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Rural Labor Forces, Farmers’ Income and Consumption

Migrant Workers and Elimination of Risks in Chinese

Modern Transformation
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Abstract Firstly, risks in Chinese modern transformation are discussed from the perspective of gap between urban and rural areas and mobility of
rural laborers. Secondly, the significant role of migrant works in elimination of risks in Chinese modern transformation is analyzed from two aspects,
namely rural migrant workers pursuing equal economic and political status (identity and household registration) when working in cities. Finally, it is
concluded that migrant works play a key role in Chinese modern transformation.
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At present, China is undergoing a huge social transforma-
tion from traditional society to modern society. This modern
transformation'"’ takes establishment of modern civilization and
order as the objective. In western society, there is intermediate
class that plays a decisive role in establishment of civilization
and order, while in China, no such intermediate class exists to
undertake this historical mission. Nevertheless, with efforts in
economic and political fields, the huge-scale migrant workers
emerging during Chinese social transformation are undertaking
this historical mission. Their pursuit of equal political and eco-
nomic status not only changes Chinese mental world, but also
deeply transforms China’s social presence. In addition, their ef-
forts eliminate risks in Chinese modern transformation, and in-
fluence and depict building of modern Chinese society and es-
tablishment of civilization and order.

1 Risks in Chinese modern transformation

" In traditional society, at early stage of modernization, the
stability depends on whether rural upper class elements that
possess land not only can control countryside, but also can
control cities. If farmers agree to and participate in existing sys-
tem, it will provide a stable foundation for this system. If they
object to this system, it will become carrier of revolution" .
The course of Chinese revolution indicates that the Chinese
Communist Party won the Anti-Japanese War and Chinese Lib-
eration War just because it successfully won support of farmers
and rural areas. Practical experience of over three decades of
reform and opening up reflect that farmers and countryside
have huge power of influencing political and social development
course.

However, in the course of modernization, farmers often
are bearers of most costs for economic development, while
their inferior position impairs their ability of sharing results of
economic development. Meanwhile, too fast urbanization may
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create certain impact on urban order and social stability. " The
price farmers pay is greatly higher than the price workers pay
for improving their respective economic conditions. Compared
with rigid class structure in rural areas, cities have more oppor-
tunities to change their economic and social status. It is just for
this reason that farmers migrate to cities. Rapid urbanization
resulted from this leads to social unrest and political unstability
in cities." In the course of transformation from traditional socie-
ty to modern society, especially growing countries, appearance
of by-product of modernization " gap between urban and rural
areas" is inevitable. The original order between urban and rural
areas is broken, while modern transformation changes nature
of cities and the balance between urban and rural areas. In
fact, the break of this order means conflict between traditional
and modern aspects. Such conflict will affect the building of
new order between urban and rural areas. " The difference be-
tween urban and rural areas is the disparity between the most
traditional and modern parts in the society" . If the conflict
between urban and rural areas lasts and fails to be effectively
solved, the gap between urban and rural areas will certainly
lead to national and social unstability. Such gap is an outstand-
ing political characteristic of rapid social and economic changes
in modern transformation, and also a basic reason for social
and political unstability.

To solve the risk of this social unstability due to labor flow,
the best method is to forbid flowing. Nevertheless, forbidding
will lead to widening of gap between urban and rural areas, and
consequently increase the conflict between urban and rural are-
as. For developing countries, to achieve political stability during
the transformation from traditional to modern society, the elimi-
nation of modern risks is of extreme importance. This risk elimi-
nation relies on inland farmers and gentry classes. In contem-
porary China, it depends on farmers and migrant workers, es-
pecially migrant workers, the function of whom is just like inter-
mediate class of promoting " course of western civilization" de-
scribed by Elias. In spite of difference from environment of
western modern transformation, Chinese modern transforma-
tion still follows some general laws, on the basis of which it has
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many special characteristics due to conflict between traditional
and modern aspects of Chinese society. At the background of
Chinese environment, this conflict generates a huge scale of
migrant worker group. On one hand, they are workers and
farmers. On the other hand, they are neither workers nor farm-
ers. They have jobs of workers and status of farmers. Howev-
er, jobs of workers cannot provide them decent life in cities,
while status of farmers limits their further development. In any
case, birth of migrant workers indicates that farmers are unwill-
ing to be tied by land and they have pursuits of progress and
development.

2 Migrant workers and elimination of risks

in Chinese modern transformation

2.1 Migrant workers’ pursuit of equal economic status—
working in cities Migration of migrant works between urban
and rural areas does not simply mean regional change of mi-
grant workers. In the course of this migration and movement, it
contains their pursuit of equal economic status. Such pursuit of
equal economic status not only changes migrant workers them-
selves, but also makes them edified by urban civilization and
modernity, and promotes the course of Chinese modernization
and transformation of social modernity.

Economists and sociologists have made many assump-
tions and models to explain migration of farmers from rural to
urban areas. Unfortunately, many models take farmers as the
object. In these models, it seems that migration of farmers is
passive and it appears that farmers are onlookers of this great
event in the course of economic development. In fact, howev-
er, farmers’ migration to cities is a rational decision based on
careful consideration and comparison. Yet, it is this small deci-
sion that finally affects both the economic development and the
course of modernization. Farmers’ action of pursuing economic
benefits is not an unconscious action. Even it is deemed as un-
conscious action, it also contains modern nature of pursuing
equality and freedom. Actually, opportunity cost for farmers’
going to and working in cities can be divided into material and
spiritual aspects. First, material aspect mainly refers to
farmers’ farming income. Second, spiritual aspect means
farmers’ lack of kindness and friendship after leaving hometown
and familiar people. Besides, farmers’ identity is often negated
and limited, and sometimes they have to stand supercilious-
ness, discrimination, or even humiliation of some citizens™’. In
this situation, if we only assume that their decision of " working
in cities" is made on stimulation of survival rationale, it may be-
come another kind of " impact — response". Therefore, to find
out actual reason for farmers’ pursuit of working in cities, we
should never ignore entity and independence of farmers and mi-
grant workers.

At present, most Chinese scholars believe that rural sur-
plus labor going out to work is their rational action and also re-
flects the long-standing issue of income gap between urban and
rural areas. At the early of farmers going out to work, it mostly
reflects the rational selection for survival. The absolute income
gap between urban and rural areas, namely the driving force of

economic income, is the major motive force for migration of ru-
ral laborers'™’. With increase of times and extension of period
for employment out of home, the rational economic and social
selection is more and more prominent and employment opportu-
nity is increasing. Rapid growth of income is the first reason;
expectation for improvement of living conditions is the second
reason; and hope to provide more education opportunity for
better development is the third reason'®’. In addition, superior
living conditions in cities have a greater influence on rural
laborers’ decision on migration, and migrant workers hope to
receive humanistic care”’’. From above analyses, it can be
seen that migration of farmers to cities is firstly for economic
reason, specifically is migrant workers’ demand for equality and
freedom.

The reason for urban migration of migrant workers can be
divided into three stages'®. The first stage (from 1978 to
1988) is a stage of rational selection for survival. The second
stage (from 1988 to the beginning of the 21st century) is a
stage of rational economic and social selection. The third stage
('since the beginning of 21st century) is a stage of overall de-
velopment of migrant workers. Comparison of these three sta-
ges indicates that in the first stage, the transfer of rural surplus
labor is mainly " locally" flowing to local non-agricultural indus-
tries and township enterprises. This is a kind of release of sur-
vival pressure under constraint of rural population and resource
when both traditional urban and rural management model and
management system are extremely strong, and the basic rea-
son for transfer is mainly a rational selection for survival. In the
second stage, apart from rational selection for survival, rea-
sons for transfer also includes rational selection for economic
income, as well as rational selection for various social protec-
tion of rights and interests. In the third stage, reasons for
transfer of migrant workers have new development and include
more factors. Migrant workers pay close attention to how to
transfer urban benefits to migrant worker group. Their concern
is not only survival, but also further development. Besides,
their purposes include safeguard of their rights and interests,
equal development opportunity of work and study, improvement
of development ability and share of development achievements.

In Chinese institutional environment, farmers become mi-
grant workers in the course of migration to cities. As a group or
even a class, migrant workers obviously want to pursue equal
status. The result of such pursuit plays a certain role in bridging
the economic gap between rural and urban areas. The process
of migrant workers flowing into cities and pursuing equal eco-
nomic status is also a course of resocialization of modern civili-
zation. At the same time of migrant workers achieving their mo-
dernity, they also promote Chinese modern transformation.
2.2 Migrant workers’ pursuit of equal political status—
identity and household registration From the comparison
between change of farmers and migrant workers and reform of
China’s household registration system, we can see that apart
from pursuing equal economic status, migrant workers also
pursue equal political status. On one hand, the economic and
political macro-environment influences farmers and migrant
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workers. On the other hand, this " bottom group" also makes
effort to change China’s social structure and presence and influ-
ences Chinese modern transformation.

China’s household registration system results in privilege
and isolation of different types and regions of registered resi-
dence and different scale of permanent urban residence certifi-
cate, and leads to difference in level of rights, income, status
and social reputation. In the household registration system, mi-
grant workers become inferior groups in cities. Their conflict
with government and urban residents is provoked, which be-
comes a major reason for urban unstability and directly influ-
ences economic development of cities'®!. In addition, the
household registration system leads to unequal opportunity. As
soon as a child with agricultural household is born, his starting
line will be rather different from those with non-agricultural
household. Once the equal opportunity of right cannot be guar-
anteed, economic efficiency and social development will be in-
fluenced, and this situation must be corrected. As Okun says
" certainly, | am willing to believe the unequal opportunity reflec-
ted by most unequal income and wealth can be effectively cor-
rected in the existing institutional structure, as if it is unneces-
sary for conservatives to correct and radicals are willing to be-
lieve that correction of conservatives is useless. So | hold that
such effort is a real and valuable attempt." ™ In this " at-
tempt" , we must pay close attention to entity and initiative of
migrant workers.

The Household Contract Responsibility System started in
the 1970s greatly raises agricultural production efficiency. Nev-
ertheless, such factors as decentralized operation of land,
backward of agricultural science and technology, reduction of
comparative benefit of land, and huge agricultural population
restrict the transformation of traditional agriculture to modern
agriculture. Cities become the first objective of migrant workers
fighting for their economic rights and interests. In this situation,
the combination of farmers with industrialization becomes the
key to further reform of rural areas or even the whole country.
Unfortunately, due to institutional inertia, farmers’ political rea-
sonable demands (or deserved rights) fail to be satisfied; their
expectations of going to cities, working in cities and completely
changing backward situations of rural areas cannot be realized;
and rising of township enterprises is just a flexible way of satis-
fying such demands. Rising of township enterprises reflects
farmers’ pursuit of equal economic status and also implies
farmers’ demands for equal political status, and the ultimate
point is the demand for equal political status. In the great back-
ground of economic system reform started from the 1980s, it
achieves development of rural economy, increase of farmers’
income, and advance of agricultural modernization. Then, it is
required to reduce population engaged in agricultural population
and transfer surplus population to other industries. Conse-
quently, there is demand of change of the household registra-
tion system.

In the 1990s, marketization of labor force is manifested in
the special form of " Migrant Worker Tide". To make these mi-
grant workers incorporate into mainstream society, the reform

of household registration system permits farmers to migrate to
cities. This requires confirmation and guarantee of appropriate
system, such as Regulations on Farmers’ Obtaining Transition-
al Blue-stamped Residence Permit, Provisions on Security Ad-
ministration of Urban House Tenancy, Provisions on Avoiding
New Families Living Apart during Talent Flow, etc. In June,
2001, the State Council approved Opinions of the Ministry of
Public Security on Promoting Reform of Household Registration
Management System in Small Cities and Towns. In October 1st
of the same year, it chose over 20 000 small cities and towns
as pilot areas to promote the reform of household registration
system. Promulgation and implementation of these policies and
provisions are closely connected with farmers’ ( migrant
workers’) pursuit of equal political status.

The " Shortage of Migrant Workers" following " Migrant
Worker Tide" is an active counterattack and response of mi-
grant workers for long time of discriminatory treatment. This is
a real reflection of some deep problems during Chinese social
transformation. It is a rational selection of migrant workers. In-
vestors enjoy investment interests in eastern areas, while mi-
grant workers have no way but to suffer from extremely low wa-
ges, consequently the actual income falls and it is hard to im-
prove labor treatment'""’. The " Shortage of Migrant Workers"
is a fight of migrant workers when their rights and interests fail
to be guaranteed.

Facts of many years of reform and opening up indicate that
system rigidity and reform hysteresis can be rectified through
active practice of some farmers. Meanwhile, constant change
happens inside migrant workers. With improvement of educa-
tion and skills, new migrant workers have more pertinent selec-
tion and much higher pursuit. They take a careful calculation
and strict budget for costs of working outside hometown and
consider this working outside hometown as an opportunity of
changing living situations and having a better development'™’.
They not only care their economic rights and interests, but also
pay close attention to their political rights and interests and
equal status of identity. At the same time of influencing Chinese
modern transformation, they also take advantage of this mod-
ern transformation to reconstruct their living and thinking ways.

3 The key to Chinese modern transforma-

tion: migrant worker class
The course of transformation from Chinese traditional soci-
ety to modern society is a course of building Chinese moderni-
ty. " Chinese modernity exactly refers to modern civilization and
order of China. Resources for its building certainly include Chi-
nese cultural tradition. We are to build a modern civilization and
order featuring Chinese culture." [™®' Chinese cultural character
is not shown by high buildings and large mansions in cities, but
by a combination of Chinese traditional culture, spirit and mo-
dernity, and will be carried and built by all Chinese people. Tru-
ly, due to their inherent disadvantages, Chinese farmer class is
slower than other classes in the initial stage of modernity. How-
ever, advanced elements ( migrant workers) of farmer class
(To page 51)
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urban and rural development are mainly manifested as big city
bringing along big suburbs, forming a pattern of " big horse pul-
ling small carriage" . Therefore, the general thought of Cheng-
du stresses more on " urban and rural integration" in industry,
factor, public service, and management, to promote integrated
urban and rural development in a relatively balanced way.

For Chongqing City, the comprehensive supporting reform
of integrated urban and rural development is carried out in
82 000 km® wide area. Big city drives big countryside. Plus a
big reservoir area, 7 million urban population brings 25 million
rural population, forming a basic pattern of " small horse pulling
big carriage" . The motive force of central city to rural areas is
not adequate, and the mechanism of " industry nurturing agri-
culture" and " city supporting countryside" is to be further im-
proved. Therefore, general thought of Chongging has broken
away from the constraint of integrated urban and rural develop-
ment only through improving the relation between urban and ru-
ral areas. It is believed that economic basis is an important fac-
tor of integrated urban and rural development. We should rein-
force gathering function of central downtown through industry
upgrading and opening up, to promote integrated urban and ru-
ral development.

References
[1] GAO J, YAN X, LI X. Research on the coordination of urban and ru-
ral development and land property system reform in the countryside

C®00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S00S0

(From page 46)

are accepters and disseminators of modernity and play a role
in localization and legislation of modernity in China during ac-
ceptance and dissemination. It is through those migrant work-
ers that modernity is disseminated from cities to countryside
and from coastal areas to inland. Just like middle class that
plays a significant role in " Civilization Course" of Europe, mi-
grant worker group will hold an important position in dissemi-
nation of Chinese modernity. This position is not only deter-
mined by current system and social environment, but also de-
cided by historical development trend.

As individuals, migrant workers play a minor role in trans-
formation of Chinese social modernity. However, as a group
or class, function of migrant workers is inestimable for Chi-
nese modern transformation, because they bring advanced
experience of modernity to rural areas and promote more
farmers to obtain modernity. During rise of citizens and work-
ing class in twentieth century, middle class finally takes up
major position of civilization. Similarly, migrant workers and
farmer class they represent will determine their positions in the
course of modern transformation, and promote the achieve-
ment of Chinese modern transformation at the same time of
completing their entity building.
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