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Rural-Urban Migration and Migrant
Integration: A Comparison of China and
US /Mexico Migration

E. Helen Berry*

Much research on voluntary migration, international or internal, has focused
on economic factors that push or pull individual migrant households to or from an
area. Migration flows are seen as equilibrating the demand and supply of jobs, with
migrants viewed as units of trade®.

This suggests that income gaps between urban and rural places will eventually
disappear. But will rural immigrants into urban areas quickly be integrated into
cities with no polarization of wealth and no need for anti-poverty strategies? Reality
suggests not. Both the likelihood that a particular migrant or migrant household will
move, and the likelihood that individuals or households will achieve economic
success or stability in urban places are functions of the human capital possessed by
the individual migrant. Equally important are the migrants’ connections, termed

social capital, which the migrant has or develops at the place of destination. Even

# E. Helen Berry: Professor of Sociology and Women & Gender Studies Distinguished
Professor Utah State University, USA, &3 § 2009 4E %&b ix,
@ FEthier, 1986.
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the migrant’s ability to integrate into the city is as much a function of the
individual’s social capital as of his or her human capital. Granovetter (1973)
famously calls this “the strength of weak ties. ”

Most research on the success of diminishing urban-rural income gaps and on
the integration of rural immigrants into cities has ignored social capital, and almost
none of that research has examined the comparative benefits of social capital across
different cultural contexts. Most likely the benefits of place-specific, social and
local capital differ between cultural contexts. For example, in cultures where family
and community obligations are strongest, the importance of strong ties is likely to
lead to greater focus on the place of origin, and less integration of rural immigrants
into cities. On the other hand, when family and community obligations are far less
strong and when “weak ties” are more numerous and valued, the chance of
integration of rural immigrants into cities will quite likely be enhanced and result in
greater urban social stability. In other words, Granovetter’s insights into the
strength of weak-ties can be put to use in understanding, and even providing,
policies that might reduce urban social instability.

This paper proposes to compare rural urban migration in the Chinese context
with that in the US /Mexico context. My purpose is to understand rural urban
migration in a broader framework that takes into account not only the labor market
and economic factors that drive migration, but that also examines migration
comparatively in each country, using the ideas of social and human capital, in the
hopes of providing a fuller understanding of rural urban migration in a globalizing

world.

1. The Problem

Since the reforms of the Chinese hukou system in the 1980s, there has been a
rapid, and until quite recently, rapidly increasing flow of rural migrants to urban
places in China. Chan and Zhang (1999) note that the hukou system was originally

put in place to serve a larger economic and political system. Hukou is a



classification system that defines one’s residence as being in one place and one place
only, with a set of accompanying rights and privileges associated with one’s
classification. Since the establishment of hukou in the 1950s, the system has
changed to take into account changing economic and social developments that have
affected China. The set of classifications has generally broadened and the ability to
change statuses (a process called nongzhuanfei) has eased somewhat, but the
system effectively controlled the free flow of migration between rural areas and
urban or urbanizing areas. The reforms in the hukou system, from a rigid
classification scheme to a more liberal scheme, have allowed families and
individuals the ability to participate in wage markets outside their identified hukou
but has created a social stratification system in the Chinese labour market wherein
non-local hukou have lesser access to local schools, institutes of higher education,
city-wide social welfare programs and many types of jobs and are not allowed to
acquire property, even at market prices. Obviously this means that Chinese internal
migration does not follow the purely economic pattern described by Harris and
Todaro (1970). That is, the flow of labor to and from the cities does not result in
an equalization of wages between urban and rural places, nor equilibrium in regards
to the placement of laborers in relationship to work opportunities. Further, the fact
that nongzhuanfei has historically required a payment of fees to city governments,
has meant that towns and cities have a vested interest in maintaining the hukou
system.

The pull of China’s urban areas is due in a significant part to those areas
production of goods for export. This process was enhanced by China’s
accession to the World Trade Organization at the turn of this century. Joining
the WTO was of concern to rural areas due to the possibility that there would
be increasing income differentials even in rural places. The worry was that
even if producer prices of land intensive farm products might fall, prices of
other, labor intensive farm and nonfarm products could rise. Evidence to date
suggests that the impact of joining the WTO has been such that farm-nonfarm

income inequality may be rising within China but rural-urban income
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inequality remains relatively stable®. The stability of this inequality suggests that
so long as international trade is the engine that drives the inequality, migration
toward urban and industrial areas, from rural areas, will continue.

Internal income inequality in urban places is similarly problematic.
Stratification in cities, between those individuals whose Aukou status allows full
urban privileges, those with Aukou that allows less complete urban privileges, those
who have paid for nongzhuanfei, and those who have not® has resulted in a
powerful model in which workers with different skill levels are imperfect
substitutes. Economic models show that economies with high substitutability
between skilled and unskilled workers have high levels of capital, output, and a
high proportion of skilled workers. The problem with the Aukou system is that this
substitutability is mitigated by the ability of workers to dependably reside in
proximity to the labor market. At the same time, in an economic downturn, the
migrant workers become dispensable workers because they can easily be returned to
rural places.

This lack of reliability is further influenced by rural land use rules that impact
the desirability of permanent movement to urban areas. The amount of land utilized
by each household is “fixed” and is nontransferable — that is, land cannot be sold
or rented®. Thus, use, or maintenance of, the rights to a household’s land serves
as a pull to keep migrants down on the farm. If the land is left idle, the household
risks losing the right to it. In other words, there is a high cost to permanent
migration to the city for all members of a household.

Thus, for agriculturalists, it is in their best interest to send only one or two
household members into wage labor, so as not to lose the household’s right to land.
The logic to sending one or two household members to the city is for those workers

to provide remittances to the rural household in order to augment the household’s

@ Anderson, Huang and Ianchovichina, 2004.
® See Chan and Zhou, 1999, for a more complete understanding of the system.
® Zhau, 1999. '



living standards®, At the same time, the fact that urban workers are protected from
competition with rural-urban migrants, means that there is a relatively high wage
differential between urban and rural places thereby creating a real pull of rural
workers toward the urban or industrial setting, even as the land-holding system
creates a pull to remain in the rural setting.

The return of remittances to the rural place also means that having workers in the
city can result in an increase in rural development opportunities since the remittances
sent home add a great deal to the rural economy. Also, the return of remittances to
the rural area contributes to the circular nature of migration in China: people leave
the rural place, but then return to it, or leave and move to a new place, and to
perhaps another new place, but ultimately return to the original rural place to, finally,
enjoy the fruits of their labors@. Other factors that draw migrants home include both the
hukou (which is admittedly undergoing change) status, but also the land-use policies
that result in a large opportunity cost to permanent migration in China.

In sum, the interplay between urban and rural places, largely produced by
differential demands for labor in urban and rural places, is resulting in individual
migrants developing increasing quantities of social capital in urban places. The
social capital is built by the circularity of movement between urban and rural
regions. The demand for labor pulls migrants to urban and industrializing regions
producing the so-called floating labor. But the hukou system effectively results in
those same floating migrants returning to the home place with regularity. Thus rural
places gain increasing knowledge about urban places and urban labor markets and

develop increasing social contacts in each place.

2. How Does This Relate to the Mexico/US Situation?

Roberts (1997) drew parallels between Mexican undocumented migration

® Cai, 2003.
@ Ibid.



