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Abstract

The ongoing social reform is really a shock to the soul of
farmers who live in a relatively closer environment. Ever since the
introduction of the contract system with remuneration linked to
output, the traditional production forms and notions are undergoing
unprecedented changes. Together with the increasing freedom of
social mobility, these changes have not only formed the increasing
polarization of farmers in the 90’s, but also altered the cultural
appearance, hence the identity, notion and actions of farmers. As
forerunners in identity conversion and status promotion, the rural
workers experience happiness and sorrow, have expectation and
failure living in cities. Their unique farmer-and-worker roles are
demonstrating the non-farmer process of the Chinese farmers, which
needs long-term academic researches. By this token, study on the
identification of farmers is a little irrelevant.

After careful literature search, we find that the present
researches focus on two subjects. The first is about the causes,
features and trends of rural workers, while the second analyze the
status quo, problem and relevant resolutions. .

The former discusses the negative and positive effects of rural
workers’ flowing into cities. To most researchers of this camp, the
positive effects are overwhelming, as urbanization in both
monopolies and rural areas seems the main way to absorb the extra
work force in rural areas.



On levels of economic co-existence, social intercourse and
culture confluence, the latter delves the vocations, living conditions
and trends of the social group of rural workers living in big cities.
Studies of this camp point out that the rural workers are not adopted
by the cities and the conflicts between rural workers and citizens
always exist,

We find that most of these two sorts of researches are based on
the stand of citizens rather than on the stand of rural workers.
Therefore, after long field research and discussion with my tutor, I
took the approach of identity and adaptation of this social group on
the ground that as nearly all marginal groups have some identification
problems with other social groups in the social transition, the rural
worker would not be exceptional. Identify with other marginal groups
in inferior positions or with the mainstream groups in superior
positions means different to both members of marginal groups and the
social merging process. Therefore, five questions are put forward,

1, how are the rural workers establishing identifications?

2, what is their present group affiliation?

3, what do they regard guanxi?

4, what is their future affiliation?

5, what kind of strategies do they take to adapt to the city life?

The writer take rural workers coming from Shanghui County to
Beijing as the subject in that Shangshui County locates in the
Yellow-River-and-Luo-River area, which is a place with long history
and thick cultural storage; in that that people of this place are nursed
with the Yellow-River-and-Luo-River culture, which is the
mainstream of the traditional culture; in that county lies in a rather
closer location and remains the so-called “earthbound China”, so as
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the inhabitants of this place are unfamiliar with modernity. In stead,
people here care more about Guanxi, which they regard as the
foundation of living in this world. With all these factors, farmers
coming from this county may have stronger reactions to the life-style
transition in Beijing.

In the precedent researches and studies, many new terms and
concepts are coined to cover the social group of rural workers, such
as floating population, immigrating population, shack-up population,
immigrating rural workers, rural workers, fluid immigrations,
outgoing work force of Chinese farmers, immigration of rural areas,
fluid rural workers, etc.

As to this research, rural workers here mainly refer to those
people leaving their fields and working in cities after the adoption of
the introduction of the contract system with remuneration linked to
output in the reform and opening to the outside period, who are still
registered as farmers in the habitation registry.

Identification also has many senses, usually referring to
self-identification and social identification. Identification in this
research mainly refers to the status identification, group identification
and Guanxi identification.

Actually, Guanxi identification might sound strange to the reader.
The writer defines it as the attitudes and action tendency of an
individual that help attain his/her anticipations or expected results via
information, generosity and assistance acquired from other people
through extended social networks.

As a sign of one’s position in the network of social Guanxi,
status can be divided into ascribed status and achieved status. The
former is endowed from birth while the latter is achieved through
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one’s efforts. Ever since the establishment of habitation registry as a
part of the heavy-industry-first strategy, the status of a farmer has
nearly turned to be ascribed, which is invested from the parents’,
especially mother’s vocation and habitation, and difficult to change.

What corresponds to status is social role, which includes norms
and action patterns that fitting certain status, Enmeshed in social life,
an individual embodies many social roles, of which vocation is the
most important, The acquisition of a specific vocation role is also the
acquisition of a corresponding social role. However, investigations
show the role and status of a rural worker has fallen asunder. As
he/she left the rural area as well as his/her field, to move into cities to
reorganize his/her vocation role, his/her status remains farmer by the
habitation registry. The dual social structures of cities verses rural
areas thus molded have created a too wide discrepancy between the
worker class and the farmer class for farmers to overstep.

Against such a background of institutional apartheid, even
though the immigrating rural workers have joined the industrialists,
they have not been accepted by the urban society and remained
outside of the urban institutional framework. Living in cities, their
roots linger in the rural area. Attracted by the urban life style, these
rural workers are eager to change their status but fail, only to find that
they are confused of their status identification. Researches also find
that the younger or the higher the education level, the more confused
of which identification group they should take.

All this demonstrates the embarrassing situation of a rootless
group. Thus, the appellation of rural worker refers more to a sign of
status than a vocation. Even if a rural worker has kept working in
cities as workers or employees for over ten years, he/she still is
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restrained in this farmer status. What hurt him/her most is not the
disgusting living situation but the discrimination of citizens to his/her
farmer status.

The traditional Chinese society is usually thought as a
Guanxi-oriented society, in which Guanxi, or personal relationship,
plays a rather special role. As to the Guanxi identification of rural
workers, researches show that their social network mainly
incorporates blood relation, local relation and relative relatior}, which
means the traditional “differential order” still exists in present China.

The existence of social network avails rural workers of getting a
job. However, as the social network possessed by rural workers are a
kind of Guanxi social network, which are usually available for people
occupying inferior social positions in job finding, it is no doubt that
the social network structure of rural workers is unsatisfactory.
Nevertheless, what is gratifying are the increasing proportion of
initiative job finding and widened career markets.

Although rural workers living in cities and having limited
intercourse with citizens, they still share and exchange information
and resources through their former Guanxi network, seeking support
and protection. Naturally, newcomers commit most to Guanxi
network. So, rural workers have changed their role in the urban life,
but failed to change action patterns molded from their status.

The research also finds that, with the social transition, the
contents, scope and characteristics of the differential order are
changing gradually. The most obvious change is that the newly
extended Guanxi network after rural works immigrated to a city is
around the interests of an individual or certain people. As the main

consideration for the extension of the Guanxi network is mutual

5



interests, both relatives and strangers can be incorporated in this net.
With the positions they occupied extending outwards from the center
to the periphery, members can make use of less and less rare
resources with regard to their needs. The central members always try
to reinforce their Guanxi with other members through the exchange
of gifts, liaison of care and the carrying out of Guanxi. The closer the
relationship, the more resources they can get for their interests. They
become more and more inclined to rational choice in their
manipulation of Guanxi. The route for Guanxi is an extension from
central strong relation to peripheral weak relation. Rural workers
make use of the countrymen Guanxi in a certain rural area and
reconstruct Guanxi network around it, so as to own the social capital
for existing and development in a city.

As a stranger to a city, rural workers often experience cultural
shock as well as uneasiness when they find themselves are
surrounded by the strange and peculiar urban world. What alteration
should they take to adapt to the urban life? The research finds out that
rural workers try to adapt to this new kind of life through reconstruct
their identity via learning mandarin, settling up organizations and
assembling habitation, weaving identity network.

The conclusions of this research are

1, rural worker groups and rural workers’ identification with

farmers

Economic and cultural attraction draws rural workers to leave
their homeland and immigrate into cities to realize their dream of
better living. Unfortunately, the status of farmers endowed from their
births owing to habitation registry prevents them from melting into
the urban life in spite of the requirement of more work force from
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rural areas to cities and the earnest needs of farmers for vertical social
mobility.

The research also points out that a relative part of the
construction workers are long to becoming a project organizer. Apart
from them, a large number of rural workers frequently hop jobs
horizontally on the level of workers. And many rural workers retumn
to the agricultural working class in the end. The writer believes if the
choice for most rural workers in cities is to flow back to the rural
areas, the development of China will stagnates and the
industrialization and urbanization of China will also be in the far
future.

Tracing from the habitation registry to the causes of this policy,
we will find behind this status the xenophobia of farmers in the
corresponding urban housing institution, insurance institution, social
welfare institution and education institution. Moreover, the local
protection policy of cities and the ascribed superiority of citizens
endowed by the planned institution are furthermore decreasing the
legal rights of rural workers. In a city of others, rural workers
experience more deprivation than adaptation and identification. They
left their homeland only to find they are homeless. Hundreds of
millions of rural workers thus become a rootless social group floating
in cities.

2, the marginal personality of rural workers

The repulsion of cities makes rural workers remember their
homeland, while once returned homeland, it would be hard for them
to forget the urban life. From social -psychological point of view, the
marginal personality mainly refers to the specific personality at the

turning of two succeeding social stages or at the interface of two
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