyang. In the early 1980s, her father, a temporary assistant at a small school 
factory in Luoyang, first brought her, the eldest of three siblings, to the city of Luoyang 
to receive a high school education. Living in a small shed at the school factory, with 
primitive cooking equipment, and lacking indoor running water, an indoor bathroom, or 
a kitchen, the young Mrs Hua studied hard and was accepted by a university in Kaifeng, 
also in Henan. After receiving a BA degree in English in 1987, she earned her MA and 
PhD degrees in the 1990s in Wuhan, Hubei Province. Having worked in an export com-
pany, she secured university teaching positions as a faculty member with an urban hukou. 
Also hailing from the countryside, her husband received a doctorate from the same 
school as she, and has practised as a medical surgeon while managing a hospital, an 
investment company, and several other businesses where Mrs Hua’s brother works as an 
accountant. Before the liberalizing of the one-child policy in 2014, the couple, like many 
rural people, managed to have two children without encountering real barriers.

Planning to buy a new villa, for over a decade they have been living in a five-bed-
room villa-apartment with separate quarters for a live-in maid, near Zhengzhou’s East 
High Speed Railway Station. They also have a professional chauffeur and a shared 
parking garage with its own elevator. Based on investments in the United States, Mrs 
Hua and her son applied for permanent US residence, and in 2015 they were granted 
provisional American green cards, although Mrs Hua neither lives nor works in the 
United States. As of 2018 her 24-year-old son has been living in Arlington, Virginia. 
Mrs Hua has to visit the United States every six months to keep her permanent resi-
dence status.
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Asked why she had sought the green card, Mrs Hua said that it would enable their 
younger daughter to attend high school in the United States, leading to a better life for 
her child. On top of their other commitments, she, her husband, and her brother are 
involved in real estate development in her hometown, which is itself set for further 
urbanization.

Individual initiatives such as those taken by Mrs Hua engender new hopes for future 
opportunities, although they may be limited by the power, rights, and abilities of the 
person involved. Nevertheless, new opportunities that present themselves may operate 
within very wide limits. Our imagining of the future and of the existing order stands in 
mutual tension, for the ‘existing order gives birth to utopias which in turn break the 
bonds of the existing order, leaving it free to develop in the direction of the next order 
of existence’.23 This mechanism, it seems, functions at all levels, and for the individual 
it may mean that when a hoped-for situation eventuates, it in turn opens up new possi-
bilities to pursue.

A journalist and multimedia specialist, Mr Shi, also from Luoyang, exemplifies 
this same principle. Now in his late forties, he earned a university degree in computer 
science in the early 1990s, and has since worked at a government news agency in 
Luoyang.24 He was born in Gongyi, now a county-level city in the city region of 
Zhengzhou. Although his modest family house now seems primitive by today’s stand-
ards – it lacked heating, hot water, and other basic facilities – he is still very attached 
to his home village perched on the very top of Mt. Fuxi, today a place much visited 
by tourists.

In 2014, during the first author’s field visit to his hometown, Mr Shi recalled that 
he had to walk over 20 li (about 10 km) to attend the local primary school each day. 
His young daughter25 is enrolled in an exclusive international school in the city of 
Luoyang and will be sent overseas to study if the couple’s plans come to fruition. In 
the push for development in their home village that has been underway since 2012, 
their mountain house was demolished, triggering a long spell of depression for both 
Mr Shi and his mother:

Author: What about compensation for your old family home (as of April 2018)?
Shi:  The compensation settlement will either be in cash for a structure of more than 100 

square metres, amounting to a few hundred thousand renminbi, or a replacement 
apartment for my parents.

Author:  Did your parents accept the cash settlement?
Shi:  No, the cash offered was too meagre and frankly useless. My parents are living 

with me while they are waiting for the replacement apartment. The real estate 
developers are bad, and the government routinely puts pressure on agricultural 
households whose children hold official positions by threatening to fire their chil-
dren or cut off their children’s salaries if they make a fuss.26 My parents did not 
want me and my brother, who also works for the government, to lose our jobs. The 
government’s tactics are very effective.

Author:  Really? How big is your own apartment in Luoyang?
Shi:  The gated apartment I currently live in is 200 square metres on the 16th floor in the 

Old City District of Luoyang, a building with a beautiful garden. [He showed the 
author some photos of the residents’ community gardens.] I have actually bought 
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three apartments – with a total area of 500 square metres – in Luoyang [one in the 
Old City District, one in the New City District developed in the early 2000s, and 
one in the Xigong District]. The other two apartments are empty, and I need to 
have the interior decoration done soon.

Author:  Then you are hardly the victim here; you are a beneficiary of the system. You are 
a winner. With house prices in Luoyang sky-rocketing, you are well placed to buy 
up houses in your home village, where your family’s house used to be.

Shi: [Nods in tacit agreement.]

Like the rest of their privileged cohort who initially relocated to the cities for higher 
education and a better life, Mrs Hua and Mr Shi are highly motivated individuals, jug-
gling education, career, registration status, entitlements, income, and their family herit-
age while keeping one eye on new possibilities for the future. Far from being an 
impediment, urbanization for this group is proving to be a major stimulus, a source of 
wealth and social rights.

Group two: In situ urbanites

How is the agricultural migrant faring, and in some cases thriving, in Chinese cities? 
Tenacity, innovation, and flexibility are all qualities needed to negotiate the complex 
urban environment and deal with the authorities – situations that often have their fair 
share of drama.

For some, the transition does not always proceed smoothly. This was the case for the 
Zhou couple, in situ urbanites living in Hohhot, Inner Mongolia, whom the second author 
visited in May 2016 and again in April 2017.

A frontier city of 17,224 square kilometres, with over three million permanent inhab-
itants (more than two million of whom are urbanites) in 2017,27 Hohhot is undergoing a 
massive new wave of urbanization, the fourth in 100 years. In the early 20th century, the 
ancient cities of Guihua and Suiyuan were incorporated into the much larger centre of 
Guisui County. A second wave of urban expansion in the 1950s was curtailed during the 
period 1965–83 when Inner Mongolia was divided into three parts during the Cultural 
Revolution. But a third wave gathered momentum when the Inner Mongolia Autonomous 
Region was re-established in the 1980s.

By the end of the millennium, Hohhot’s peri-urban areas, mainly populated by 
Mongolian and Han farmers, were generally poorly developed and lacked initiatives for 
rural industrialization. Its towns and townships offered few opportunities for off-farm 
incomes. Hohhot’s urban districts, by contrast, became a magnet for migrants from 
throughout Inner Mongolia, in particular its rural hinterland; the poor rural economy 
made the move to the city attractive. An established urban infrastructure, the creation of 
development zones, and the residential expansion of Hohhot created new job opportuni-
ties, as part of the informal and formal economy. On the other hand, rural people tended 
to hold on to their land and hukou, which provide them with a basic form of insurance 
and the possibility of compensation for the loss of their homes at a time when peri-urban 
villages are undergoing rapid development. As in most other Chinese cities, the 2014–20 
New-Type Urbanization Plan is currently transforming Hohhot, and a fifth wave, the 
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Hohhot–Baotou–Ordos–Yulin urban cluster, looks set to develop the region into a 
sprawling, coordinated megacity.

Mr Zhou and his wife are suburban villagers in Hohhot’s Saihan District. When we 
spoke, their house had been recently demolished as part of the urbanization project. 
Although unhappy with the official procedures and the compensation offered, Mr Zhou’s 
biggest complaint was about the behaviour of his younger brother. Now that their former 
home had been repossessed and knocked down, according to existing practice Zhou and 
his aged father should have shared the settlement funds. However, his younger brother 
claimed the compensation on behalf of the whole family, so securing what he believed to 
be his own share. When the brother was born, he was supernumerary under the family 
planning policy in place at the time and was registered as the son of another couple, so 
that the family incurred no penalty. When he came of age, he left Hohhot to study in 
another city, obtained an urban hukou and now earned a substantial income. As Mr 
Zhou’s three sisters were all married, the burden of caring for their parents in old age fell 
on his shoulders.

The compensation given for the former family home did not fail to attract the 
younger brother’s interest. A fixed asset that could not be traded, the house had sud-
denly been converted into cash. Mr Zhou’s options were either to take the full amount 
offered or to sign up for a subsidized apartment, committing part of the compensation 
up front to cover the equity required for the new home. However, he declined to make 
an immediate decision when the surveyors called. His mother then gave the younger 
brother the right of attorney to sign the contract with the developers. The brother did 
so and the new apartment was now registered in his name; he also made sure that the 
balance was placed in his own account. Mr Zhou was understandably distressed. 
Although his brother may have acted in the family’s interest and intended to share the 
compensation money, he had certainly secured his own share (to which he would nor-
mally not be entitled), and he, not Mr Zhou, could now use the apartment as collateral 
or to manipulate other members of the family.

This situation was by no means unique. In the village, the private agreements and 
informal institutions created by previous generations were collapsing, and families were 
being torn apart. Mr Zhou, a devout Christian, was determined to turn the other cheek. 
By April of the following year, the Zhous were given some concessions: they were to 
receive one-third, rather than the expected half, of the value of the repossessed house, 
and their younger son, rather than they themselves, was designated to take possession of 
the new apartment when it was ready.

The Zhou story exemplifies the swiftly moving forces created by urbanization. While 
Mr Zhou and his wife prevaricated at a critical juncture, his younger brother and mother 
acted swiftly and created a new situation for the family. The Zhous saw and heard what 
was coming, but failed to act. The need to change from a peasant mentality to an aware-
ness of the urban facts of life was palpable during our interviews with the couple. They 
now both know that they must act decisively to secure their future.

The same mechanisms are at work in Luoyang, too, where experiments designed to 
phase out the hukou system are being carried out by the authorities.28 In the newly devel-
oped Luolong District, residents are formulating a range of strategies – including 
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opening ‘bed & breakfast’ hotels and constructing new floors or nooks on houses flagged 
for demolition in order to optimize the footage claimed for compensation – to deal with 
land expropriation.

The capital of 13 Chinese dynasties, Luoyang gradually lost its geopolitical and cul-
tural status from the 13th century onwards, becoming something of a backwater by the 
20th century when Zhengzhou, the main railway hub, emerged as Henan’s capital. 
However, Luoyang accrued some benefits during the 1950s–60s when a number of key 
industries and military units were relocated to the city. The first 30 years of the People’s 
Republic of China witnessed a substantial expansion of Luoyang’s urban area with large 
danwei (单位, work unit) compounds. On the other hand, agricultural activities in the 
peri-urban zone underwent only limited industrialization. During the reform era, migrants 
flowed into Luoyang from its rural hinterland. In the early 2000s, the development of 
vast peri-urban areas such as the new district south of the Luo River involved the rehous-
ing of large numbers of villagers near their former home, including the eight peri-urban 
villages29 around the Longmen Grottoes, which became a UNESCO World Heritage site 
in 2001 in the newly created Luolong District.

The residents of these eight peri-urban villages have experienced urbanization in two 
major waves, in 1999–2000 and from 2012 onwards, primarily driven by the changed 
status of the Longmen Grottoes, an ancient Buddhist site, in concert with China’s urban 
spread and New-Type Urbanization Plan.

The first wave of demolition and relocation hit the city in summer 1999. To fulfil 
UNESCO’s requirements and to ensure the success of Longmen’s nomination as a 
World Cultural Heritage site, the city of Luoyang embarked on a massive environ-
mental clean-up in a campaign that included both persuasion and coercion, part of 
which involved the resettlement of over 700 households in Longmen Village near the 
northern entrance to the Longmen Grottoes.30 Although some villagers found it dif-
ficult moving to a new residential area two or three blocks away from their old home, 
most of them did comply. During the first author’s field visit in 2011, we were told 
by Mrs Li, a villager and local convenience store owner, that the villagers had all 
made a fortune from the relocation. Apart from being compensated for their houses, 
each farmer had also received RMB 300–400 for every small tree on their property, 
and over RMB 3000 for a small, shallow family well, drawing on the high water 
table at Longmen. ‘Now they live in spacious three-storey houses, and they are 
happy’, Mrs Li said.31

In late April 2018, accompanied by local residents, the first author again visited 
Longmen Village for three consecutive days. The ‘village’ is housed in blocks of residen-
tial buildings, which were rumoured to be demolished for further development in the 
near future. As she told us in 2011, Mrs Li’s convenience shop had already been removed 
in the second wave of development that got underway in 2011–12 to widen the main 
thoroughfare, Longmen Avenue, and construct an eco-zone in the northwest approaches 
to the grottoes. Now the owner of a beauty store, Mrs Li had moved to a gated, urban-
looking neighbourhood called Longmen Neighbourhood’s Tangyun Community, 
equipped with gas pipes for cooking and hot water, a few blocks away from her old 
neighbourhood. A total of 154 households were relocated there from Longmen Village 
during the second wave of demolitions.32
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In contrast to the 2011 visit, in 2018 the Longmen Village neighbourhood was teem-
ing with family-run hotels, social services such as purified drinking water distribution 
sites, convenience and grocery shops, restaurants, kindergartens, and primary and middle 
schools. The first author was also accompanied to Longmen Village by Mr Liu, an in situ 
urbanite in his early thirties from nearby Du Village, a village close to the Longmen East 
High Speed Railway Station. Pointing out the numerous makeshift additions to the vil-
lagers’ three- or four-storey houses, Mr Liu explained that they were part of a strategy by 
established residents to maximize their compensation during the coming rounds of relo-
cation. He noted that some villagers had already moved to the Tangyun Community, but 
were keeping their houses in Longmen Village as rentals. Many other local people con-
firmed that, as soon as villagers heard about the development plans, they would rush to 
expand their homes by adding additional levels or internal structures in order to claim 
extra compensation from the developers. Many of those we spoke to emphasized that 
they regarded demolition and relocation as an opportunity to get rich, and they were 
ecstatic if they learned that their old houses were in the demolition zone.33

Group three: Migrant workers

Fieldwork conducted in the Baoshan District of Shanghai and Saihan District of Hohhot 
– transition areas between urban and rural – also confirmed the ways in which migrant 
workers make careful decisions about where to live and work, in response to what they 
see as the authorities’ manipulation of an individual’s hukou status.

Baoshan, Shanghai, 2017–18

In her thirties, Mrs He is a professional manicurist/pedicurist managing a franchise for a 
chain beauty shop in Baoshan, Shanghai. Originally from Shou County in north-central 
Anhui Province, she has worked in Shanghai for almost 20 years. Her husband is a truck 
driver. Their only child recently moved together with her in-laws from Shanghai to their 
hometown to attend primary school.

Working an average of 12 hours a day, with only one day off each week, and taking no 
holidays except for a couple of days during the Spring Festival, Mrs He allegedly earns 
over RMB 5000 a month – comparable to an entry-level university faculty salary in 
Shanghai at face value.34 Mrs He and her husband have both retained their original hukou, 
and their social and medical insurance is registered in Anhui. According to her, because 
their hometown in Anhui Province falls within the planned high-speed railway zone, the 
local villagers are rushing to build houses there so that they can get additional compensa-
tion when the demolition and relocation process starts. But, migrant workers are still 
needed to grow Shanghai’s economy. Commenting on inequality, Mrs He remarked:

No Shanghainese is willing to do the kind of manual work that I’m doing. All the lazy locals do 
is to sit around in the hope that their old houses will fall into the development zone. If that 
happens, they’d be falling over themselves to negotiate a handsome deal with the government, 
both in cash and in the shape of several apartments. These days, the government can’t afford to 
demolish those old neighbourhoods, say, along Nanjing Road.35
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Like Mrs He, Mr Ding, in his forties, from Heilongjiang Province, Northeast China, also 
puts in long hours each day, and he works seven days a week. He is married and has a 
12-year-old daughter. A micro-entrepreneur, Mr Ding has an associate degree in automa-
tion from a Shanghai vocational school. After graduation, he decided to stay on in the 
municipality. During the conversation, he told us that he was taking 12 examinations 
towards a BA degree, after which he hoped to pursue an MA in Shanghai. Ding owns an 
officially registered trading company, and since the late 1990s he has rented a four-
square-metre indoor booth at a college service centre in Baoshan, selling stationary, 
office supplies, and miscellaneous merchandise. Each year he takes around three months 
off when college students and faculty, his main clients, are on their summer and winter 
recess. A higher education degree, the payment of local taxes and social insurance, and 
other factors earn migrant workers the 120 points required for their children to qualify to 
attend school in Shanghai.36

According to Mr Ding, although his hukou has reverted back to his hometown and he 
is still working in Shanghai, he has been paying social insurance for nearly 10 years, 
making him and his family eligible to apply for urban residency status. Once he accumu-
lates sufficient qualification points, they will have access to almost the same range of 
social services as Shanghainese with a local hukou. He adds that after paying social 
insurance in the city for 10 years, he will be eligible to receive a Shanghai municipal 
pension, which is much higher than in most other cities in China – and by then he will no 
longer be required to live in Shanghai.

The space for his sales booth belongs to the college, which has forced all its tenants 
to move out for reconstruction but has neglected to find substitute accommodation for 
those businesses affected. Each year, Mr Ding paid RMB 45,000 in rent for his small 
booth, and the college demanded a rent increase of RMB 5000. Mr Ding has quietly 
organized a campaign opposing both the rent increase and the tenants’ loss of space in the 
building, without much success. Now his small booth is closed for reconstruction, and he 
is an itinerant salesman around the campus.

Also based in Baoshan is Mrs Gui, a woman in her fifties with a middle-school-level 
education originally from Yancheng, Jiangsu Province. A professional florist, she has run 
a flourishing business in a busy thoroughfare for 16 years. Her husband helps with 
restocking the flowers and plants and doing odd jobs. With the shop subject to an annual 
lease, they are uncertain about their future as a result of the ongoing campaign against 
illegal buildings in Shanghai. In fact, the shop is an illegal structure leased to them for 
RMB 6000 per month by the Public Bus Company. We saw exposed electric wires by the 
entrance outside, and an outdoor faucet without a basin. When business is slow, she and 
her husband would cook and eat a simple meal onsite. Mindful of the uncertainties sur-
rounding the shop, Mrs Gui is working as hard as she can to maximize their earnings, 
while readying herself to move to another location if necessary. Besides the shop, the 
couple also pays a monthly rent of RMB 2400 for their dwelling a few blocks away.

The Guis’ 24-year-old daughter was to graduate from a university in Northeast China. 
Although she failed the Master’s programme entrance exam for a university in Shanghai 
in 2017, she intended to try again in 2018. Each day, the couple starts work at 6 a.m. at 
the latest and closes the shop around 10 p.m. Mrs Gui wants her daughter to enjoy the 
benefits of a white-collar life – not like her, doing manual work all year long without a 
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break. Like the He and Ding families, their hukou, social insurance, and medical insur-
ance are all registered in their hometown. And like most migrant workers in Shanghai 
who have retained their rural hukou, Mrs Gui plans to retire to her hometown when she 
and her husband have made enough money. However, she regrets not buying an apart-
ment in Baoshan when housing prices were relatively low.

Hohhot, Inner Mongolia, 2016

Mr Huang (aged 60) and his wife (aged 65) live in Hohhot, Inner Mongolia, where we 
interviewed them in 2016. Of their three children, their son has a casual job at a local 
vegetable market, one daughter runs a small cell-phone repair shop, and the other is a 
stay-at-home mother. In 2008 following the death of Mr Huang’s father, the couple 
migrated from their home village to Hohhot with their elder daughter, who was then 
pregnant. At that time, they were renting a house in a suburban village from where they 
ran a small, unregistered vegetable business. When the house was threatened with demo-
lition, they knew that as tenants they stood to receive no compensation. To avoid becom-
ing homeless, they made a deposit on a small apartment in a residential area and rented 
a garage there which they used as a vegetable stall. They were selling vegetables from 
both the (still intact) village house and the garage. Although the Huangs had sublet their 
land in their home village, they retained the property in order to keep their hukou-based 
social insurance. And should their land and home there be requisitioned for development, 
they would also receive compensation.

Both daughters began work after completing secondary vocational schooling in 
Hohhot, where they had also met their spouses. The older daughter, who runs a phone 
repair shop, is married to a Hohhot resident with a high-paying job in the media, while 
the younger daughter’s husband, a migrant from elsewhere in Inner Mongolia, works as 
a second-hand car dealer.

The Huangs’ experience is typical of internal migrants in China. Over recent decades, 
for many rural youngsters vocational secondary schooling has functioned as a bridge to the 
urban job market, and also to marriage. With her vocational degree, the older daughter 
could have switched permanently to an urban hukou, but, like many of our subjects, instead 
re-registered in her home village to maintain the family’s land and insurance rights.

The downside to such arrangements is illustrated by the fact that, at the time of the 
interview, the Huang family were living precariously, unregistered in the city, and lack-
ing formal work contracts. The senior couple had no business licence for their vegetable 
stalls. Despite these apparent disadvantages, their informal economic activities collec-
tively yielded the family an income that helped strengthen their foothold in Hohhot. 
From this perspective, the choices they made as individuals are closely linked to the 
ambiguity of the rules that supposedly govern life in the city.

The uncertainties as well as the new possibilities that at the same time dishearten and 
encourage the Huangs and the other families discussed here stem from the official 
manipulation of social inequality under the 2014–20 New-Type Urbanization Plan and 
the various regulations deriving from it.37 All urban governments are now required to 
narrow the gap between permanent residents lacking a local hukou and those who hold 
it. Those in the former group must be covered by social insurance and other public 
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services only available to urban residents. The government is acutely aware that by 
resisting being classified as urban houkou holders, urban dwellers exert pressure on the 
city government to improve and expand social services. The new rules state that by 2020 
the number of urban residents without a local hukou must not exceed 24 per cent, and 
this figure is planned to drop to 11 per cent by 2030.

Reform in China features a manifold movement towards a controlled release of indi-
vidual choice. The process, however, drives people to rely on informal or unofficial com-
mercial activities and collectivity, including family, kinship, clientelist, business, 
hometown, alumni, and veteran networks.38 Small businesses, whether registered or 
unregistered, and operating in both rural and urban settings, help to meet the demand for 
services in local markets and to limit the number of people who lack stable employment 
or viable incomes from other sources. While the authorities condone such activities 
because the latter alleviate temporary hardship, occasional clampdowns are carried out 
by local officials who attempt to regulate the creative initiatives of individuals in China’s 
peri-urban environments within an official, regulatory framework.

Conclusion

Are peri-urbanites victims or active agents in their pursuit of new citizenship in contem-
porary China? Two conclusions can be drawn.

First, the three groups we have identified – relocated agricultural elites, in situ urban-
ites, and migrant workers – signify the availability of choices for a better life and a full 
citizenship ranging from adopting a wholly urban lifestyle, maintaining a semi-urban 
identity, or keeping one’s rural roots. Although broadly corresponding to an evolving 
national planning strategy, the multiple processes at work generate diverse possibilities 
for the individuals affected and hence throw up an array of individualized opportunities. 
Consequently, the three groups of peri-urban dwellers at issue all have the potential to 
become active agents, rather than victims of powerful social and political forces, who are 
able to pursue their own interests and calculate the costs and benefits of making deci-
sions about their personal futures in a complex and rapidly changing environment.

Second, hukou status inequality can be better described as the controlled release of 
individualized possibilities – a mechanism that fuels a restless upward mobility in 
Chinese society, rather than freezing social classification in place. In our latest round of 
fieldwork, all the interviewees confirmed that having an urban hukou was no longer an 
important personal goal for them, as those who have gained full urban status can no 
longer switch back to their agricultural hukou. The ongoing reform of the hukou system 
and its replacement with a new urban residency status are creating a new situation.

The new national strategy to rejuvenate the countryside further indicates that a new 
stage of development is underway.39 Young entrepreneurial farmers with advanced voca-
tional training have begun to mobilize villagers, initiating agricultural development pro-
jects with state funding. Pooling the land of farming families, paying them for its use and 
in some cases hiring them as labourers, these entrepreneurs can massively increase the 
economic returns on the land and hire the services of others with the skills to operate in this 
new division of labour. The advent of large supply-chain corporations in the agricultural 
sector is gradually changing the technology, investment structure, labour relations and 
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markets, directing them towards agro-industry and agri-businesses.40 Land consolidation 
and pressure on absentee villagers to cut their ties with the land will only gain momentum 
as the economic potential of consolidated land holdings and their capacity for increased 
technological and financial input emerge as a major driver of development.

De facto citizenship equates with urban residency, and that is the alignment of public 
policy, social and political rights vis-a-vis other urban residents. Abolishing the hukou 
status is therefore an important step. The refusal of some to accept urban citizenship at 
the time of writing (2018) is an element of the individual’s effort to negotiate terms – to 
be afforded conditions at par with those who already hold such a status. As cities face 
pressure to narrow the gap between permanent residents with and without urban hukou, 
refusal is a rational individual negotiation strategy to achieve better social insurance 
conditions as well as a slice of the land transfer dividend.

Against this background, the new arrivals on China’s peri-urban fringes are seizing all 
the opportunities available to them, and doing so for their own advantage. Their behav-
iour is conditioned by various incentives and their awareness of the fluidity of residential 
rights, reflecting a kind of strategic thinking that is shaping urbanization patterns. The 
choices and risks taken by individual actors drive them forward as this process unfolds. 
Often, their individual gains and progress up the social ladder may not amount to much, 
merely fleeing from one precarious situation to the next. Yet in most cases these new 
urbanites are able to make some progress by grasping incentives, receiving compensa-
tion, or simply by taking advantage of risky opportunities. Where they are able to create 
added value, their achievements are often confronted by – and regulated within – newly 
emerging institutional settings. Motivated individuals are thus playing a pivotal role in 
carving out spaces for themselves in an urban environment marked by the shifting bal-
ance of rights and entitlements between social groups.

This use of inequity in the registration system is shifting constantly among individu-
als and groups, becoming a major if evolving mechanism for China’s ongoing transfor-
mation from a mainly rural to a largely urban country; from a largely agricultural to a 
highly industrialized economy; and from a relatively low-skilled and poorly educated 
population to a relatively high-skilled and well-educated one. To put it plainly, the col-
lective endeavours of ‘selfish man’ seem universally to make for progress, whether pur-
sued consciously or unconsciously.
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