
Migration Decision-making: a Case Study of Rural-Urban 

Labour Migration in Shanxi Province, China 

linbo Liu 

Submitted in accordance with the requirements for the degree of 

PhD 

The University of Leeds 

Department of East Asian Studies 

June, 2007 

The candidate confinns that the work submitted is his own and that appropriate credit 
has been given where reference has been made to the work of others 

This copy has been supplied on the understanding that it is copyright material and that 
no quotation from the thesis may be published without proper acknowledgement. 



Acknowledgements 

I would like to acknowledge and extend my heartfelt gratitude to the people who 

have offered me the help over the years that has made the completion of this thesis 

possible. 

My first thanks go to my primary supervIsor, Profes~lia Davin, for her 

continuous, encouragement and support and over the last four years. She helped me 

select the research topic, and think about my research questions and evidences she 

read and commented on each draft of the thesis. She also encouraged and advised me 

about my life in the UK, which was especially of important to me, a foreign student 

far away from the family and friends. Without her I could not have make finished the 

thesis. 

My special thanks also go to my second supervIsor, Professor Flemming 

Christiansen for his invaluable guidance on my theoretical approach, my fieldwork 

and the outline of the thesis. His theoretical approaches made me rethink and clarify 

my ideas. His help greatly improved my work. 

I am greatly indebted to Mr. Fred Hey and Dr. W Gregg Huff, my supervisor and 

my tutors during my M.Phil study at the University of Glasgow. They triggered my 

interest on migration studies and gave me a rigorous training that was also useful for 

my PhD studies. Dr. Huff suggested that I should study under Prof. Davin at 

University of Leeds which proved to be a wonderful place for migration research. If it 

had not been for them, I might not have gone on to doctoral research. 

In addition, I am grateful to Dr. Yang Lan, Dr. Huang Xiyi, Mr. Li Renqing, Dr. 

Caroline Rose, Dr. Henrietta Harrison, Dr. Li Ruru and Dr. Luo Qi for their support 

and warm-hearted encouragement during research at different stages. 

I would like to express my appreciation to Vue Liming, Wang Liming and Lu 

Weizhong who helped me to contact my interviewees and arrange interviews. I would 

like to thank all the interviewees in my fieldwork, who kindly shared their time even 

in the harvest season and told me their own stories. 



The Universities' China Committee in London and the Great Britain-China 

Educational Trust provided the necessary funding for my four-month fieldwork in 

Shanxi and for writing up thesis respectively. I am very grateful for their help. 

A number of friends enlivened my life in the UK. Yan Zhiyong, Dr. Xin Cao, Liu 

Feng, You Van, Dr. Zheng Yunan, Cindy Yang, Zhan Hao, Wu Xin, Wang Hui, Lii 

Chengguang, Li Xiaorui, Zhao Hui, Zheng Lei and Ye Qing with whom I made 

friends in Scotland gave me frequent encouragement. In Leeds, Dr. Hsu lui-ying, Dr. 

Dong lie, Wang lingfang, Zhang Xiaoxin, Zhou Yuanyuan, Ivy Zhang, Grace Yang, 

Monica Zhang, Li Yigeng, Wang Lin, Cheng Zhang, lackie Xu and his family, gave 

me great help with daily life. 

I am deeply indebted to my parents and relatives for their love and encouragement. 

My dad was deeply involved in my research and often gave me his advices and 

pushed me forward. My mum gave me unconditional and bountiful emotional support. 

In addition, I am particularly appreciative of my parents' financial support and for 

uncomplainingly sparing me from their lives so that I could study abroad for six years. 

Finally, I am very grateful to Prof. Beverley Hooper and Dr. Heather Xiaoquan 

Zhang for the invaluable advices during the viva. 

I thank all of those named above and others too who supported and helped me 

during my research whom I have not named. 

II 



Abstract 

Rural to urban migration In China from early 1980s has been an important 

phenomenon influencing China's society, economy and politics. Large scale migration 

has attracted attention from both scholars and policy makers and has given rise to 

much debate on questions such as who migrates, why and how do they migrate and 

what influence will migration have. 

My study examines labour migration decision-making in Shanxi, a relatively poor 

province in north China. On the basis of qualitative interviews conducted in villages 

in Xinzhou, this empirical study explores how individuals make their decisions to 

migrate from rural to urban areas in relation to three main sets of factors: 1) the costs 

and benefits of migration 2) the attitudes and norms relevant to migration in rural 

society and 3) some institutions relevant to migration such as the labour market, social 

networks and the household. 

This study reaches the conclusion that rural people make rational migration 

decisions based not only on their perceptions of the costs and benefits of migration 

but also influenced by attitudes, norms and institutions. This study not only 

contributes to knowledge about migration in Shanxi where little study has previously 

been done but also adds to our understanding of the nature of migration decision­

making. 
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Introduction 

Migration is an important phenomenon that connects with social, economIC, 

demographic and political change. Phenomena such as social transition, economic 

development, the process of industrialisation and urbanisation and policy or changes 

of policy all influence migration in various ways. In turn, the volume, direction, the 

nature and pattern of migration can result in various changes in society, economics, 

demography and policy. Migration is of particular importance in China. In the last 

two decades, a massive increase in rural to urban migration has been one of the most 

significant corollaries of economic reform. Migration provided the huge labour force 

that economic development needed and also impacted on elements of the social order 

like the household registration system, transport and the education system in urban 

China. The question of why and how people migrate became a central concern in 

China for both scholars and policy makers. Many studies have tried to explain or 

resolve these questions with varying results. For example, seeking for higher income 

and good opportunities is generally thought to be a reason for migration, but some 

studies reveal that in very poor villages, people do not migrate. Many studies suggest 

that institutions such as the household registration system prevent people from 

migrating, but other studies argue that rural people use their family and social 

networks to migrate overcoming all these obstacles (for example, Xiang, 2005). 

Some studies argue that migration in China is subject to market mechanisms but if 

the market were perfect, there would not be a large number of migrants working in 

cities with low wages, low status and no security compared with urban residents. In 

effect, there is a dual labour market in China. All this suggests that it is necessary to 

develop an integrated and systemic understanding of migration, or specifically, 

migration decision-making. 

There are a number of ways in which a systemic understanding for migration can 

be sought for example, by developing a multi-level model of migration or analysing 

the whole process of migration. It is also feasible to examine the elements, or basic 

determinants of migration decision-making, and consequently, analyse how other 

factors influence decision-making in different conditions or stages in order to get a 



complete understanding of what makes people migrate. From the decision-makers' 

perspective, perceptions of costs and benefits of migration might be good indicators 

or elements of decision-making. However, the process of decision-making, or the 

costs and benefits themselves may be shaped or influenced by factors such as the 

household or social networks. So after examining the costs and benefits of migration 

as a first step, we should explore how migration decision-making, or the costs and 

benefits of migration are continuously influenced by other factors such as attitudes, 

social nonns, labour market and household, all factors that are of great importance in 

China. Since China is a large country, migration is different in different areas and 

there are different types of migration. Moreover, studies of migration decision­

making have largely concentrated on migration to large cities like Beijing and 

Shanghai, as well as some southern cities or areas like the Pearl River Delta. 

Migration to ordinary cities in the north has attracted little attention and there are few 

studies of migration based on Shanxi province. I decided on rural to urban labour 

migration decision-making as my research topic because I thought it is a key to 

understanding more about the huge volume of migration in contemporary China. I 

selected Shanxi as my research fieldwork site because I was born there and lived for 

about 20 years. 

The aim of this thesis is to explore systemically and dynamically how individuals 

make their decisions to migrate from rural to urban areas in Shanxi province. The 

following research questions will be asked: 

1) What are the general costs and benefits of migration? How do rural people or 

migrants regard them and how do they influence migration decision-making, or 

how rural people react to them? How do these costs and benefits change in 

different stages of the life cycle, and in the process of migration, in return 

migration and in repeat migration? 

2) What are the general attitudes and nonns in relation to migration for rural 

people, how do these attitudes and nonns change over time, and how do 

attitudes and nonns influence migration decision-making? 

3) How do the institutions relevant to migration such as the labour market, social 
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networks and the household or family influence migration decision making? 

How do they encourage or discourage migration or how are people influenced 

by them in migration decision-making? 

To sum up, my research aims to analyse decision making in relation to three main 

areas: the costs and benefits of migration and life in the urban areas compared to the 

rural areas; social attitudes and norms in rural society that influence migration; and 

some institutions relevant to migration such as labour market, social network and the 

household. The decision-making analysis is multilevel: cost benefit analysis is at 

micro level; attitudes and norms analysis and institutional analysis are macro-level. 

Together these analyses could potentially make a useful contribution to the 

understanding of migration decision-making in China. 

To answer the main question of how individuals make decisions to migrate, I 

assume that people make decisions that accord with their costs and benefits, and that 

their decision-making is influenced by attitudes, norms and institutions relevant to 

migration. To carry out the research, a three-approach framework is employed: cost 

benefit analysis, attitude and norms analysis and institutional analysis. These will be 

discussed in detail in the section on framework in first chapter. The fieldwork source 

for my study is semi-structured interviews conducted in six villages, a noodle factory 

and a market in the Xinzhou region of Shanxi province, including Xinfu Qu and 

Kelan County. 

The findings from my empirical research will fill a gap in our knowledge about 

how rural people in Shanxi province make their decisions to migrate and will offer 

insights into the multilevel nature of migration decision-making. 

The chapters are organised as follows: 

Chapter one first briefly reviews the general literature related to migration decision­

making, and then sets out the theoretical framework for this research, including cost 

benefit analysis, and analysis of social attitudes and norms and new institution theory. 

Finally it defines some concepts. 

Chapter two first introduces the general background and migration in Shanxi 

historically. Then it offers a general description of my fieldwork sites, including 
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Xinzhou region, Xinfu Qu and Kelan, six villages under these areas, and two other 

sites in Xinzhou and gives an overview of their migration patterns. Finally I discuss 

how I conducted my fieldwork and the way I collect and analyse my data. 

Chapters three, four, five and six draw on material from interviews conducted in six 

villages and various factories and shops. The following two chapters discuss the costs 

and benefits of migration revealed in my data. Chapter three examines the material 

and non-material costs of migration and the transaction costs of migration. I discuss 

how rural people consider these factors and how they influence migration for 

different people at different stages of migration. Similarly, in chapter four, I discuss 

material and non-material benefits of migration, and analyse how each of these 

influences migration decision-making and how people react to these factors in 

migration decision-making. Together the two chapters elucidate the role of costs and 

benefits of migration and the way people response to these factors. 

Chapter five investigates the attitudes to and social norms on migration in these 

villages. I begin with a discussion of ideas about whether or not to migrate, relating 

them to attitudes or norms on what to do, who to go, how to find jobs and whether to 

live in cities permanently, I also offer a discussion of gender and age issues in relation 

to migration. Then I analyse how these attitudes and norms influence migration 

decision-making. 

In chapter six, I analyse three important institutions relevant to migration: labour 

market, social networks and the household or family. Examining each institution in 

tum, I consider how they encourage or discourage migration. I first review the 

changes in the labour market brought about by the economic reforms and show they 

transformed migration decision-making. In my discussing of social networks, I 

consider the role played by social networks and their influences on migration 

decision-making. Finally I analyse the influences of household or family on decision 

making, following joint decision making between individual and their household 

members showing how they interact. Together, chapters five and six demonstrate 

how migration decision-making based on cost benefits analysis is influenced by other 

factors. 
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Chapter seven recalls my research questions, attempt to see whether my key 

findings provide adequate answers to them. 
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Chapter one: Literature Review, theoretical framework and concepts 

This chapter first reviews the general literature related to migration decision-making, 

including the macro-, micro- perspectives and their development. Then I propose the 

theoretical framework of my research, including cost benefit analysis, attitudes and 

norms analysis and institution analysis. Finally, I define some important concepts in 

my research. 

1.1 Literature Review 

Migration decision-making is an important and rapid developing topic in migration 

studies. The concept of decision making "refer(s) to the formation of an intention or 

disposition that results in a migration behaviour - the decision itself is sometimes 

conceptualized as actually composed of two parts: the decision to move or stay and 

the choice of one destination among various alternatives" (De Jong and Gardner, 

1981: 3). Migration decision-making is rooted in the basic question of migration: why 

do people migrate, which can be elaborated into the question: how do people decide 

to migrate or stay? I briefly review the general theories and models related to 

decision-making in both macro and micro approaches, and discuss their deVelopment. 

Subsequently I discuss the migration on China. 

1.1-1 Theories and models related to decision-making in macro-approaches 

Generally, macro studies describe or explain the major patterns of migration in 

population aggregates. Macro-approach studies generally attempt to understand 

how determinants or phenomena such as wage differentials, distance, occupations 

and urbanization influence aggregate population trends. Such studies have emerged 

from disciplines such as economics, sociology and geography and are now quite 

interdisciplinary in nature. These studies tend to emphasize the influence of the 

various determinants and indicate the general patterns of migration. They conclude 

that decision-making is merely a matter of people responding to determinants as for 

example when people become dissatisfied with their lives, prospects or incomes 

and migrate to seek better ones. 
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Ravenstein's "laws of migration" suggested that the rate of migration between two 

places was inversely related to the distance between them, and that migrants move 

from areas of low opportunity to area of high opportunity (1889). Ravenstein' s was 

one of the earliest studies of the migration process, and his framework was a 

starting point for later studies of migration. 

In an important theoretical study, the Lewis (1954: 139-191) model explained 

migration as related to the process of industrialisation. In the Lewis model, the 

underdeveloped economy consists of two sectors: the rural sector and the industrial 

sector. The rural sector is traditional and overpopulated and the marginal labour 

productivity is very low in the agriculture sector while the urban sector has high 

productivity. The wage in the urban sector is of course higher than in the rural 

sector. The model focuses both on the process of labour transfer and the growth of 

output and employment in the urban sector. With the expansion of the urban sector, 

when new investment takes place, the urban sector needs more labour, which 

attracts the surplus labour from rural areas. With the rural labour moving out, 

marginal labour productivity increases in rural areas and decreases in urban areas. 

The process continues until the marginal productivity in both areas is equal, when 

migration from rural to urban area ceases. This model reveals the relationship 

between the migration process and the development of urban areas which is 

important in China where economic development is especially rapid. 

Similarly, Zelinsky (1971: 219-249) suggested that migration was a process 

related to modernisation. The origin areas were often less developed than 

destination areas, modernisation led to improvement of personal freedom and 

encouraged people to migrate. 

Following the Ravenstein analysis, Lee (1966) divided factors influencing 

migration into four groups: 1) factors related to the area of origin, 2) factors related 

to the area of destination, 3) factors related to intervening obstacles and 4) personal 

factors. These factors had positive or negative effects on migration, attracting 

people to migrate or preventing them from doing so. 

Migration theories from the discipline of geography focus on analysis of spatial 
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aspects of migration such as distance, direction of migration, size and connections 

between places of origin and destination. For example, a study by Hagerstrand 

(1962: 61-85) based on Ashby in Sweden, found that almost 80 per cent of migrants 

from rural areas from 1840 to 1944 had travelled within 100 lan, and further, 90 per 

cent of migrants from 1880 to 1944 had not migrated over 60 km and 95 per cent 

had stayed within 230 km of their place of origin. This pattern of migration 

suggests that migration usually involved short-distance travel, which it is still the 

case in many places for example in Shanxi province. (This will be discussed in 

detail in Chapter two). 

Systems approaches shifted the emphasis to the influence of organisations and 

institutions. For example, the Mabogunje's (1970: 1-18) systems approach to 

migration suggested that rural to urban migration was controlled by various systems: 

rural control systems, rural adjustment mechanisms, urban control systems and 

urban adjustment mechanisms as well as positive and negative feedback channels, 

migration channels and stimuli to migration. System approaches consider migration 

as a dynamic process within a series of constraints rather than a linear and 

unidirectional movement. This is special true in China where a variety of systems 

such as the household registration system (hukou) and the rationing system 

constrain or constrained migration. 

There are strengths and weakness in all these approaches. For example, the 

push-pull theory simplified the factors affecting migration, and the systems 

approach reveals the influence of factors systemically. However, some of the 

findings and assumptions of the classic studies do not match migration in the 

contemporary world. For example, the idea that "the great body of our migrants 

only proceed a short distance" in Ravenstein's "laws of migration" is outdated. In 

relation to decision making, the greatest advantage of macro approaches is perhaps 

that they simplify the migration process, and macro theories and models help to 

reveal how factors influence migration in aggregates thus explaining patterns of 

migration. Compared with micro-approach studies, they are not enough concerned 

with detail to explain how people made decisions based on these factors. Rather, 
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macro-approaches simply assume that migrants are rational actors who seek a 

destination better than their place of origin. DaVanzo (1981: 98-99) pointed out 

several problems of aggregate analysis. For example, aggregate data tend to 

obliterate the different ages and education levels, and do not distinguish types of 

migrants. Aggregate data can explain why one group has a higher migration rate 

than another, but cannot explain why particular members of the group migrate 

while others do not. 

Macro-approach scholars later developed new approaches, looking for example at 

migration selectivity and differentials such as age, sex, marital status, educational 

level and occupation, making possible a more sophisticated understanding of the 

relationship between the influences that motivate migration and different groups of 

people. These studies were based on aggregates obtained for example from census 

data at national or local level for different groups. An important finding of studies 

on age selectivity revealed that migrants were commonly young people from the 

late teens to early thirties. Much of literature supported this finding (see, for 

example, Shryock, 1964). Gender was a less consistent factor influencing migration 

selectivity than age. The gender influence varies considerably in different places 

and periods, though it is generally held that males outnumber female migrants. 

Caldwell's study (1968) found that many more males than females migrated from 

rural to urban areas in Ghana. However, Shryock (1964) found that female 

migrants exceeded males in the age group 14-19 years in U.S. migration. In the 

case of China, according to population census of 2000 (China Census of 2000, 

2002), the ratio of male to female migrants was 9: 10. However the figure for 

females was considerably boosted by marriage migration. Male labour migrants 

were far numerous than females but in marriage migration, females outnumbered 

males by 10: 1. 

The advantage of this approach was that it could reveal the different influences of 

migration on different groups of people. However, as Shaw (1975:38) pointed out, 

an obvious disadvantage of this approach was that it failed to construct migration 

profiles in the way that scholars using the perspectives of sociology, demography 
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and economics were able to do. 

1.1-2 Theories and models related to decision-making in studies using micro­

approaches 

Generally, micro studies focus on the individual and/or the family as the units of 

analysis in describing and explaining migration behaviour. I will briefly discuss 

some of the basic micro-approach studies. 

The early and best-known of the micro-studies is perhaps push-pull theory. This 

divides the causes of migration for individuals into push and pull factors. Push 

factors included poverty, unemployment, racial or political persecution, social or 

cultural alienation, etc. Pull factors included better economic, educational and 

environmental opportunities. This theory regards migration as a rationally planned 

action that is the result of a conscious decision after considering the push and pull 

factors (for example, Bogue, 1969: 753-754). 

The economists' approach to migration employs the concepts of costs and 

benefits to analyse migration decision-making. An early example was Todaro's 

model. Todaro (1976) postulated that the migration was a response to expected 

urban-rural wage differences rather than actual wage differences. He believed that 

rural people compare the expected wage in the two sectors and then take into 

account the actual probability of obtaining it. Thus the expected wage of urban 

sector was actual wage in urban areas multiplied by rate of employment in same 

area. When the expected wage is higher than it was in the rural area, migration 

occurs and continues until the expected wage is same in both sectors. Even if there 

is a high rate of unemployment in urban areas migration takes place, as long as the 

expected wage is higher than it is in rural areas. The model can explain why the 

wage is so important for the process of migration and also why there was also so 

much migration even when a high rate of unemployment exists in urban sectors. 

Todaro's model focused on one of the determinants of migration: income. Other 

studies analysed the total costs and benefits of migration. For example, according to 

Byerlee (1974), the costs and benefits to the individual migrant consist of monetary 

and non-monetary costs and benefits. The non-monetary costs include risk, 
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pollution and overcrowding etc. People's decision to migrate depends on the 

balance of the costs and benefits. 

Sociologists have also analysed migration motivations. Petersen's (1958: 256-266) 

typology of migration divided migration into two groups: innovating migration, in 

which migration is a means to "achieve the new" and conservative migration, in 

which migration is a way for people to "retain what they have had" (Petersen, 1958: 

258-259). This classification suggests different motivations for migration. 

Taylor (1966: 99-134) produced a more complex model that explored the 

individual's subjective perception and motives to show how they influenced 

migration. Based on research among 240 coal mining families from West Durham 

during 1963-1966, Taylor (1966) concluded that there were four main migrant types 

- "aspiring", "dislocated", "resultant" and "epiphenomenal". The aspiring type were 

people who wished to migrate to realise ambitions and aspirations; the dislocated 

type those who viewed migration passively as a solution to the limitations of the 

sending place; the resultant type those migrate as the only perceived way to escape 

factors like unemployment in the sending places or as a way to realise specific 

objectives; the epiphenomenal type those with special personal reasons for 

migration such as health problems. 

Generally, the motivation approach changed the emphasis from objective factors 

to subjective ones, i.e. the migrant's own definition of the situation and account of 

his/her own motives. Willis (1974: 59) summarised four areas of analysis of 

migration and motivation: the family life cycle, social intergenerational and career 

mobility, the residential environment and social and locality participation. 

Social mobility as a motivation for migration is emphasised in the literature. 

Aspirations for higher social status are blocked by the lack of opportunities for 

advancement in rural area. So migration becomes a means to achieve enhanced 

opportunities for social mobility (Lipset 1955: 220-228). 

Different stages of the family life cycle from formation to dissolution are 

associated with different propensities to move. For example, Foote et al. (1960) 

analysed general stages of life i.e. (1) marriage-family formation, (2) pre-child -
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constant size, (3) child-bearing - increasing size, (4) child-rearing - constant size, 

(5) child-launching - decreasing size, (6) post-child - constant size and (7) 

widowhood - family dissolution. He found that for the married couple, mobility 

propensity was greatest during the family formation, child-bearing and child­

launching stages. 

The motivational models discussed above did not systemically explain how 

people move based on different motivations. De Jong and Fawcett (1981:13-58) 

developed a value-expectancy model to identify migration motivations and 

behaviour in social and economic contexts at different levels. The basic elements of 

the value-expectancy model were thus goals or values that were objectives and 

expectancies that were subjective probabilities. Migration was the function of the 

sum of the value-expectancy products. The values included wealth, status, comfort, 

stimulation, autonomy, affiliation and morality. Using this model, De Jong et al. 

(1996: 748-770) examined the motivations and values in rural Thailand for both 

male and female migrants. 

Micro level studies greatly improved insights into migration decision-making by 

focusing on individuals and examining their push-pull factors, costs and benefits, 

perceptions, motives, attitudes and so on. This approach provided an analysis of the 

way factors influence decision-making and then help to reveal the decision-maker's 

calculation. However, these studies still have their weakness. For example, push­

pull theory can explain what kind of factors are at work in migration. However, it 

cannot explain why under the same socio-economic conditions some people 

migrate but others do not. People are affected by their costs and benefits in deciding 

whether to migrate, however, the costs and benefits are not universal; they are 

influenced by other factors like the household. Questioning people about their 

motives could help here; however, such investigation is difficult and involves 

problems such as the difference between "real" and "stated" motives (Willis, 1974: 

59). 

1.1-3 Development of literature related to migration decision-making 
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The literature related to migration decision-making has developed in various 

directions. One obvious development is the current tendency to regard the 

household or family as the unit of decision-making whereas earlier literature tended 

to treat the individual as the decision-maker. Studies now more often suppose that 

migration decisions are made not by individuals alone but by larger units such as 

household and family (Massey, 1990). 

For example, Mincer (1978: 749-773) analysed the influence of family ties on 

migration. He defined "tied persons" in the family as "those whose gains from 

migration are dominated by the gains or losses of the spouse" (p. 753). For example, 

take a family with a husband and a wife, whose potential migration is from place m 

to place n. If the wife's expected earnings in n were less than in m, but the 

husband's earnings in n minus previous ones in m could still offset his wife's losses, 

the wife would be a "tied mover". If the husband failed to offset his wife's losses, 

the husband would be a ''tied stayer" and they would not move even though the 

husband's own benefits exceeded his costs of migration. However, Mincer's study 

is based on the situation where the couple will stay together. This is not the case in 

China where the general pattern is that husband works outside and wife stays at 

home. Due to landholding and household registration system and the high expense 

of urban accommodation, it may not make sense for husband and wife to migrate 

together, to seek higher benefits; rather the best economic option for the couple may 

be for one to work outside while one stays in the village. 

Mincer's approach focused on the benefits and costs of migration for the married 

couple. Other approaches analyse the impact of the demographic structure showing 

how family size, age-sex structure and life-cycle stage constraint the migration 

decision. For example, a study of rural Punjab suggested that birth order had the 

influence on migration incentive. Wyon and Gordon (1971) observed that older 

sons usually stopped going to school and were in effect 'apprenticed' to take over 

the family land holdings while the younger sons were kept in school in order to 

migrate in the future. In addition to demographic structure, various approaches, for 

example, family strategy, family function, the relationship between children and 
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parents, etc. are considered in the literature on the family migration and decision­

making (see for example, Harbison: 1981). 

In a further development of the study of migration decision-making the process of 

decision-making was analysed and elaborated. Decision-making was regarded as a 

dynamic process with several stages, in each of which factors related to the decision 

must be analysed. Gardner proposed a model of decision-making with five basic 

points in the decision-making process: 1) "formation of values", 2) influence of 

"real, place-related macro-level factors". 3) Factors influencing "perception of the 

place-related factors" and people's "expectations", 4) "objective constraints and 

facilities to migration" and 5) "factors that affect accurate perception of the 

constraints and facilitators" (Gardner, 1981: 63-64). In the process, he supposed 

that a person first used both his own values and the characteristics of place to judge 

if he was satisfied or dissatisfied with the place he lived. If he was satisfied, he 

would choose to stay, otherwise, he would take measures to change the situation 

until he was satisfied and stayed on, or he just tried to move. However, his move 

was affected by the perceived constraints or facilitating factors. Under these 

influences, he might choose stay or continue to choose move. Once he began to 

move, he would be constrained or encouraged by the actual factors, as the same 

time, his information and ability also affected his desire to move. Then he would 

make a new decision, to stay or move. 

Brown and Sanders developed a two-phase model of the process of decision­

making. In each phase, decisions were made according to changing situations and 

the individuals themselves. For example, phase one focused on the decision to seek 

a new residential location. People's decisions changed with the needs and stress 

resulting from the change of environment. 

Haberkorn (1981 :256-257) developed a social-psychological five-stage process 

of individual decision-making, which included appraising the challenge, surveying 

alternatives, weighing alternatives, deliberating about commitment and adhering to 

the decision despite negative feedback. The advantage of these approaches is that 

they describe a whole picture of decision-making, in which macro- and micro-
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factors can be analysed together. For example, values, attitudes and perceptions, 

available information and ability are often regarded as micro-level factors, while 

the characteristics of place are often seen as macro-level factors. 

Return and repeat migration have received attention. Much previous literature had 

simply treated migration as a one-time event and did not examine differences 

between first time and repeat migration. As Gmelch (1980: 135) pointed out, "the 

view of migration as a once-and-only phenomenon which arose from the nineteenth 

century transatlantic experience dominated migration studies". Earlier literature 

usually focused on why people migrate, while little touched on why people did not 

migrate or why people come back. DaVanzo (1976: 13) commented that "few 

studies had analysed the comparative behaviour of return and non-return migration 

within the framework of a theory or model able to accommodate both and tested 

this model with data". Actually, return and repeat migration are common in many 

areas of the world. For example circular migration is widespread in China. There is 

now increasing interest in return and repeat migration. DaVanzo (1981: 116) 

proposed several hypotheses to explain why people returned to a place they 

previously decided to leave using "location-specific capital" and information. He 

defined location-specific capital as "any or all of the factors that 'tie' a person to a 

particular place". When a migrant considers moving again, he prioritises the place 

of former residence as the destination because he has location-specific capital there 

- migrants are familiar with their original area and are likely to have friends and 

relatives there, they can come back more easily than they can go to other places. 

Migrants do not have perfect information, but they usually have better information 

for a familiar area (DaVanzo, 1981: 116-117). 

Women migrants also received attention from the early 1980s (Willis and Yeoh, 

2000: xi). In the early studies of migration, gender had been largely ignored as a 

variable. The importance of women had been ignored in both theoretical and 

empirical studies. Wright (2000: 8) pointed out this neglect, examining the neo­

classical model and the structural model of migration and pointing out that both 

theories were gender blind: "both men and women are subject to the same 
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motivations to migrate". The literature regarding gender and migration has 

developed in various areas; macro-approaches have looked at the characteristics 

and pattern of women's migration while micro-approaches have analysed women's 

motivation for migration. For example, Radcliffe (1992:31) examined both male 

and female migration patterns in Peru, and found that women were more likely than 

men to travel directly from rural areas to metropolitan one. 

The theory of relative deprivation indicated the importance of the reference group, 

which was developed by Stark (1984) and Stark and Taylor (1989). Stark 

explained that the individual might migrate not to increase hislher absolute income, 

but rather, to improve his/her position in respect to a certain reference group. A 

relatively deprived individual in his community has an incentive to migrate. For 

example, Stark supposed that when there was something a person did not have but 

knew somebody else had, this person would want to get it, and thinking it was 

feasible would try to get it through for example migration. The feeling of 

deprivation resulted from the knowledge that the person did not have something but 

someone else did. So the richest individuals might have the weak motivation to 

migrate, while poor individuals might have either a strong or a weak incentive to 

migrate, depending on their reference groups. Stark and Taylor tested the relative 

deprivation theory using migration from Mexico to the United States and obtained 

evidence that favoured the hypothesis. Bhandari (2004) also tested the hypothesis 

and used data from 1465 farming households in rural Nepal repeatedly found that 

individuals from more deprived households were more likely to migrate compared 

with those from less deprived households. The theory of relative deprivation could 

be regarded as an extension of studies on the perceptions and motivations of 

migrants, with special attention to the reference group. 

The individual's strategies in urban migration have also attracted attention. For 

example, Nancy B. Graves and Theodore D. Graves argued that the anthropological 

literature regarding migration before 1970 regarded the individual as either totally 

passive or active. For example, the idea that migrants were forced out of their rural 

areas by overpopUlation and limited resources seems emphasises the passive nature 
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of the individual, whereas the idea that migrants were attracted to move out by, for 

example, higher income or status in urban areas emphasises the active nature of 

individual. In fact, Graves and Graves supposed that individuals were located in a 

position between totally passive and active, which they call "interactive". They 

argued that people are constrained by many factors and seek to overcome the 

constraints confronting them by choosing perceived available options, for example, 

they favour circular migration to decrease the costs of migration. The study 

examined three sets of adaptations within home community, among the migrants 

themselves and within the urban host community. For example, within the home 

community, three major types of migration patterns were found: foraging, circular 

migration and permanent emigration. Graves and Graves (1974: 145) acclaimed the 

strength of their framework: "(their framework) will enable us to avoid the sterility 

of superficial sample surveys while still making the move from description to 

explanation". 

Following individuals' strategies, Mendonsa (1982: 643) analyses the various 

strategies that rural people used to cope with restrictive local labour opportunities in 

a fishing and tourist village in Nazare, Portugal, which included international 

migration, internal migration and non-migration. International migration consisted 

of long term and short term working abroad. Some people migrated abroad long 

term and eventually returned, investing the money they earned in Nazare, others 

just worked part of the year abroad to survive. Some migrants from elsewhere in 

Portugal worked in Nazare, and some of whom were waiting to get jobs abroad. 

Non-migrants usually worked in fishing, and some rented their homes to tourists 

during the summer seasons. In his conclusion, Mendonsa pointed out that among 

these strategies, international migration was a successful one for increasing 

personal benefits like income when the village provided little opportunity. 

In additional to personal strategy, family adaptive strategy has been discussed 

widely. Strategies are a useful concept to understand the ways families cope with 

the various constraints of economic, institutional, and social realities. There is a 

large literature on family strategy. For example, Winters et al. (2001) argues the 
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importance of family networks in assisting migration in the case of rural Mexico­

U.S. migration where families are very important in providing information. 

To sum up, the development of migration studies has moved from a largely macro 

approach that originated in studies of 19th century migration from Europe to the 

New World to much more Varied, nuanced and detailed approaches. These take in 

the many types of migration in the modem world, but particularly offer much that 

helps us to understand the rural-urban migration in the developing world, the 

individual's costs and benefits, the incentives, the interrelation between family and 

gender and migration, the influence of attitudes and norms and the way individual 

migration decisions are made. 

1.1-3 Literature on China 

After the economic reforms of the 1980s, China experienced a rapid growth of 

rural to urban migration. In the Maoist period, migration was strictly controlled by 

the household registration (hukou) system and other systems such as food rationing. 

After economic refonn, when the hukou system and other controls were loosened or 

abolished, and the market economy gradually developed, migration increased 

rapidly. By the year 2000, the number of rural migrants in the cities was generally 

estimated at about 80-100 millions. Migration has had a great influence on the 

economy, society and politics of China. It has contributed to rapid economic growth 

in China and has also provided considerable challenge to many institutions such as 

the hukou system and educational and health provision (Davin, 1999: 26). 

Migration in China has received attention both from policy makers and scholars in 

China and throughout the world. Policy makers have tended to be concerned with 

questions such as whether migration is "good" or "bad" in terms of economy and 

social order, what causes large scale migration, how it be managed by government 

and how should government control migrants. Scholars have focused on diverse 

aspects of this. They also discuss the causal factors detennining migration but in 

addition have looked at a wide variety of other subjects including, for example, the 

influence of migration, the labour market, the migrants' own experiences in both 

rural and urban China and gender issues (Solinger, 1997, 1999; Mallee, 1998, 
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Davin, 1998). In a recent examination of the literature on migration in China, Xiang 

and Tan (2005: 1) found that these studies have moved from treating migration as 

an aggregate phenomenon to be managed by the state to a migrant-centred narrative 

focusing on migrants' experiences and problems. 

Census and survey data at the national and local levels include the direct answers 

on the reasons for migration. These are generally divided into 1) work-related 

reasons including job transfer, job assignment, employment in industry and 

business, 2) family-related reasons including marriage, living with relatives and 

friends and migration with family, and 3) other reasons like study and retirement. 

Labour migration and marriage migration are both major streams. 

Although the census suggests some reasons for why people migrate, they are 

indicative only. They do not explain the background to migration or how social, 

economic and political detenninants work. Various studies explore the overall and 

deeper causal factors. On macro approaches, for example, Davin (1999:50-71) 

explored the structural causes of migration such as uneven regional development, 

rural-urban inequalities and surplus labour. She points out that uneven economic 

development causes great variations in wages and living standards between regions 

and between rural and urban areas. Though China has experienced rapid economic 

growth, regional disparities have not been reduced, indeed they have even increased. 

The privileges of urban residents such as the social security and medical systems 

widen the differences between rural and urban areas still further. Chan (1999: 50) 

lays out some causes of migration, such as rural decollectivization, which revealed 

surplus labour, the rapid expansion of urban development which created job 

opportunities for migrants, the relaxation of migration controls and the 

development of the labour market and migrant networks. Li (1998) examines the 

nature of surplus labour in rural China and finds that the scarcity of arable land, the 

decrease in the area of farmland as a result of development and improper land use, 

the effects of agricultural modernisation and of the household contract 

responsibility system were all influential. Borrowing from Lewis model, many 

Chinese studies use the framework of "dual structure" or "dual labour market" to 
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explore migration, focusing on the factor exchange between the urban areas with 

modern and high efficiency sectors and the rural areas with traditional and low 

efficiency sectors (Christiansen, 1995:410-412). The "dual structure" is generally 

regarded as the basic structure of China and the process of migration is discussed 

within this framework. (See, for example, Gu, 1994: 173-190, Liu, 2005: 196-223 

and Li, 2004: 123-142). However, the structure is not a simple economic one as 

Lewis model suggested. Christiansen (1995: 417) argues that the dual structure in 

China includes the influence of institutions such as the household registration 

system, the unified marketing and procurement systems and labour allocation 

system. 

The determinants of migration in China have been widely studied. Some studies 

use the national or local income gaps between rural and urban areas to examine the 

influence of income on migration, and some use migrants' experiences to compare 

migration income with agricultural income. Gu and Jian (1994: 85) analyse the 

Hubei provincial data from China's Fourth National Census and find that the rates 

of labour in-migration and marriage in-migration in Hubei are both related to 

regional income. The higher the regional income, the higher the rate of labour and 

marriage in-migration from other regions. Based on a survey in Jiangxi in 2004, 

Zeng and Tang (2004: 76) find that 91.5 per cent of rural people agreed that 

migration income was higher than agricultural income; only 3.5 per cent said that 

migration income was less than agricultural income, and five per cent of people 

said they were about same. Thus Zeng and Tang concluded that higher income is an 

important incentive to migration. 

Some studies have analysed the influence of institutions and government policy on 

migration. For example, Wang and Ruan (2004: 253-268) reviewed 14 institutions 

constraining migration, including the hukou system, the food ticket and other 

rationing systems, the housing system, the employment system and the educational 

system. They also found that many local governments encourage their people to 

migrate because migrants tend to remit money home. Solinger (1999: 11) analysed 
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the influences of three important institutions relevant to migration including the 

hukou, a set of urban bureaucracies and a regime of planning and rationing. 

Scholars have also studied who migrates and how selectivity operates. For 

example, based on the analysis of the one-percent micro-census of 1987, Judith 

Banister (1997: 78) finds that the major stream of rural-urban migrants both male 

and female in 1982-1987 were aged 15-29, and migrants aged 20-24 had the 

highest rate of migration for rural people in all age groups. Mallee (1997:279) also 

points out that 70 %-80% migrants were under 30 years old of age in the 1990s. 

However. based on 20,000 samples in 31 provinces in China, Wang and Ruan 

(2004: 56) found that the average age of migrants' age was 33.4 in 2002. They also 

showed that the further migrants go, the younger they are. For example, they found 

the average age was 36.8 for migrants who work in local cities, 30.6 for those who 

work in other cities within the same province and 28.1 for those who work in other 

provinces. 

Though macro-approaches indicate the causes and patterns of migration, they can 

not cover all the reasons for migration or the process of decision-making. As 

Mallee (2000: 54) points out "people do not act in reaction to vague, macro-level 

forces. They make decisions in concrete situations, which are embedded in larger 

settings of which these macro-level forces are a part". This suggests that micro­

level studies are necessary and important. 

In regard to decision-making at the micro-level, media reports and migration 

studies in the 1980s tended to regard people's decisions to migrate as "blind" and 

migrants as irrational. They pointed out that migrants did not know where they 

would get jobs or how much they would be paid. They constantly reported that 

migrants gathered at train stations or on busy streets to wait for employment. This 

bias arose partly because migration was a new phenomenon in China after 

economic refonn and its rapid growth and the numbers involved attracted wide 

attention and caused alarm. As research has developed, understanding of migration 

has increased and social scientists have realised that migration in China has many 

things in common with large-scale migration elsewhere in the world. They now 
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treat migrants as rational beings whose actions should be analysed and understood. 

For example, Huang (1997) reveals that people migrate because they are forced to 

do so by low income in villages but that they often adjust their strategy and 

behaviour during migration. Wen (2001) further indicates that migrants seek not 

only higher income, but higher living standards, opportunities for personal 

development and social status, which he calls "social rationality" to distinguish it 

from "economic rationality" or "survival rationality". Based on a study in Sichuan 

and Anhui, Bai and Song (2002: 61-62) show that both the migration decision and 

the return decision are rational for migrants who seek not to maximise their own 

individual benefits but their family benefits. 

Liu HuaiIian (2005: 161-164) has examined various psychological motivations 

for migration or non-migration. He finds that motivations include seeking higher 

income to become prosperous, seeking higher status by changing the individual's or 

the children's hukou or occupational status, migrating to obtain short-term income 

needed for marriage or house building, or migrating from a wish to be more 

prosperous than other villagers. 

Some studies find that migrants use their social networks or households to help 

them to migrate. For example, Xiang's (2000: 13-17) research on migrants from 

Zhejiang province to Beijing reveals that migrants used their personal or 

household's social network guanxi and xi to transcend the geographical, social, 

administrative and ideological boundaries. Guanxi refers to the general connections 

among people however they are made, whereas xi refers to specific relationships 

such as kinship, peer groups from the same village or school, former comrades in 

arms during the factional fighting of the Cultural Revolution and friendships based 

on long-time business dealings. 

Gender issues are important to an understanding of migration in China. Jacka 

(2006) analyses the feelings, experience, and motivations of rural women working 

in Beijing. She finds that the differences of motivation for young and old female 

migrants, for example, aspirations to find a better life, to leave the backward 

villages and to achieve a future in cities are common in young female migrants, 
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while the old are more concerned about the reproduction of their family. Davin 

(1999: 121-150) discuss marriage migration. She points out that marriage migration 

is gender-specific and decision to marry out is based on maximising advantages to 

both families. Men and women tend to have different patterns of migration based 

on their different family roles. For example, based on a review of rural surveys, 

Mallee (1996: 117) pointed out that women tend to stay in the villages after 

marriage but marriage has less effect on men's migration decision-making. In to a 

study of the migration of young women who worked in the silk industry in Sicheng, 

near Shanghai, Feng Xu (2000: 193) found that female migrants felt freer when they 

had left form home because they were not obliged to do household work. They 

were motivated by a strong desire to be independent and get from household chores. 

Some studies specifically analyse the influence of the hukou system on women's 

migration. For example, Zhou (2002) reveals that the hukou causes difficulties for 

women who are not from Shanghai but marry into Shanghai in areas in terms of 

employment, housing, and the children's hukou problems. 

The household strategy approach is useful in Chinese migration studies. In China, 

the family or household is the basic unit of society. After the economic reforms 

started, when the household responsibility system was implemented in rural China, 

the household became the unit of production and management in the rural areas. To 

maximise household benefits the household members or the household head decide , 

who should migrate and who should work in agriculture. This phenomenon has 

received attention from many scholars. For example, Bai and Song (2002) find that 

family reasons are the main explanation for return migration. 

In recent years, migrants' living and working conditions in cities, education 

rights for migrant children and migrants' rights to social insurance, as well as 

problems with pay arrears and the refusal of pay have been widely reported in the 

media and academic studies. These factors are regarded as obstacles to migration. A 

recent study looks at the main problems of migrants including unemployment pay 

problems, longer working hours and medical problems (Li Qiang, 2004: 114-120). 
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Migration decision making is not only determined by macro factors or social 

structure such as income, distance, organisations, social networks and process of 

industrialisation, but is also determined by micro factors such as the costs and 

benefits to the individual, their information and motivation. On the one hand, 

migration is not a purely individual choice; individual choices are constrained or 

limited by these macro factors. On the other hand, individuals have their own 

motivations and perceptions of these macro factors. They form their own opinions 

based on their perceptions in addition to considering aspects of their own human 

capital like age, education and gender. Some studies try to integrate macro and 

micro approaches and to analyse factors that have been ignored in the previous 

studies. This has begun to happen in the study of migration decision-making in 

China. For example, Yang and Guo (1999) employ three levels - the individual, the 

household and the community -to analyse gender differences in determinants of 

temporary labour migration in China, and Zhao (2001) uses the migration process 

model to integrate macro, micro and meso levels of migration. The process includes 

decision-making, job seeking, working in cities, adapting to urban environment and 

returning to sending area. Attempting to contribute to this direction, I propose a 

multilevel framework to analyse the individual's migration decision-making. It 

consists of analysing the influences of costs and benefits of migration on decision­

making at individual level, the influence of attitudes and social norms of migration 

on decision-making at village level, and the influences of institutions relevant to 

migration on decision-making at macro level. 

1.2 Theoretical framework for individual migration decision-making 

1.2-1 Rational choice: cost benefit analysis 

Cost benefit analysis is the key content of the rational choice approach and is 

widely used in various disciplines. The rational choice approach is generally called 

"rational choice theory" in sociology, "neoclassicism" in economics, "expected 

utility theory" in psychology and "public choice" in politics (Zey, 1998: 1). Most 

studies of cost benefit analysis adduct a set of objectives to the individual, and 
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regard an action as rational if it maximises satisfaction. According to the rational 

choice approach, a decision-maker takes action only after his benefits and costs 

have been weighed. When benefits are greater than costs, the decision-maker will 

take action; otherwise, he/she does not act. Benefits and costs are calculated in 

accordance with the decision-maker's preferences. It is supposed that the decision­

maker is purposive and has a hierarchy of preferences, using which the decision­

maker can decide how to maximise hislher benefits and minimise costs. The values 

and utilities are the bases of preference but do not concern rational choice theory. 

The approach just assumes that actions that are undertaken to achieve aims are 

consistent with the actor's preference hierarchy. How these values are formed and 

what their substances are is irrelevant to rational choice theory (Zey, 1998: 2). 

The costs and benefits approach has been used to analyse individual's migration 

decision-making, for example, Sjaastad, (1962), Todaro (1969 and 1976) and 

Byerlee (1974). In these studies migration is usually regarded as the outcome of a 

rational evaluation of the costs and benefits of migration. When the benefits are 

higher than costs, people will migrate, otherwise, they just stay. These studies differ 

in their identification of the different costs and benefits of migration as well as how 

these costs and benefits are considered. For example, in Byerlee's study of rural­

urban migration in Africa, the monetary costs and returns relating to rural and urban 

income - education, urban-rural remittances and labour market information as well 

as psychic costs and returns relating to risk and urban life style are taken into 

account. These costs and benefits form the expected present value of migration. 

Todaro (1969) takes the time factor into account in decision-making, supposing that 

decision-makers not only consider present urban and rural incomes, but what they 

might be in future. These studies make provide a more sophisticated understanding 

of decision making. 

Generally, the costs of migration include the money cost, including travel costs, 

accommodation, living costs etc and non-material costs such as the emotional cost 

for people leaving their families and familiar circumstances. Benefits also include 

the material and the non-material. Income is one of the main material benefits, 

25 



while higher status, for example, is a non-material benefit. In the context of labour 

migration in China, information flow is characteristically imperfect and the labour 

market is fragmented. There are obvious obstacles to mobility like the hukou 

system, the cost of seeking jobs and problems like wage refusal and arrears. I 

consider these as transaction costs and discuss them in detail in chapter three. 

The cost benefit approach is a good tool for analysing how individuals make 

decisions facing various factors in a complex and changing world. In my research, I 

will first identify what kind of costs and benefits are relevant to migrants and rank 

their importance in migration according to the individual's perceptions. Then I will 

analyse how these factors influence migration, or how migrants response to them. 

Migration is not a single event, in my fieldwork, circular migration is a common 

form. So I will analyse how costs and benefits change in different stages of 

migration or for different people. At the same time, migrants do not just passively 

accept the costs and benefits, they can save costs or increase benefits for example 

by sharing accommodation and using their friends to find jobs. So I will analyse 

how these costs and benefits are influenced by people's behaviour, and in turn 

influence decision-making. 

Although rational choice theory provides a systematic framework for the analysis 

of individuals' decision-making, there have been various challenges to it, of which 

the social structure theory and new institutional economics are the most important. 

These theories suggest that though individuals make decisions according to their 

costs and benefits, these decisions are structured or constrained by specific socio­

economic contexts. The varieties of migration types or patterns in different 

societies or communities reflect the influences of social and economic factors on 

decision-making. 

Rational choice theory scholars agree that rational choice takes place under 

various constraints, such as the scarcity of resources, opportunity costs, institutional 

norms and availability of information (Zey, 1998: 2-3). As Zey (1998: 3) explains, 

"these institutional constraints affect both rewards and costs, providing support for 

and constraints against individual actors through such mechanisms as family norms, 
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policies of school and other fonnal organisations, governmental laws, and church 

commandments". Some new types of rational theory have developed such as 

"bounded rational theory". Unlike the early rational theory approaches that suppose 

individuals know all of the information and every consequence of their actions, 

bounded rational theory suggests that individuals make choices within constraints 

and they make decisions by selecting satisfying actions rather than optimising ones 

(see, for example, Simon, 1982). Zey (1998) further points out that rational choice 

can not explain, or at least not effectively explain, various factors or phenomena 

like how trust and altruism are produced and maintained by rational actions, 

considering that the rational individual is seen as motivated by self-interest, and 

their actions are depended on their benefits. 

Generally, the relationship between the individual and macro factors like social 

structure and institutions is that macro factors constrain the individuals' actions, 

and individuals can maximise their benefits only within these constraints. 

Sociological theory also deals with these approaches. For example, Giddens (1984) 

proposes a duality of structure between individual action and the social system in 

which individual actions are formed by structure and the structural factors of social 

system are determined by individuals' actions. 

The discussion above suggests that a single approach is not enough to give a 

complete picture of decision-making. To compensate for the weaknesses of 

rational theory, I will employ two additional approaches: attitudes and norms 

analysis and institutional analysis. These will be discussed below. 

1.2-2 Attitudes and norms analysis 

This second approach is suggested by Bourdieu's theory of practice (1979). In his 

theory, the way that people act within certain external constraints is natural. They 

do not even need to think as they do it, in contrast to the idea of people calculating 

costs and benefits in rational theory. However, this perspective does not imply that 

people do not want to benefit themselves or that they are completely frustrated by 

external constraints, rather, they fit their desire to seek higher benefits around the 

various constraints. Understood in this way, there is no conflict between the 
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concept of human nature in both rational choice theory and Bourdieu's theory. 

Bourdieu uses "habitus" to explain this process. According to Bourdieu (1979: 1 0), 

habitus is "a system of durable, transposable dispositions which functions as the 

generative basis of structured, objectively unified practices". Habitus is "created 

and reformulated through the conjuncture of objective structures and personal 

history" (Harker, et aI., 1990: 10). Habitus can help people to "cope with 

unforeseen and ever-changing situations" (Bourdieu, 1977: 72). Since the habitus is 

a product of the internalisation of the structure of the social world, the decision 

based on habitus is spontaneous. 

Bourdieu's theory suggests that though decision making may depend on people's 

costs and benefits, the form of decision-making may be different under different 

social circumstances. As Massey (1990: 7) points out, "the immediate socio­

economic context ... also affects the way that cost-benefit calculations are framed 

and conceptualised". So it is necessary to analyse attitudes and norms which 

amount to a kind of "habitus". 

There are many studies of attitudes and norms. Detailed theory on attitudes and 

norms will be discussed in chapter five, here, I just layout how I use them to 

develop my research. Briefly, I see attitudes in relation to migration, as the way 

people think about it or regard it and norms as what people consider to be normal 

migration behaviour or what people should do. These influences may encourage 

rural people to migrate or constrain them from doing so. For example, when people 

defy norms to migrate, they may receive sanctions, thus people are discouraged by 

these norms. In my research, I first examine what kind attitudes and norms are 

relevant to migration, and then analyse how they influence migration decision-

making. 

1.2-3 The institutional approach 

The third approach is the institutional approach. This approach is a response to 

the challenge of rational choice theory - the institutions of a social structure 

constrain the individual's choices. Generally, three kinds of institutions are 

involved: the economic, the social and the politic. North (1990: 3) says that 
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institutions are "the rules of the game in a society or, more formally, are the 

humanly devised constraints that shape human interaction". He divides institutions 

into infonnal and fonnal ones. For example, sanctions, taboos, customs, traditions 

and codes of conduct constitute the infonnal institutions and constitutions, laws and 

property rights are fonnal ones (North, 1991: 97). Institutional constraints include 

what individuals are forbidden to do and permitted to do in different conditions 

(1990: 4). The infonnal constraints include 1) "extensions, elaborations, and 

modifications of fonnal rules", 2) "socially sanctioned norms of behaviour" and 3) 

"internally enforced standards of conduct" (1990: 40). North (1990: 46-47) 

suggests that the "difference between infonnal and fonnal constraints is one of 

degree". Fonnal rules cannot only increase the effectiveness of infonnal constraints 

but can also change infonnal constraints. 

Transaction costs are a key concept in North's institutional theory. North (1990: 

28) suggests that the total costs of production consist of transformation costs such 

as the resource inputs of land and labour and transaction costs which are "defining, 

protecting and enforcing the property rights to goods". Institutions detennine 

transaction costs. Using transaction costs is better for understanding how 

individuals' opportunities are constrained by institutions - higher costs discourage 

them from exchanging and lower costs encourage them to exchange. 

Some studies employ new institutional theory to analyse migration. For example, 

Guilmoto (1998) uses the basic concepts of institution theory such as institution and 

contract to analyse migration in the Sahelian region of the Senegal River valley. He 

finds that migration has itself become a local institution, a system of nonns and 

rules that regulates social behaviour, and long-tenn migrations rely more on family 

networks and institutional support. In another study, Guilmoto and Sandron (2001: 

149) propose an analytical framework in which migration is considered as an 

institution. Within this framework, they discuss the role of migration networks, for 

example, support for the migration project, identification of destination and 

desirable periods, advance of the costs of moving, and material and nonmaterial 

exchanges with the sending village. 
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In my thesis, I use the institutional approach to analyse how institutions influence 

migration. I focus on how institutions encourage or constrain migration. I select 

three institutions relevant to migration: the labour market, social networks and the 

household. These institutions play an important role in migration in China and 

many studies discuss their general role and their specific significance (e.g., Massey, 

1990, Solinger, 1999). I analyse how the institutions encourage or discourage 

migration, to what extent they influence migration and how rural people respond to 

these institutions. At the same time, I categorise costs incurred in job seeking and 

job-related problems as transaction. For organisational reasons, I put this discussion 

under the first approach of cost benefit analysis. 

1.3 Concepts 

Migration decision-making in this thesis refers to 1) How individuals in rural China 

make their decisions to migrate or stay in villages, or whether individuals decide to 

go or not to go. This is the basic content of decision-making. 2) Since decisions to go 

or to stay are closely linked to those of where to go, what to do and how long to go 

for, the detailed decision-making on these issues is also discussed. 3) Decision­

making is regarded as a continuous process. Rural people do not make a single choice 

about the whole of their lives. Their decision-making keeps changing with changes in 

their own or the external situation. 

Rural-urban migration refers to the migration of rural people from rural areas that 

are generally villages, towns (zhen) and townships (xiang) to urban areas that is 

county seat (xian) or the city (cheng). However, the category of rural people is itself 

complex. It includes population of the township and the village (xiangcun renkou), 

the agricultural population, the population of the rural collectives and the self 

employed in the rural areas (Christiansen, 1990:31-33). In my thesis, as most of my 

interviewees have a pure peasant background, I define rural people as those with 

agricultural residential status (hukou). This produces what may be seen as an anomaly. 

Many villagers in my fieldwork village of Donglou Cun work in Xinzhou during the 

day and go home after work. Xinzhou is only 5 kilometres from their village. In 

other societies such workers might be regarded as commuters. In China, however, 
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because they have rural hukou status, they are perceived as migrant workers. The 

whole issue of migration in China during the last 20-30 years can only meaningfully 

by analysed in the context of the whole spectrum of spatial labour mobility than 

spans from commuting to long-distance migration; sticking to medium- and long 

distances would, one could argue, distort that understanding of the choices and 

decisions at work. 

Labour migrants are defined as people who migrate for job-related reasons. In 

China, migration generally takes place for job-related reasons, family or marriage 

reasons. In this thesis, I focus on labour migration. 
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Chapter two: Shanxi and fieldwork 

This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section introduces the general 

historical background in Shanxi, and the second gives a historical account of 

migration in Shanxi. The third section introduces area where I conducted my 

fieldwork. In the last section, I explain how I conducted my fieldwork and how I 

collected data. 

2.1 General Historical background in Shanxi 

Shanxi province is situated in north west China. Its area is 156 thousand square 

kilometres, 1.63 per cent of China's total. Shanxi forms part of China's loess plateau 

and much of the province is covered by loess about 10 to 30 meters thick. Seventy­

two per cent of the land area of the province is mountain or hill regions (Lu and Cao, 

1990: 11). Many of Shanxi's rivers originate in these mountains, for example, the 

Feng River, the largest river in Shanxi, rises in the Guancen mountains in the 

Xinzhou region. The Yellow River flows through the province. Shanxi's borders are 

marked by mountains or rivers. The Taihang mountains separate Shanxi from Hebei 

and Henan provinces, and the Yellow River separates it from Shaanxi and Henan 

provinces. 

Shanxi's climate is a continental monsoon one. Winter is cold and dry and summer 

is hot and rainy. The average temperature is 9.5 degrees. The frost-free period varies 

from south to north between 80-205 days. Shanxi is a water short province. The 

annual precipitation is low at only between 400mm-650mm. Drought, frost, 

hailstorms and xerothermic winds are the main natural disasters influencing 

agriculture in Shanxi. 

Shanxi is rich in mineral resources, especially coal, iron, copper, aluminium and 

gypsum. The province's coal deposits distributed in six coalfields are one-third of the 

national total. Iron deposits rank fourth among China's provinces. 

The total popUlation of Shanxi was 32 million in 1998, of which 11 million were 

urban and 21 million were rural (Shanxi Statistical Bureau, 1999: 5). Most of 

popUlation were of the majority Han nationality. Only 0.32 per cent of total 
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popUlation belonged to a national minority in 2000 (The Population Census Office of 

Shanxi Province, 2002). 

Historically, especially before 1911, Shanxi was an advanced area in terms of 

agriculture, economy and politics. The loess plateau is one of the birthplaces of the 

Chinese nation. In Chinese legend, three famous leaders, Yao, Shun and Yu 

established their capital in what is now southern Shanxi. In the 21 century BC, the 

Xia Dynasty was established in southern Shanxi. Centuries later, not only was Shanxi 

part of the heartland of Chinese civilisation, in some dynasties it was the location of 

the capital. Its economy was comparatively advanced. For example, according to 

some authorities, cattle were first used as draught animals in Shanxi. The use of iron 

tools in agriculture was widespread in Shanxi earlier than in other regions. 

From the early Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) to the late Qing Dynasty (1644-1911), 

partly due to the population pressure and the encouragement of commerce by the 

Ming Dynasty, trade in commodities such as salt and tea developed and much of this 

trade crossed Shanxi. The province became a centre of commerce and finance in 

China. The earliest banks in China called "piaohao" were set up in Shanxi and their 

branches spread all over the China. Shanxi gradually became an exceptionally 

prosperous area. However, modern economic development from the 1860s which 

took place largely as a result of or a reaction to foreign incursions, tended to be 

concentrated far away in the coastal regions and along the Yangzi river. Shanxi also 

suffered exceptionally seriously from the Boxer uprising and its aftermath. By the 

time of the 1911 Revolution, Shanxi had lost its important role in economics and 

finance and was in long-term decline. From 1911 to 1949, Shanxi, like the rest of 

China, suffered from frequent civil war and the Japanese invasion and occupation. 

After 1949, Shanxi developed quickly. The population increased dramatically from 

1.3 million in 1949 to 2.5 million in 1980 and 3.2 million in 1998. The urban 

population increased eight times from over a million in 1949 to 8.47 million in 1998, 

while the agricultural population increased from 11.75million in 1949 to 23.57 

million in 1998 (Shanxi Statistical Bureau, 1985 and 1999). 
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The economy also developed quickly. In 1952, the GDP (Gross Domestic Product) 

in Shanxi was 1.6 million yuan. It increased significantly to almost 43 million yuan in 

1990 and 245 billions in 2003. The GDP per capita increased nearly 41 times from 

116 yuan in 1952 to 4,727 yuan in 1998. With the development of the economy, 

people's incomes also rose. The annual disposable income of urban residents was 380 

yuan in 1980 and increased to 4,343 yuan in 1998, and net income of rural residents 

was 156 yuan in 1980 and rose to 3,493 yuan in 1998 (Shanxi Statistical Bureau, 

1999). 

Due to rich mineral resources, heavy industry makes up a high percentage of total 

output of industry. For example, in 1952, the gross output value of mining, quarrying 

and raw material was 55 per cent of total industrial output, and it increased to 78 per 

cent of total industrial output in 1998 which was 42 per cent of Shanxi's total GDP 

(Shanxi Statistical Bureau, 1999). Industries are mainly located at Taiyuan, Datong, 

Changzhi and Yangquan. There are a few large- and medium-sized enterprises such 

as the Taiyuan Heavy Machinery Group Company, the Taiyuan Mining Machinery 

Plant and the Yuci Hydraulic Component Plant. 

Agriculture in Shanxi mainly consists of the cultivation of com, paddy and wheat 

and raising sheep and pigs. In 1998, the output value of cultivation was 64 per cent of 

all agricultural income, and stock raising was 31 per cent (Shanxi Statistical Bureau, 

1999). 

Both railway and road transport have developed rapidly. In 1952, there were 1,245 

kilometres of railway line in operation; by 1999 this had doubled to 2512 kilometres. 

Taiyuan is a railway hub, which connects all 11 cities and 87 counties of Shanxi. 

Highways increased from 2,350 kilometres in 1952 to 52,807 kilometres in 1999. 

Highways connect 94.4 per cent of all towns and townships, 61.5 per cent of villages 

have roads surfaced with asphalt, and 96.2 per cent of villages have dirt roads (Shanxi 

Yearbook Committee, 2005: 246). 

Telephone communication has also grown fast. In 1980, 39,000 households in cities 

had telephones as had 18000 households in rural areas. By 1999, this had increased to 

595,000 in cities and 58,000 in villages. In 2003, 6,490,000 households had 
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telephones and 4,100,000 people had mobile phones. The mobile network covered 95 

per cent of total population and 80 per cent of villages (Shanxi Yearbook Committee, 

2005: 262). 

Though the economy and the lives of both the urban and rural population have 

improved significantly, compared with other provinces, Shanxi is still relatively poor. 

Before the economic reforms, per capita GDP in Shanxi was around average for 

China, sometimes a little over, more often a little under. After economic reform, the 

gap increased. For example, in 1952, per capita GDP in Shanxi was 116 yuan 

compared with an average of 119 yuan for China as a whole. It was 16th of all 30 

provinces. Partly due to the rapid development of mining, the per capita GDP in 

Shanxi rose rapidly quicker, to 186 yuan in 1957 and 277 in 1970, compared with 

national averages of 168 in 1957 and 275 in 1970 (Department of Comprehensive 

Statistics of National Bureau of Statistics, 1999). After the economic reforms, the per 

capita GDP in Shanxi was lower than the average at 442 yuan in 1980, 7,402 yuan in 

2003 and 9,150 yuan in 2004 compared with the national figures of 460 in 1980, 

9,111 in 2003 and 10,561 in 2004. In 2004, Shanxi ranked 19th among the 31 

provinces for per capita GDP. The net income of rural residents also reflects the 

status of Shanxi's economy. For example, the net income of rural people was 603 

yuan in 1990 and 1,905 yuan in 2000, significantly lower than the national average 

for rural China of 686 in 1990 and 2253 in 2000 (National Bureau of Statistics of 

China, 2005; China Agriculture Yearbook Committee, 2004). 

To sum up, Shanxi was once a comparatively advanced area in China but it began a 

relative decline in the 19th century. It developed comparatively quickly in the first 

years after 1949 but has done less well than the most advanced provinces since the 

economic reforms. Compared with the regions that have enjoyed the most rapid 

economic growth, Shanxi is a poor area. 

2.2 Migration in Shanxi 

Migration in Shanxi has a long history. In peace time, as a comparatively 

prosperous area, it often experienced voluntary immigration from other areas. For 
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example, its population stood at only 550,000 in 1291 but had increased significantly 

to 4,100, 000 by 1393 (Shanxi History Research Institute, 1997: 16-17, my 

translation). 

However, during periods of war or serious natural disaster, forced migration 

became the major form of migration, including both immigration and out-migration. 

For example, in 1350-1371, there was a large scale civil war in China. Protected by 

the natural boundary of Yellow River and good command by a famous general, 

Shanxi was suffered little damage from this war and the population grew. In the 

following 40 years, to stimulate the economy and increase population in other areas, 

the Ming government implemented the large scale migration from Shanxi to other 

areas. According to some local annuals, in some villages, nearly half of population 

migrated (Shanxi History Research Institute, 1997: 20-22). 

During the Ming and the Qing Dynasties and the early Republic of China, 

migration for trade and business became important. The trade between Shanxi and the 

rest of China developed and Shanxi also benefited from being on the trade route to 

Mongolia, Russia and the Silk Road. When branches of the Shanxi banks were set up 

in most areas of China, people from Shanxi sent to work in these branches became 

another type of migrant. Staff were usually sent to work away of periods of two or 

three years (Huang, 2002a: 66). Shanxi people set up 49 "tongxiang hui" centres for 

fellow provincials, allover China, (Huang, 2002: 298). With the development of 

trade and of the banks, in some regions of Shanxi like Pingyao and Linfen, the 

attitudes to seeking higher social status changed. Where once passing the imperial 

examinations in order to become an official had been the main way of improving 

social status, now some people began to regard success in commerce as better. Shanxi 

ceased to send its full quota of candidates to the examinations (Huang, 2002a: 342). 

The economy of Shanxi continued its relative decline under the Republic of China 

established in 1911. Some trade continued. Silk, tobacco, sugar, salt and tea were 

imported to Shanxi from Hebei, Hangzhou, Beiping and Tianjin. Some of these 

commodities were sold in Shanxi, while the rest was transported to Xinjiang, the 

north-east of China, Mongolia and Russia. On the return trip, traders brought back 
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horses, camels, furs, golden, silver and raisins to Shanxi and then sold them to other 

areas. These trades withered from the 1930s because of the Japanese invasion and the 

subsequent war. 

After the People's Republic of China was established in 1949, despite economic 

development in Shanxi, the little migration that continued tended to be planned. For 

example, between 1954-1960, the Central Government set up various large scale 

industrial projects in the province and about 800,000 people migrated to work there 

(Shanxi History Research Institute, 1994: 69). Migration in Shanxi, as elsewhere in 

China, was strictly controlled by the hukou system. 

During the economic reforms, migration increased significantly. According to the 

PopUlation Census (Population Census Office under the State Council and 

Department of Population Statistics, 2002), in 2000, migrants originating in Shanxi 

numbered 3, 358,344 of which 91 per cent migrated within Shanxi and nine per cent 

migrated to other provinces The number of migrants from other provinces was 667, 

357. So Shanxi was a net immigration province. Rural migrants from Shanxi 

migrating within Shanxi and the other provinces amounted to 1,056,783, of whom 

79,391 migrated to other provinces; the rest stayed in Shanxi, amounting to 92.5 per 

cent of all Shanxi's rural migrants. The percentage of rural migrants in Shanxi to the 

total population in Shanxi was 3.3 per cent, which is higher than the average 

percentage in China of 2.5 per cent and puts Shanxi 5th in the provincial order of the 

proportion of rural migrants to total population. The percentage of rural-urban 

migrants in the total rural population in Shanxi is 5 per cent, which is also higher than 

the average percentage in China of 3.9 per cent and puts Shanxi 10
th 

in the provincial 

order of the proportion of rural migrants to rural population. Taking a closer look, 55 

per cent of rural migrants in Shanxi just migrated within their local counties. So the 

pattern of rural-urban migration in Shanxi is that although the rate of migration is 

relatively high, more than half of all migrants migrate a short distance, just to nearby 

cities or county towns, and most migrants migrate middle distances - within Shanxi. 

Of the rest, most migrate to nearby provinces, like Shaanxi, Hebei, Henan and 

Neimenggu, but some go as far as, e.g. Sichuan and Jilin. 

37 

I J:J:nc: IINI\/J:RC:IN I IRQAQV 



As elsewhere in China, female migrants outnumbered male migrants in Shanxi, and 

the ratio of male to female was 0.86. However, this is because the census in China 

shows all population mobility as migration, including moves for marriage. Male 

migrants move primarily for job reasons, especially for employment in industry and 

business, while female migrants move primarily for family reasons, above all for 

marriage but also to join their husbands in migration. 

The majority of migrants were between 20 and 35. Shanxi migrants had a similar 

educational profile to migrants elsewhere in China, which is their educational level 

was low, the majority having graduated only from junior middle school, but it was 

higher than the average level for the sending areas. 

2.3 Fieldwork City and villages 

I selected Xinfu Qu and Kelan County in Xinzhou region (the official name was 

Xinzhou District until 2001 when it changed to Xinzhou City in 2001) as my 

fieldwork area. Xinzhou region includes Xinfu Qu (district under the jurisdiction of 

city), Yuanping City (a county level city) and 12 counties. The map shows the 

relevant locations. 

Xinzhou is located in northern Shanxi. In 16th century B.C, The State of Feng in 

Shang Dynasty is supposed to have established its capital in what is now Xinzhou. 

Shanxi's strategic geopolitical location meant that it was frequently the location of 

fortifications by settled Chinese states against invasion from the north. The Ming 

Dynasty Great Wall runs from Datong in Shanxi through Xinzhou, across into Hebei. 

Xinzhou was important for trade. Agricultural goods like cotton, tea, silk and salt 

were transported to Shaanxi, Xinjiang and Neimonggu through Xi' an and Silk Road. 

After People's Republic of China was established, Xinzhou developed quickly like 

the rest of Shanxi. Its population of 2,866,115 accounted for nine per cent of total 

population of the province in 2000. (China Population Census in 2000). Its per capita 

GDP in 1998 was 2,702 yuan, lower than the average for Shanxi of 4,727 yuan. This 

low economic status may be due to Xinzhou's comparative lack of coal. In 1998, the 

total production of coal in Shanxi was 122,300 thousand tons, while the production in 
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Xinzhou was 1,930 thousand tons, only 1.6 per cent of total production (Shanxi 

Statistical Bureau, 1999). Table 2.1 shows the disposable income of urban residents 

and net income of rural residents in Shanxi, Xinzhou City, Xinfu Qu and Kelan in 

2004, the year I conducted my fieldwork. 

Figure 2.1 The location of Shanxi, Xinzhou, Xinfu Qu and Kelan 

Table 2.1 Individual income for both urban and rural residents in 2004 

Disposable income of Net income of rural 
urban residents resident 

Areas (Yuan) 
Shanxi 7,902 2,589 
Xinzhou City 6,352 1,778 
Xinfu Qu 6,866 2,425 
Kelan County 4,842 1,501 

Source: Xinzhou Government Report, 2005 
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Xinfu Qu is the central and most prosperous city in Xinzhou and it is the capital 

city of Xinzhou. It used to be called Xinzhou City this was changed to Xinfu Qu in 

2001. Xinfu Qu had 145, 653 population, 18 per cent of the total population of 

Xinzhou in 2000 (Population Census Office of Shanxi Province, 2002). Both urban 

and rural incomes per capita were closer to provincial level and higher than Xinzhou 

City level. Agricultural production mainly consisted of com, potato and millet. The 

average land per rural capita was 3.2 mu in 1998, which was higher than provincial 

average of 2.8 mu. Xinfu Qu was home to some famous manufacturing companies, 

for example the Yunzhong Medicine Company and the Red Star Flour Factory. The 

rate of rural-urban migration in Xinfu Qu was eight per cent of the rural population, 

which was higher than provincial level of 6.4 and the Xinzhou City level of 6.6. Of 

all rural migrants, 60 per cent worked in Xinzhou, and 28 per cent worked in other 

cities in Shanxi; only 12 per cent worked in other provinces. (Shanxi Statistical 

Bureau, 1999). 

Kelan is located to the of north west of Xinzhou. With a population of 22,097 in 

1998, it was the home of three per cent of the total population of Xinzhou. Kelan is a 

typical agricultural county. In 1998, 84 per cent of its total population was 

agricultural. Average land per rural capita was 11 mu in 1999, far more than the 

average for Shanxi. There was little industry in Kelan. At 95,030,000 yuan, the gross 

industrial output value was lower than the agricultural output value of 106,270,000 

yuan. The agriculture in Kelan mainly consists of cultivation and animal husbandry. 

The latter generates more income. For example, in 1998, income from animal 

husbandry was 80,250,000 yuan, compared to cultivation income which was 

20,180,000 yuan (Shanxi Statistical Bureau, 1999). 

Partly due to availability of land and the dearth of indUStry in Kelan, the rural-urban 

migration rate is low, four per cent of the rural population, which is lower than 

average level in Shanxi. The major stream of migrants worked in nearby cities as 

elsewhere in Shanxi, 65 per cent of migrants worked in Xinzhou; 28 per cent of them 

worked in other cities in Shanxi and only seven per cent worked in other provinces 

(Population Census Office of Shanxi Province, 2002) 
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The reasons why I selected Xinfu Qu and Kelan Country as my fieldwork areas are 

as follows: 1) Xinzhou City was fairly typical of the eleven cities in Shanxi. Although 

its GDP or income per capita is lower the average level in Shanxi, Xinfu Qu, in 

which income per capita was close to provincial level, was selected to overcome this 

weakness. So my fieldwork areas could be regarded as a representative of Shanxi as a 

whole. 2) The rate of migration in both Xinfu Qu and Kelan varied from high to low, 

which allowed me to find villages with different rates of migration. 3) I have lived in 

Xinzhou for most of my life, so it is easy for me to collect data. I am familiar with 

the culture, language and development of Xinzhou. Moreover, my parents and some 

friends know officials in the Xinzhou Government, which greatly helped me to 

conduct interview. They also helped me to collect extra data after I had returned to 

Leeds. 

Fieldwork villages 

My six fieldwork villages were called Donglou Cun, Sanjiao Cun, Zuotou Cun, 

Dagou Cun, Liulin Wan and Shang Cun. The first four villages are in Xinfu Qu and 

the rest are in Kelan County. All of them are in Xinzhou. I selected the six villages by 

rate of migration in order to ensure that high, middle-range and low level rates were 

all represented. Donglou Cun was the village with highest rate of migration at 36 per 

cent of the total population, while Sanjiao Cun, Zuotou Cun and Dagou Cun were 

middle-ranking with rates of 11 per cent, 13 per cent and 10 per cent respectively. 

Liulin Wan and Shang Cun had the lowest rates of migration, at only four per cent in 

each village. Donglou Cun in the first group was the most prosperous of the villages 

with a net per capita income of 2,900 yuan in 2003 according to the data it reported to 

the township government. The second group of villages had the middling incomes, at 

1,600, 1,400 and 1,190 yuan respectively. Liulin Wan and Shang Cun had net 

incomes of 1,300 and 850 yuan per capital. At the same time, though most of the 

labour force in all six villages was educated to middle junior school level, the 

I 850 yuan was based on the data Shang Cun reported to the township government. However, I es~imate that the 
true figure should have been about 1200-1500 yuan. This makes allowances for the fact that the VIllage 
deliberately underreported its income from sheep because the government had forbidden large scale sheep raising. 
This will be explained in detail in my introduction to Shang Cun. 
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Donglou labour force had highest proportion of people educated to senior middle 

school level at 25 per cent of the total and even had one per cent educated to college 

level, while the labour force in Liulin Wan and Shang Cun had the lowest proportion 

of people to have received senior middle school education at only two per cent and 

none of college level. The table 2.2 shows these data in six Villages. 

The main crops in the six villages were com, millet, potato and beans. Land per 

capita varied from 1.5 mu in Donglou Cun to 9.8 mu in Shang Cun. 

Table 2.2 Migration rate, income and education data for the six villages in 2003 

Percentage of labour 
force with senior 

Migration rate Net income per middle school 
Villages (total population) capita (yuan) education 
Donglou Cun 36% 2,900 25% 
Sanjiao Cun 11% 1,600 18% 
Zuotou Cun 13% 1,400 3% 
Dagou Cun 10% 1,190 17% 

Liulin Wan 4% 1,300 2% 
Shang Cun 4% 850 2% 

Notes: migration rate is percentage of the total population who have migrated for at least one 

month in the past year. 

Source: fieldwork in 2004. 

Donglou Cun had the highest population at 5900 in 2004. Donglou villagers held 

the least land per capita, at only 1.51 mu, lower than both the provincial and national 

levels. However Donglou Cun had the most fertile land and net agricultural income 

per capita was 1160 yuan while in Shang Cun where there was 9.8 mu per capita 

agricultural income per capita was only 850. The land in Donglou Cun was suitable 

for machine cultivation. Machines were widely used and the villagers had set up 

glasshouses to cultivating vegetables that provided city residents with year round 

fresh food. This brought high income for the villagers, about 2,000-4,000 yuan per 

mu. Donglou Cun is only seven kilometres from Xinfu Qu, the centre of Xinzhou 

City. Apart from working in cities, Donglou villagers also undertook various non­

agricultural activities in villages such as running restaurants and shops. Donglou 
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villagers had were the most likely to own landline phones or mobile phones, which 

facilitated working outside. They were also well known in Xinfu Qu and the 

surrounding towns for their traditional skills in carpentry. Even before the economic 

reforms, some people had worked in both agriculture and carpentry. After the 

economic reforms, more and more Donglou people worked in Xinzhou as furniture 

makers or painters and decorators. As Xinzhou was so near, many villagers worked 

there during the day and came back at night. Compared with migrants from other 

villagers, migrants from Donglou Cun worked in relative high status occupations like 

carpentry. Some of them even ran their own businesses. 

Sanjiao Cun, a village in the second group, is located on a hill. Its population was 

830 in 2004 and per capita land was 2.7 mu. Most labourers worked in agriculture. 

Compared with Donglou Cun, Sanjiao villagers had lower incomes, averaging 960 

yuan in 2003. The rate of migration in Sanjiao Cun was lower than in Donglou Cun. 

It was 30 kilometres to Xinzhou, migrants could go there and back in a day. Migrants 

from Sanjiao often worked in construction, restaurants and retail. Some were self­

employed, in transporting or running market stalls. Many migrants worked in 

Taiyuan and half of them worked away for over 6 months in a year. The other 

villages in the group, Zuotou Cun and Dagou Cun, were similar to Sanjiao Cun. 

Shang Cun, in the third group, is located deep in the mountains. Transport was very 

inconvenient. Though it was only 15 kilometres to Kelan, this was mostly on 

mountain footpaths. Per capita land was high at 9.8 mu, but the fertility of the 

mountainous, unirrigated soil was low. Shang Cun villagers raised 7.5 sheep per 

capita more than in any of the other villages. They took these sheep into the 

mountains by day and took them back home before dark. Sheep brought in good 

money, as estimated by my interviewees, net income was 100 yuan per sheep. 

Raising sheep was the best way for them to add to their incomes. However, the local 

government had forbidden large scale sheep-rearing because over-grazing denudes 

the mountain land and causes erosion. The hard-pressed villagers responded by 

continuing to raise sheep but underreporting the number that they actually raised 

when questioned by township officials. Migration rates in both Shang Cun and Liulin 
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Wan were low, at only four per cent of the population. Some migrants worked in 

Kelan or other cities long term, and some migrants from Liulin Wan just worked for a 

few weeks in their slack seasons like July and August. Table 2.3 shows the basic 

data for six villages. 

Table 2.3 Population, land, agricultural income and distance from city for the six villages 

Average Net per capita 
per capita agri cultural Geography and distance to 

Villages Population land (mu) Income nearest city or county town 
DonglouCun 5900 1.51 1,160 Suburban, 7 km to Xinfu Qu 
Sanjiao Cun 830 2.72 960 Hilly, 30 km to Xinfu Qu 
Zuotou Cun 956 3.35 840 Hilly, 17km to Xinfu Qu 
DagouCun 283 2.60 773 Mountainous, 32km to Xinfu Qu 
Liulin Wan 310 4.20 1,300 Mountainous, 8krn to Kelan 
Shang Cun 109 9.83 850 Mountainous, 15km to Kelan 

Source: fieldwork in 2004 

Migration in all six villages had the following characteristics: 1) The migration 

stream was predominantly male and young. Females, especially after marriage, 

migrated much less than males. Most migrants were aged between 16 and 40. 2) 

People generally migrated to nearby cities or other cities in Shanxi, few of them 

migrated to other provinces. 3) Most migrants did low status work like construction, 

restaurant work and garment selling. Some did more skilled jobs for example as 

electricians, or government clerks or as staff in large companies. 4) Many migrants 

who worked in cities left their families in the villages. Many were 'circular' migrants, 

working in both cities and their own villages. 5) Migrants hardly ever obtain city 

hukous, or live permanently in cities. 6) Most migrants had junior middle or senior 

middle school education, and migrants with junior middle education outnumbered 

those with senior middle education. 7) People usually depended on help from family 

members, friends or fellow villages to migrate. Table 2.4 shows some characteristics 

of migration in six villages. 

The other two fieldwork sites were a noodle factory and a market in Xinzhou. I 

included these sites for two reasons. Firstly, during my fieldwork, I found that most 

44 



of migrants I interviewed worked in Xinzhou, so I decided to extend my data 

collection from the sending villages to Xinzhou, the major destination for my 

migrants. Secondly my interviewees often said that their fellow villagers worked in 

factories or selling clothes, so I added these two sites to collect this perspective. I also 

interviewed two MA students from Xinzhou although I did not find any in the 

fieldwork villages. I have used the data from the two urban sites and from the MA 

students to supplement the data collected in the villages. 

Table 2.4: Migration data for six villages in 2004 

Percentage Percentage Percentage Percentage of 
of migrants of migrants of migrants migrants 
working working in working in migrating for 

Male Female within other cities other more than 6 
Villages migrants migrants Xinzhou in Shanxi provinces months a year 

Donglou Cun 1318 674 70% 20% 10% 30% 
Sanjiao Cun 70 20 23% 56% ll% 50% 
Zuotou Cun 97 28 56% 40% 4% 16% 
DagouCun 26 3 48% 52% 0 72% 
Liulin Wan 10 3 85% 15% 0 54% 
Shang Cun 3 1 50% 50% 0 100% 

Source: fieldwork in 2004 

The market called North Commercial City is located in the city centre of Xinfu Qu. 

It is privately owned. It has 200 stalls selling daily goods and clothes. The market 

employed over 1,000 people including 700 from the rural areas. There were 150 male 

and 800 female staff. The employees with senior middle school were 160 and those 

with junior middle school were over 800. Sanli Noodle Factory, is located in Xinfu 

Qu and is also privately owned. It produced instant noodles. It employed 240 people 

of whom 168 were from the villages. The majority, 185, had junior middle school 

education. In the two sites, I interviewed 11 people from Xinzhou villages 

respectively. 
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2.4 Fieldwork Methods 

To obtain general information about each village and migration, I first did a group 

interview with the head of the town or township in which the fieldwork village was 

situated and village cadres such as the village head, the Party secretary and the 

accountant. I obtained general data about the village such as population numbers, 

land and income, and then turned to the migration. I asked questions such as: How 

many people migrate? What do they do and where do they go? What are their 

characteristics? Who does not migrate and what are the attitudes and norms towards 

migration? After this, I asked them about the history of migration in the village or 

town (township), and the changes and trends in migration. I asked about policies 

relevant to migration and their influences. After the group interview had allowed me 

to form an overall picture of the village, I asked the village cadres to help me to find 

villagers, both men and women, with varied ages, marriage status, occupations and 

educational levels whom I could interview. I selected more than 15 interviewees in 

large villages with populations of over 10,000, lOin villages with popUlations under 

1000 and 5 where the population was lower than 500. 

In individual interviews, I used semi-structured interviews to collect information. 

Compared with questionnaires, the advantages of interviews were that I could get 

more relevant information including information about the feelings of my 

interviewees, their experiences of decision-making and their explanation of what 

influenced them. Moreover, when I listened to interviewees' stories, I could follow 

up directly with questions about their special experiences or ask them to clarify what 

they had said. All interviews were tape recorded and transcribed soon afterwards,. 

This made it possible in some cases to ask follow-up questions. In reporting the 

interviews in this thesis, all names have been changed in order to preserve the 

anonymity of my interviewees. 

Each individual interview proceeded as follows: 

Firstly, I asked about the interviewee's basic personal circumstances, including 

their own name, age, marriage status and how many members their household had, 

what they do now, what they earn and how many land they hold. Then I asked 
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interviewees if they had any migration experiences. If the answer was affirmative, I 

ask them how many times they had migrated, how long they had gone for and where 

they had been. If it was negative, I asked them what they did now, and how they felt 

about it. 

After getting the basic situations of the interviewees and their households, I asked 

about the details of each of their migrations starting with the first migration finishing 

by asking about their future plans. If they had migrated very frequently, like for 

example, a migrant from Sanjiao Cun who had migrated more than 10 times, I did not 

ask the details of each migration if they were similar. In some cases, the interviewees 

were too old to remember much about their early migrations, so I first asked them 

recent migrations, or the migrations they could recall clearly, and then asked them to 

recall their early migration experience. In some cases, I asked them how they regard 

migration for themselves or their household members. 

For each migration, I asked the following questions: Who decided to migrate? Why 

did they decide to migrate? How did they decide where to go, how long to go for, etc. 

How did they migrate? After migration, how do they feel in the new situation? How 

did they deal with problems in both cities and villages? How did their family feel 

about their migration? Why did they not to try alternatives, like migrating to other 

cities or trying to learn more skills before migrating? Did they consider other factors 

that they hadn't referred to had influenced their migration? What were their plans for 

the future and for their children? The answers to these questions provided 

information about various costs and benefits of migration and their influence on the 

migration decision. When my interviewees referred to attitudes, norms or institutional 

influences in what they said about migration, I asked for more detail. Otherwise I 

asked directly about these factors and their influence. In the case of interviewees 

who had never migrated, I asked if they had wanted to migrate, why they had not 

migrated, if they were satisfied their current situations and in what situation, they 

would migrate. 

After I came back to Leeds, I found that I had not collected important data that I 

needed for my study. For example, I had just asked generally about costs of marriage 
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rather than finding out the detail of who paid what costs, what the breakdown of the 

spending was and who benefited. With help from my relatives and friends, I collected 

more data without having to return to Shanxi. 

The data analysis began when I came back to Leeds. Before 2006, I mainly 

analysed the data manually. At that stage, although NVivo software was already 

available for the analysis of text material, it was not yet suitable for use with Chinese 

characters. After 2006 the upgrade, NViv07 which could be used for Chinese 

characters became available and, I used it to reanalyse my material. 

The general information about my interviewees is as below. There are 72 

interviewees including three who were interviewed after I returned to Leeds. 48 of 

them were male and 24 were female. The youngest was 18 and oldest was 70. The 

average age of interviewees was 39. The average age of first migration was 23 years 

and the average year of first migration was 1987. 

48 



Chapter three: Costs of migration 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I will discuss the factors that discourage migration using the cost 

benefit approach. This chapter therefore focuses on costs of migration. 

As we discussed in chapter one, much of the literature on migration decision­

making uses a framework of cost benefit analysis to look at a variety of costs and 

benefits relevant to migration. For example, based on research on the motivation for 

migration in Africa, Byerlee (1974) takes into account costs, including the risks of 

unemployment and loss of income, the costs of breaking old and setting up new 

contacts and the costs of suffering overcrowding and pollution in cities. On the whole, 

costs and benefits are divided into two groups in the literature: material and 

nonmaterial costs and benefits. In the recent literature, the concept of transaction cost 

has been widely used. This term is used to cover the costs of coming to an agreement. 

In this discussion it will include migrants' costs in the process of seeking jobs, 

finding jobs and completing jobs. 

In this chapter, I divide costs in three groups: monetary costs (or material costs), 

non-monetary costs (or nonmaterial costs) and transaction costs. Strictly speaking, 

transaction costs must still be either material costs or nonmaterial ones, however, it is 

useful to focus on costs relevant to process of obtaining employment separately in 

order to investigate migration decision making, so I will use transaction costs as a 

third category. Similar, in chapter four, I divide benefits into two groups: monetary 

benefits mainly focusing on income from agriculture and the wage in cities, and 

nonmaterial benefits involved those of social status, self improvement, the attraction 

of cities and looking for a spouse. 

Generally, in China there are three or four levels of the costs and benefits of 

migration: those of the individual, the household and the community or the 

government. My focus will be on the individual level, rather than the household or 

community. However, as all the levels are related, I will refer to other levels at times. 

For example, although the opportunity cost of migration can be considered at the 

individual level, it is probably opportunity cost at the household level that most 
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influences the individual's migration decision and I therefore discuss opportunity cost 

at that level. The organisation of this chapter is as follows. 

In the first section on material costs, I first discuss the general costs of migration 

such as costs of accommodation, food, transport and, for the self-employed, set-up 

costs, and examine their influences on migration. Then I discuss the influence of 

opportunity cost. In the section on non-material costs, I discuss the hardships of 

working and living in cities, problems with employers and city residents, security 

problems, psychological costs like feeling boredom and worrying about, the risks of 

migration. In the next section, I mainly focus on how transaction costs influence the 

migration decision. I discuss three types of transaction costs, including the costs of 

obtaining information, different ways of migrating and working without formal 

contract. The last section sums up my conclusions from this chapter. 

3.2. Monetary costs 

Monetary or material costs are a significant consideration in migration. Monetary 

costs commonly include those of transport, information, accommodation and life 

expenses in the cities, etc. The general effect of costs is to constrain migration, 

especially long-distance migration and to prevent migrants from staying permanently 

in the cities. Davin (1999: 49) considered that costs of travel and accommodation 

were the significant factors involved in decision-making of rural to urban migrants in 

China in the 1990s. 

In my fieldwork, migrants often complained about various costs in cities. 

The living expenses are too high; we can t stay in a city long term (Zhuo Shenzhou, 

male, 48 years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun and interviewed in Dagou Cun). 

Once I ran out of money, I had to come back (Zhang Haohan, 22 years old in 2004, 

from Sanjiao Cun, interviewed in Sanjiao Cun). 

My fieldwork indicated that living expenses and the costs of accommodation and 

transport play a significant role in migration, but other costs of communication, 

medical expenses, entertainment and set-up costs for the self-employed were also 

significant to some interviewees. Moreover, if migrants had their families with them, 
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there were other costs such as the fees for their children's education. 

These costs vary from one situation to another. For example, migrants who work in 

restaurants or hotels generally do not need to pay costs of accommodation or meals. 

As people from Shang Cun rarely became self-employed, they did not worry about 

the set-up money as people from Donglou Cun did. However, there are some general 

common considerations. I analyse the usual costs in cities compared with villages, as 

decision-making is often based on these costs. 

3.2-1 Monetary costs in cities 

The first general and important cost is shenghuo lei (living costs) including 

accommodation and food. My interviewees were mostly very aware of these costs: 

how much they amounted to, how they could be reduced and the ratio of living costs 

to income. For example, ordinary accommodation costs were usually between 50-150 

yuan per person per month, depending on the quality of accommodation. Food cost 

about 90-150 yuan a person a month. So living costs totalled 140-300 yuan per 

person per month. However, the lowest wage reported by my interviewees was about 

200 yuan, and most interviewees earned 300-500 yuan. So the minimum level of 

these costs is almost 75 per cent of lowest income and about half of general income. 

Guan Shihao (female, 24 years old in 2004, from Liulin Wan) earned 230-260 yuan a 

month as a cashier in a supermarket in Kelan, while she spent at least 100 yuan on 

food and 60 yuan for accommodation. She said she had almost no money left after 

paying basic expenses, but she was extremely busy compared with when she worked 

in agriculture. She had therefore decided to come home. To save money, migrants 

often live in shared rooms with two, four or even ten other people and cook for 

themselves. What they eat is often cheap food, as they said just "mantou he baicai" 

(steamed bread and Chinese leaves, the cheap diet of the poor in Shanxi) with little 

meat. 

Because of the high costs of accommodation and food, some migrants, especially 

young people without experience or skills, prefer jobs that offer free accommodation 

and/or food. An interviewee said that his daughter (23 years old in 2004) and son (20 

years old in 2004) worked in a restaurant in Taiyuan. One reason that they selected 
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jobs in a restaurant was that "they don't need to worry about accommodation and 

food working here, while in other jobs they would need to sort this out." (Fan 

Youtian, 45 years old in 2004, interviewed in a noodle factory in Xinzhou). 

Accommodation comes with jobs in restaurants, hotels, construction work and 

childcare. For example, construction workers do not usually need to worry about their 

accommodation, because their employers provide them with bunkhouses or tents near 

the construction sites. Their accommodation, however, is not always really free. In 

some cases, a charge is deducted from the migrant's wage. 

Migrants often extend the "living expenses" to "various expenses in the cities" 

when they consider whether to live in cities long tenn. Almost all the migrants in my 

fieldwork agreed, "everything in cities is expensive". In the long tenn, life in the city 

would involve unavoidably large expenses such as buying a house and paying costs 

for children. Zhu Haitian (female, 56 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun) said that 

"working in cities is OK, but living there long tenn is difficult. If you don't have 

some special ability, don't even think about it". 

A major cost is that of setting up a business. This might involve renting a market 

stall to sell clothes, setting up a restaurant or a shop or hairdressers, buying a truck 

for transport etc. Compared with the living expenses discussed above, these costs are 

not absolutely necessary for migrants. However, as migrants aspire to find ways of 

earning a better living, they don't want to stay in paid jobs for ever and they are 

interested in becoming self-employed (getihu). As peasants see it, being self­

employed has advantages. They earn more money and enjoy relative comfort and 

higher social status than in labouring jobs like construction. However, self­

employment needs investment which is large compared to a migrant's income. For 

example, Huo Xufeng (22 years old in 2004, a sales woman in a market in Xinzhou) 

said that she did not want to carry on as she was. It was hard and she earned little 

money. She was thinking of going home ifno new chances came up. She wanted to 

rent a stall in the market to sell clothes as her own boss. However, one year's rent 

costs 20,000-30,000 yuan depending on the location. She earned 350-400 yuan per 

month in her current job and could save 100 yuan. To save the necessary sum on her 

52 



own would take her nearly 22 years. So Huo Xufeng hoped her parents or friends 

could come up with this money. Table 3.1 below shows the amounts of money 

needed to set up various businesses. 

Table 3.1: Investment needed for different business 

Investment Yuan 
[Annual rent on a stall in an 
indoor market in Xinzhou 20,000 
Purchase of a second-hand 
ruck 30,000 

Setting up a pig production 
!l!nit in Xinzhou 470,000 

Sources: information from interviewees in 2004 fieldwork 

In addition to living and setting up costs, there are costs such as transport, 

communication, entertainment, and information. Interviewees referred to these costs 

much less often. 

In the literature, the costs of transport and information are usually the malO 

constraints to migration. For example, according to Zipfs gravity model (1946), 

distance works against migration. Generally, the costs of transport and gathering 

information are likely to be greater the longer the distance moved. Moreover, the 

strength of the linkage between the rural and urban areas partly depends on the 

distance between them. The importance of links with families and friends constrains 

the distance of migration. People don't want to go too far from home. In case of the 

Shanxi migrants interviewed, the costs of transport and information seem 

unimportant in migration. They referred to these issues infrequently, and when asked 

about them, they often answered as "it's easy", "not a problem" or "does not matter". 

The reason they regarded costs of transport and information as unimportant is 

largely due to the patterns of their migration. Most of my migrant informants worked 

in local or nearby cities, like Xinzhou and Taiyuan. The transport costs between the 

rural and urban areas were less than 20 yuan, and generally less than 10 yuan. At the 

same time, the transport costs within the cities were almost zero as migrants generally 

live near where they work. They often walked to work or used a bicycle, rather than 
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taking a bus. Migrants often got job infonnation from family members, friends or 

acquaintances freely. So the costs seemed nothing for migrants in my fieldwork. 

However, the pattern of their migration itself reflected their ideas about transport and 

gathering infonnation. The reason that they selected nearby cities was the 

"convenience of finding work and coming home". This was clear when I asked about 

destinations outside their pattern. For example, when I asked them why they did not 

go to more distant cities, like Beijing or Shanghai, some of them answered that it was 

too far and they had no friends there. "Too far" is relevant to distance and to cost of 

transport and "no friends" is relevant to difficulties of gathering infonnation. Some 

migrants even complained about a "shortage of infonnation", within their current 

migration pattern. Sun Dajie (Male, 57 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun ) ran a 

transport business in Xinzhou. He often complained that he didn't get enough 

infonnation or he got it late. This was bad for his business and sometimes he even 

thought of giving up working in Xinzhou. So consideration of transport costs and 

infonnation is linked to migration patterns. Within their pattern, migrants do not need 

to worry much about these costs. However, we still can seen the importance of 

transport costs, for example, although these costs of transport and infonnation 

seeking were quite low, some migrants cut down on visits home in order to save 

money. 

Other costs such as communications, medicines and entertainment have little 

influence on decision-making. For example, when migrants felt sick, they just took 

some common over-the-counter medicine and rested. Their costs of entertainment 

were low. Interviewees indicated that they did not have much spare time for 

entertainment. Popular pastimes were watching TV and playing poker, and they 

seldom went to the cinema. 

Male migrants may spend more money on smoking and drinking. Male migrants 

often smoked during the interviews. Wei Facai (50 years old in 2004, from Liulin 

Wan) complained that her son who worked in Kelan could not save any money 

because all his earnings were wasted on drink. By contrast, female migrants spent 

little on smoking, but some young females liked to spend a lot on clothes. 
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Compared with the above costs in cities, these costs in village are very low. Most 

people have their own houses or live with their parents. Once the costs of house 

building are met, rural people do not need to pay any more for housing. Peasants 

usually pay little for food, because they grow most of it themselves and buy the rest 

in local markets. In the village of Sanjiao Cun, an individual's living expenses were 

usually only 500 yuan a year (Interviewees in Sanjiao Cun, primarily Wang Buhuai, 

the village accountant). Many interviewees said that their land could provide them 

with food for whole household. 

Most migrants from the villages where I interviewed went to nearby cities where 

the costs could be predicted from the experience of others. They know little about 

cities such as Shanghai, though they were sure that costs in these cities were much 

higher. 

When migrants considered the costs of living in cities they excluded costs such as 

famous-brand clothes that they would never purchase. Moreover they thought about 

how to minimise even their necessary expenditure by, for example, sharing 

accommodation and always cooking for themselves. The decision to migrate is taken 

on the basis of a careful comparison of likely costs and potential income. Friends who 

have already migrated can help new migrants minimise costs and maximise income. 

Villagers from Liulin Wan and Shang Cun where migration rate was very low did not 

have this kind of help, which made their costs higher than those of migrants from 

other villages. 

Conclusion and discussion 

The discussion above indicated the different kinds of monetary costs involved in 

migration and their influence on migration. Influences included 1 : 

preventing/discouraging migration because of the high cost of living as a migrant 2: 

preventing migrants staying in cities long-term because of the high cost of living in 

cities, 3: preventing migrants upgrading from employment to self-employment 

because of high set-up costs and 4: constraining migrants to work only in nearby 

cities. Migrants make their decisions on the basis of minimum costs in the nearby 

cities. 
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Unlike nonmaterial costs that will be mentioned later, monetary costs can directly 

prevent migration if the would-be migrant lacks the basic funds for migration. Many 

migrants try to save money by choosing to accept more nonmaterial costs. The extent 

to which monetary costs constrain migration depends on people's incomes. For 

example, migrants from Donglou Cun were less concerned about migration costs than 

people from Shang Cun. The average income per capita in Donglou Cun was 2,900 

yuan in 2003 while it was only 850 yuan in Shang Cun. Shang Cun villagers under­

reported their incomes, but allowing for this, their income far lower than it in 

Donglou Cun. (I estimate it at 1,600 yuan per capita on the basis that villagers had 7.5 

sheep per capita each bringing 100 yuan net income per annum.) People in Shang 

Cun complained more about the expenses in cities. People in Donglou Cun also 

complained, but it seemed to discourage them less as can be seen from the table of 

migration rates below. 

Table 3.2 Income per capita and migration rate in two villages 

Average income per 
Village capita (yuan) in 2003 Migration rate in 2004 

Don~louCun 2,900 36% 

Shang Cun 850 4% 
Notes: migration rate is calculated here is number of migrants who have 
migrated for at least one month in a whole year as a percentage of the whole 

population. 
Source: fieldwork in 2004 

Although living costs make migration expensive, once migrants get steady well -

paid work, costs do not act as a constraint. Some migrants even began to think of 

going to more distant cities like Beijing after saving some money and getting more 

experience. The migrants who have the good jobs talk little about costs, but they 

worry about losing their jobs or they aspire to expect to get better jobs. 

Now my daughter works in restaurant, she never asks me for money. She often says 

that she wants to go to a better restaurant and doesn't want to stay in the current one 

long-term. Actually, she has changed jobs several times, from a small restaurant to a 
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big one, and from Xinzhou to Taiyuan (Fan Youtian, male, 45 years old in 2004, 

works in a noodle factory in Xinzhou). 

3.2-2 Material opportunity costs 

Opportunity costs measure the cost of any economic choice in terms of the next best 

alternative foregone. The opportunity cost of a decision is based on what must be 

given up as a result of the decision. It can be considered at the level of the individual, 

the household and the community. Opportunity cost as a cost of migration has been 

explored in much of the migration literature, for example in DaVanzo's human 

capital approach (1976). Here, I will mainly discuss opportunity costs in relation to 

money issues - how much money a person must be given up as a result of a decision. 

Non-material opportunity costs such as the emotional costs of missing family will be 

discussed in the next part of this chapter. 

A migrant's material opportunity cost is the income forgone in the village while 

he/she seeks and does a new job in a city. Migrants who work in the urban areas 

cannot simultaneously work in rural areas. However, due to ratio of population to 

land in Shanxi and to the household nature of agricultural production, there are 

special characteristics to migrants' opportunity costs in this respect. Although an 

individual may suffer an opportunity cost in leaving for the urban areas, if a member 

of his immediate family or household takes over the work he would otherwise have 

done on the land, there may be no cost to the household. The existence of surplus 

labour or its lack is therefore key to understanding the opportunity cost to the 

household. We firstly analyse some factors affecting the opportunity costs in my 

fieldwork, and then move to how these costs influence the migration decision. 

Material opportunity costs in my fieldwork 

Material opportunity costs refer to the incomes that a migrant who had earned in 

village before migration generally from agricultural and/or sideline work. Since such 

work is usually done by the whole household, a migrant'S material opportunity costs 

in my fieldwork can be regarded as this person's contribution to hislher household's 

income. I give some examples supposing that all the household work is in agriculture 

and without any sidelines. If a person is purely surplus labour for hislher household, 
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hislher opportunity costs are zero. If this person is the major labour power in the 

household and hislher departure causes a significant decrease of agricultural income, 

then hislher opportunity costs may be equal to the major share of the household's 

agricultural income. Moreover, if a person is the major labour power but he/she 

migrates at the slack seasons causing no reduction to agricultural income then hislher 

opportunity costs at this period would be zero. To complicate things further, suppose 

a person is the only labour for hislher household, but he/she rents the land to others 

and receives rent, hislher opportunity costs would be the agricultural income minus 

the rent. So though the nature of opportunity cost is simple, various factors can 

influence opportunity costs including the ratio of land to population, household 

structure and position, agriculture tax and other factors like the season and the way of 

working in agriculture. This will be discussed in detail below. Although in my 

fieldwork villages, rural people did not, of course, use the tenn "opportunity cost", 

they were conscious of the agricultural earnings they might lose due to migration. 

The ratio of land to population in the villages that I investigated is shown below. 

The lowest ratio is 1.51 mu per person in Donglou Cun while the highest is in Shang 

Cun with 9.83 mu per person. There was surplus labour in Donglou Cun, Sanjiao Cun, 

Zuotou Cun and Dagou Cun. This is not unusual - surplus rural labour is a national 

phenomenon. Different definitions of surplus labour produce varying estimates in the 

literature but there are generally thought to be at least 100 million surplus labourers 

in rural China and amounting to 30 per cent of all rural labour (Zeng Yinchu, 2005). 

In Shanxi, the figure for surplus rural labour has been estimated by one authority at 

about 3.4 million, equal to 33.3 per cent of the rural labour force in 2004 (Shanxi 

Agricultural Investigation Team). 

After economic reform, the commune system of collective fanning was replaced by 

the household responsibility system. The household had to decide how its available 

labour was to be used. The opportunity cost for migrants whose labour is surplus to 

their household's needs is almost zero, mirroring the Lewis Model in which 

"marginal production is zero" (Lewis, 1954). For example, there is only 1.51 mu of 

land per person in Donglou Cun. The cultivation of a single person's share of land, 
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including sowing, fertilizing, weeding, irrigating and harvesting can be completed in 

just 15 days. Unless they find other work, the rest of a peasant's time is just wasted 

(Village head in Donglou Cun). In many cases, although there is no pure surplus 

labour in a household, the land can be worked on a part-time business, and peasants 

can work in both cities and villages. Even those who still need to work part-time in 

agriculture can still go to work in the cities for some of their time. 

Table 3.3 Average lands per capita in six villages in 2003 

Average land per 
Villages capita (mu) 

Donglou Cun 1.51 
Sanjiao Cun 2.72 
Zuotou Cun 3.35 
Dagou Cun 2.60 

Liulin Wan 4.20 
Shang Cun 9.83 

Source: fieldwork in 2004 

By contrast in Shang Cun there is 9.83 mu of land per person and the average 

household holds nearly 40 mu. However, the land productivity is lower than in other 

villages such as Donglou Cun. Pure agriCUltural income was only 850 yuan per capita 

in Shang Cun but 1,160 yuan in Donglou Cun. Since land in Shang Cun is mountain 

land, agriculture cannot be easily mechanised and work is traditional and labour 

intensive. Agricultural income would be influenced more by migration in Shang Cun 

than in Donglou Cun. In addition, people in both Liulin Wan and Shang Cun raise 

sheep. The average number of sheep per household was 25. There was almost no 

surplus labour in either village. An adult male labourer's migration may cause a sharp 

reduction in his household's agricultural income. The opportunity costs for people in 

Shang Cun are therefore significant. 

In addition to the ratio of population to land, household structure and the 

individual's position in the household also influence his/her opportunity costs. For 

example, in a household with three members, the father is usually the main labour 

power in agriculture, the mother and the child may be assistants. The father's 

opportunity costs tend to be higher than those of the mother and the son. 

59 



Agricultural tax affected agricultural income and therefore opportunity costs. 

Agricultural tax was rescinded on January 1, 2006, as determined at the 19th session 

of the Standing Committee of the Tenth National People's Congress. In 2004 when I 

did my fieldwork, there was still a land tax although it was decreasing step by step in 

Shanxi as Premier Wen Jiabao had announced in March 2004 that China planned to 

scrap all agricultural taxes within five years. Each reduction of tax meant an increase 

agricultural income, and some migrants who had lent or rented their land to others, 

asked for it back. For example, Zhen Shengli (38 years old in 2004, from Donglou 

Cun) who worked as an insurance salesman asked for his land that he had previously 

rent out to others to be returned when tax was reduced. 

Other factors like the season influence opportunity cost. For example, an 

individual's opportunity cost is different depending on whether he/she goes away in 

the busy season or the slack season. The seasonal difference is greater in villages that 

raise crops than in pastoral ones where sheep are kept. 

In China, due to the land ownership system, the land cannot be bought or sold. 

However, in 2004 when I conducted my fieldwork, some interviewees said that they 

or their fellow villagers rented or lent their land to relatives, friends or other villagers. 

People who rented their lands to others did not need to pay any tax for the land and 

they could get rents at the level of about 50 yuan or 50 kilograms of flour per mu 

according to their contact. The contract is usually an oral agreement and is renewed 

annually. There were such cases in my fieldwork villages, although they were not 

common. This way of working in agriCUlture influences opportunity costs. 

When villagers worked at sidelines, their opportunity costs were higher than if they 

only worked in agriculture. For example, a Zuotou villager who ran a shop in his 

village could earn up to 20,000 yuan a year when business was good. Though his 

wife helped him to look after the shop, he himself did the main job of inputting stock 

every week. So without him, the shop could not run (Deng Xinhua, 50 years old in 

2004, from Zuotou Cun). 
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To sum up, due to the ratio of population to land, household structure and position, 

tax and other factors, an individual's opportunity cost may range from zero up to the 

whole household's agricultural or sideline income. 

Opportunity cost and decision-making 

Now I move to how opportunity costs influence decision-making. As discussed 

above, opportunity costs may range from zero to almost the whole household's 

agricultural income. So I analyse decision-making in relation to three levels of 

opportunity cost: low costs at around zero, medium costs and high costs at almost the 

whole agricultural income, comparing each group with migration income. 

An individual's opportunity cost is low or zero if he/she is completely surplus 

labour in the household, or if he/she migrates during the slack seasons. Young people 

may belong to this group if their parents work in agriculture. This is common in 

Donglou Cun, Sanjiao Cun and Zuotou Cun. In this situation, the young people will 

probably wish to migrate and will also be encouraged to migrate by household 

members. For example, 

After stopping studying at the second year of junior middle school, I came back to 

my Village. However, there was nothing to do for me. My household has 10 mu of 

land and my parents can manage it easily. I can't learn any thing new in my village. 

So my parents discussed working outside with me. I thought it was a very good idea. 

l[ I worked outside, at least I wouldn't need to spend my parents' money on food,' I 

would be able to make a living on my own. At the same time, I could learn some new 

things (Zhao Daxue, female, 24 years old in 2004, working and interviewed in a 

noodle factory). 

Opportunity cost may be in the medium range when, for example, a household 

head's migration would have a considerable impact on household's agricultural work, 

but with the help of other household members, the opportunity costs could be reduced. 

In such cases, migrants are the major labour powers in agriculture for their 

households but agriculture work would not be too hard for other members, or it 

would have been easy for household members, except for some reason like the wife 

needing to look after the baby, which would increase the effect of her husband's 
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migration on agriculture. In Sanjiao Cun, Dagou Cun and Zuotou Cun, this situation 

can be found quite often. By contrast in both Liulin Wan and Shang Cun where 

agricultural work is very hard, a major labour power's migration may result in almost 

all agricultural income being lost. I will discuss it as the next group. 

In the medium range group, the common response of villagers was to keep both 

agricultural and migration income by migrating in nearby cities and working in both 

agriculture and cities. 

My household holds seven mu of land. My father died many years ago and my 

mother lives with me. I have a four-year daughter and my wife looks after her. Since 

my mother is too old to work in agriculture, and my wifo has to look after my 

daughter and cannot do too much in agriculture, I have to work in both construction 

and agriculture. Last year our agricultural income was 2000 yuan and my 

construction wage was 3000 yuan, so I cannot give up my agricultural income. I 

often come back at holidays to work in agriculture and sometimes askfor leave from 

construction at harvest time. The harvest season is coming, and this time I will ask 

for one month's leave from construction (Sun Haoren, 32 years old in 2004, from 

Zuotou Cun and interviewed in Zuotou Cun). 

Villagers took this kind of measure to reduce opportunity costs because they 

needed not only to maximise income but also to reduce risk. For example, Sun Dajie 

(57, from Donglou Cun) explained, "I work in both transport and agriculture. That 

way I am sure to earn a basic income even if one of my jobs goes wrong." Many 

villagers thought that migration income was unreliable and that they had to hold onto 

agricultural income. This point will be discussed more in the context of migration 

risk later in this chapter. 

Only in a few cases did people give up all their agricultural income, when their 

income in the city was much higher than agricultural income. For example, a 

successful migrant who sells clothes in a market could earn a net income of up to 

20,000 yuan a year with her son and daughter in Xinzhou, did not cultivate her two 

mu of land, instead she lent it to friends. (Wei Binfu, female, 55 years old in 2004, 

interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). 
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Opportunity cost can be nearly as high as an individual's agricultural income, for 

example, if a householder in Shang Cun or Liulin Wan worked outside, their 

agriCUltural income would be greatly reduced due to high ratio of land to population. 

Rural people dealt with this in two ways. Firstly the person might not migrate, which 

often happened in Shang Cun or Liulin Wan. Secondly the person might decide to put 

up with these opportunity costs, but this only happened when migration income was 

really high. The following examples illustrate these possibilities: 

I have two daughters, the oldest one is nine years old and the other is four years 

old. My household holds 50 mu of land and our agricultural income was 7,000 yuan 

last year. I am the main labour power in my household My wife hardly helps me with 

the land because she has to take care of two kids. Our land is in the mountains where 

we cannot use machines. Working in agriculture is hard Even when my wife is free 

from taking care of kids, I am still the main labour power. So I cannot migrate. When 

kids are old enough to help me, I will get more labour but I want to raise some sheep 

(Ren Caiqi, male, 30 years, from Shang Cun). 

In the second case migrants simply sacrificed their opportunity cost, and lent or 

rented their lands to family members, friends or fellow villagers. In these cases, the 

migrants often had a good paid job in cities and did not mind losing the agricultural 

income. At the same time, once they lent or rented out, they would no longer 

responsible for the land tax, and in some cases, could even get little recompense such 

as 50 kilograms of flour per mu from the person who borrowed or rented the land. 

However, these people did not give up agriculture easily. Sometimes, they changed 

their mind. For example, 

I work in the Zhen (township) government and I have a new house in town. My wife 

and children live with me and myoid parents and brothers are left in my village. 

Since I have settled down in the town and I am paid well, I don't need to worry about 

my land, so I lend it to my brothers. After a couple of years, I thought why I don't 

crop it myself It's not that far from my village to my work place. I can work in the 

morning before Bam and all day on Sunday, and then I can increase my income. So I 
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have been doing this (Huo Wuzai, male, 47 years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun, 

interviewed in the township where he worked) 

In sum, low opportunity costs do not constrain people from migrating, whereas 

medium and high opportunity costs prevent people migrating, or make them migrate 

seasonally. This because that the average migration incomes is generally not 

extraordinary compared with a good agricultural income in the six villages. 

3.3 Nonmaterial costs 

This section will discuss some kinds of non-material costs of migration, which 

include enduring the hardships of work and life in cities, feeling unhappy with 

employers and city residents, security issues, risk and psychological costs such as 

loneliness and stress. These costs influence migrants' decision-making on migration 

to some extent. 

3.3-1 Hardships o/work and life in cities 

Work and life for migrants in cities is commonly full of hardship in China. Many 

surveys have shown that migrants endure hard, dangerous and dirty jobs, long 

working hours, and poor accommodation. For example, a survey conducted among 

100 migrants in Wuhan in 2002 found that majority of migrants worked for 10 hours 

a day (Qiu Yinyin and Sheng Jianwu, 2002) and lived in simple accommodation 

shared with more than six people. Another survey of 200 migrants conducted in 

Beijing in 1999 found that 77.9 per cent of these migrants worked seven days a week 

and only 9.5 per cent worked five days or less (Liu Ling, 2001). 

In my fieldwork, when I asked whether work and life was hard in cities, almost all 

the interviewees agreed that migration meant enduring hardship and suffering (chi ku). 

Some of them narrated their stories with strong emotion such as anger shown by long 

silences and sighs. 

Sheng Yangfu described her hard life in a clothes factory. She has to work nearly 

12 hours a day, from 8am to Ilpm with a few hours for dinner and rest and with only 
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one day off a fortnight. Sometimes she was so tired that she nearly went to sleep at 

work (30 years old in 2004, from Zuotou Cun). 

Lang Dongshen narrated his experiences of working in a pig unit. 

My job is very hard and dirty. By day, I am busy raising pigs, cleaning the pig unit 

and cutting grass. At night, my colleague rides a pedicart to collect leftovers from 

restaurants for pigswill . I feel greasy all over after we finish this, and I get freezing 

when we are coming back, sitting at the back of the pedicart exposed to the wind 

He also talked his living conditions when he worked in construction. 

Our meals were terrible. We had two pieces of 'mantou' (steamed bread) and 

porridge in the morning without any dishes. At noon, the meal was still 'mantou' 

with boiled vegetables, and supper was still only mantou. Many colleagues 

complained of constant hunger (36 years old, from Sanjiao Cun). 

Jing Buhuan talked about his accommodation when he worked in construction. 

Our boss provides us with bunkhouses or tents. About 12 people live in a 

bunkhouse, but there were no beds and we had to sleep on the floor. Generally we 

slept in tents, which were very cold in winter and hot in summer. I got arthritis, 

probably from the bad accommodation (48 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

Bitterness and decision-making 

Although most migrants in my fieldwork agreed that the life of a migrant was very 

hard, yet only a few migrants gave up their jobs simply due to hardships of work and 

life in cities. Young migrants especially tended to put up with conditions. Some older 

migrants gave up on this, because they thought they were too old to continue to suffer 

hardships. For example, Zhuo Shenzhou (48 years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun) said 

that he had begun to feel tired and to find it hard to recover after hard work. He 

decided to come home after finishing the current job and would not migrate again. 

Although migrants complained how hard their work and life was, when I asked 

them whether they regarded hardship as a major discouragement to migrating, most 

of young and middle-aged migrants did not think so. 

What were the reasons for this paradox? 
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1. Traditionally, hard work is seen as a high virtue; people who can survIve 

hardship are respected by others. On the contrary, people who cannot "endure 

bitterness" are often despised. Jacka (2006) suggested that this cultural attitude 

is still powerful in contemporary China. The village cadre in Donglou Cun 

talked about young migrants who couldn't bear hardships and returned to 

Village. He said they soon migrated again not only because their family member 

scolded them, but even their marriages were at risk: girls did not like this kind 

of "lazy" boy (Wang Baoshan, male, 42 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun). 

2. Some migrants thought all jobs were hard, once they had chosen migration, 

bitterness was unavoidable. Zhang Xinwei (48 years old in 2004, from 

Donglou Cun) related his experiences. 

I worked in construction but soon found it was too hard I could hardly stand 

up at the end a/a day'sjob. So I/ound another job working in a brick/actory. 

It seemed even harder. I began to realise all the jobs are hard, unless I did not 

work. So I have no choice but to work here. 

3. Some migrants thought that it was worth eating bitterness. Hu Huaxia worked in 

construction in Taiyuan. He said sometimes he could even earn 100 yuan a day 

if there was enough work. Earnings from working in construction for six 

months were almost two or three times of agricultural income. 

The job is very hard indeed. But when I count the banknotes that I earn, Ileel 

happy and forget the hardship (Hu Huaxia, 30 years old in 2004, from Zuotou 

Cun). 

4. Some migrants regarded "eating bitterness as a blessing". They thought a person 

who experienced bitterness could become truly mature. Some adult peasants in 

Donglou Cun pushed their children to migrate, because they thought "eating 

bitterness" through migration would make their children become capable. This 

point has also been observed by Jacka in her survey among women migrants in 

Beijing. (2006:265) 

5. Some migrants thought that hardship in migration was temporary. After they 

had earned some money and got more experience, they would find comfortable 
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jobs. It would be "after suffering comes happiness". Actually, some successful 

migrants did become bosses after some years of migration. "My son was an 

apprentice, so the job at that time was certainly hard. After he acquired some 

skills, the job became relatively easy for me" (Bian Aiguo, 70 years old in 2004, 

his son, Bian Huanggeng, 38 years old in 2004, from Zuotou Cun). 

6. Some migrants considered that the capacity of "eating bitterness" or enduring 

hardship was the advantage they had to compensate for their low educational 

level and lack of a social network in the cities. Without this limited advantage, 

they would not be able to compete with city residents. Yu Haili (26 years old in 

2004, working a market in Xinzhou) said, "It is true that my job is hard. But if I 

don't do this, if I couldn't take eating bitterness, what else could I do? I am not 

very educated and I know nothing about other jobs. " 

7. Some young migrants did not think their job was particularly hard. Zhang 

Haohan (22 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun) worked as a janitor in a park. 

He said his job was too easy and he wanted to find a harder job to earn more 

money. 

8. Some migrants thought their lives would be less hard if they spent more on 

living costs. However, due to the lack of money, they preferred to suffer a bit of 

hardship to save money. For example, migrants usually lived in overcrowded 

conditions sharing accommodation with other people to make the rent cheaper. 

However, though young and middle-aged migrants did not think hardship was a 

serious discouragement from migrating, if they could not get their full wages 

because employers refused to payor wouldn't pay in full, some of them would 

refuse to put up with any more and would go home. If their wages were lower than 

they thought they should be, they did not think "eating bitterness" was worth it. A 

similar phenomenon has been observed in South China. For example, export 

factories in Dongguan, Guangdong, a city with a population of 1.3 million had 

difficulties in finding enough people willing to work long hours for low wages in 

2005 (Wiseman, 2005). 

To sum up, hardship influences decision-making in the following ways: 
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1. It generally does not prevent young and middle-aged migrants from migrating, 

but does discourage older people from migrating. All migrants feel discouraged 

by hardship if in addition the wage is low or is often cut by the employers. 

2. Hardships make people search for relatively comfortable jobs before migration, 

and change to better jobs after a period of migration. 

3. To some extent, hardships in daily life are chosen by migrants as a way of saving 

their limited money. 

3.3-2 Poor relationships with the employers and city residents 

Migrants' negative feelings towards employers and city residents were often 

mentioned by my interviewees. Many migrants talked of their feelings about unfair 

treatment like a refusal to pay wages, discrimination and prejudice from city residents. 

These feelings were called shouqi (being bullied) by interviewees. Speaking about 

chiku (eating bitterness), they focused on physical suffering, whereas shouqi was 

about psychological hardship. 

Discrimination and prejudice against migrants in China is a prevalent problem in 

China. Many surveys reported this problem (Li Qiang, 1995; Tang Bin, 2002). The 

rural-urban gap in prosperity, living and educational standards and welfare 

entitlements and the hukou system give peasants a sustained low social and economic 

status and mean that migrants are often regarded as "outsiders" by city residents. 

Much of the literature on migrants reports how easily they are identified and how 

much they are discriminated against (Jacka, 2006; Gaetano and Jacka, 2004). A 

survey of five hundred households conducted in Shanghai's Pudong New District in 

the mid-1990s found that residents commonly perceived the migrants to be "bringing 

negative influences" (Solinger, 1999: 10 1). Even the migrants regarded themselves as 

"neither a rural person nor an urbanite", or what have called a "marginal person" by 

recent Chinese researchers like Y an Deming (2004: 10). 

In my fieldwork, most people thought that being bullied or mistreated (shouqi) was 

more difficult to endure than "eating bitterness" (chiku). "Eating bitterness" is a kind 

of virtue and people who can endure bitterness are regarded as capable (nenggan) 

(having ability), while, shouqi was a kind of "shame". People who have to put up 
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with shouqi are regarded as wuneng (useless). A Chinese proverb "better to be dead 

than be pushed about" reflects this meaning of shouqi. According to my observations, 

older people seemed to care more about it, while some young people accepted more 

the concept of the market, and did not care as much as old people did. They thought if 

they felt unhappy with their bosses, they could change their job. 

Although migrants were dissatisfied about discrimination and prejudice, shouqi did 

not seem to discourage them from migrating. Only a few young and middle-aged 

people returned to village simply because of shouqi. Most of them either just put up 

with it or changed their job. 

Just as many thought that hardship was inevitable; when you migrate they thought 

you could not avoid shouqi. 

Bad things often happen. My husband is a carpenter. His boss always asks him to 

work longer and harder, actually, he works more than 10 hours a day. If my husband 

does not do as well as he expected, he shouts at him and makes deductions from his 

wage. My husband often worries that he won 'f get the money he has earned But he 

needs to make a living to support our family. So he just keeps quiet and does what the 

boss asks (Long Dahua, 39 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

Some migrants accepted that their social status was really low and so simply put up 

with the situation. 

We are just peasants. A peasant is a peasant; we don't expect that something like 

status could improve much. We go to cities just to earn money, so we don't care too 

much, we just learn to use to put up with things (Yu Haili, 26 years old in 2004, 

working as a cloth seller in a market in Xinzhou). 

Some migrants believed that if they did well, worked hard and were kind to 

everyone, the bosses would not be too hard on them. 

My boss trusts me very much. I am always honest and work hard. If I make a 

mistake, I always say sorry and try not to do it again. Then the boss trusts me more 

and more and is kind to me (Zhao Huaicai, 29 years old in 2004, working as a 

clothes seller in a market in Xinzhou). 

Shouqi may not prevent discourage people from migrating, but it does have some 
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effects. Some of my interviewees said that if their boss was kind and paid them on 

time, they would want to work for him, even if the wage were lower. Some migrants 

liked to work with their friends or fellow villagers which reduced the problem of 

shouqi. 

Many migrants did take shouqi into account in their long-term migration decisions, 

especially when deciding where they will live finally. For example, Lang Dongshen 

said 

Living in a city seems a good idea. But I do not belong there. The city residents are 

not as kind as our villagers. Living in cities is not as good as living with our villagers. 

It is good to live in a city for some years. When I am old I will still choose to come 

back (36 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

To sum up, unhappy feelings about work and life in the cities do not influence the 

migration decision as directly as monetary costs; however, they play an important 

role in long-term migration decision-making 

3.3-3 Security problems 

In China, work-related injuries and deaths are a problem and have received attention 

from media and government. The Chinese State Administration of Work Safety has 

revealed that 15,000 people die annually due to industrial accidents (Zhang 

Hongsheng and Rong Zhongxia, 2005). The state-owned China Youth Daily has 

reported that accidents in the Pearl River Delta region surrounding Shenzhen claim 

more than 30,000 fingers each year (Cheng Gang and He Lei, 2005). These problems 

are especially serious among migrants. They have been widely discussed in the press 

[see for example articles by Wang Ying (2004) and Du Lirong (2004)]. 

In my survey, interviewees were concerned about security. According to them, the 

security problems that they were aware of in cities included: 1) personal security - the 

danger of violence, sexual attack, being robbed and tricked, etc. 2) work-related 

injures 3) fear of picking up "bad habits or behaviours", such as drinking excessively, 

betting, stealing and using drugs. 

According to my interviews, security problems influence migration decision-making 

in the following four ways. 
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1. The impression or perception that there are serious security problems in cities 

discourages/prevents migration. Especially in villages with low migration rates, like 

Shang Cun and Liulin Wan, regarded cities as the place of "danger and chaos". For 

example, 

I always felt cities were 'luan' (chaotiC) and dangerous. Though I seldom went to 

the cities, many of our villagers said so and I thought it was true. My parents also 

said this and did not agree that I should migrate when I was young. I am 24 this 

year and my parents have agreed that I can work in Kelan, so I went there to work 

in a supermarket for six months, I have begun to realize it is not as serious as I 

thought before (Guan Shihao, 24 years old in 2004, female, from Liulin Wan). 

Peasants in other villages with higher rates of migration, generally did not think it 

was dangerous enough in the cities to stop them migrating. However, at the 

beginning of 1980s just after the economic reforms, perceptions of security 

problems did stop peasants migrating, even where there were some good chances 

for peasants working in construction in cities. For example, a cadre in Sanjiao Cun 

explained: 

Some city residents came to our village to offer us jobs in construction in 

Taiyuan in J 982 and J 983. However, few of our villagers went with them then. 

Most of us were suspicious and afraid: was the information true? Could we really 

get the job? What should we do ifwe were deceived or even killed by them? When 

more and more villagers went out to work and returned successfully, people 

became less fearful. (Wei Geidi, 47 years old in 2004, village header of Sanjiao 

Cun) 

2. Many migrants make decisions based on some general rules about work-related 

injures. For example, they think it is better for people not to migrate before they are 

16 years old because they lack experience. For construction the limit is 18 years old 

because it is really heavy work. They think it is better to work in local or nearby 

cities if possible with their relatives, friends or acquaintances. They try not to work in 

dangerous occupations like coal mines. For example, Huo Xufeng got her first job 

was at the age of 18. When she finished junior middle school, she was 16 years old. 
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Her parents did not want her to work because she was so young. Two years later, 

when she was 18 years old, her father found her a job in a market working with his 

friends. (22 years old in 2004) 

3. Most migrants regard security as their own problem. If an accident or an injury 

happens, nobody else and no organisation could be responsible for it, only the person 

himself or herself (ziji daomel) Few migrants knew about the work insurance. Some 

of them said that once an accident happened, if the boss was kind he might pay some 

money, otherwise, the victim could not get any compensation. 

4. The degree of concern over security problems was different for different migrants. 

Middle-aged and older migrants seemed to worry more about them than young 

migrants did. For example, the examples above show that parents that worried about 

the safety of their children. Few of the young migrants whom I interviewed expressed 

fear of these problems. Wei Pinan thought that security was the most important 

matter in migration and earning the second. Her 24-year-old daughter who worked in 

Xinzhou thought that a job with good prospects or high social status like working for 

government or a large company was the most important consideration and the second 

was money (Wei Pinan, 45 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). Some parents also 

worried that their children might learn "bad habits" in cities like getting into fights, 

gambling, making bad friends, etc. The female migrants worried more than male 

migrants about personal safety, especially about sexual attacks. 

To sum up, security is an important factor influencing migration. Migrants and their 

parents reduce the security risk by preventing migrants going when they are too 

young and by picking destinations and jobs carefully. They generally thought that if 

all the conditions above were satisfied, then it would usually be safe. Migrants rarely 

asked for the help of the law. Rather they take precautions like limiting themselves to 

short-distance migration so that they are within easy travelling distance of home, they 

still have a social network, and they can work with friends. 
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3.3-4 Psychological costs of migration: boredom, loneliness, homesickness and 

stress 

In the literature relating with the costs of migration, the psychological costs of 

leaving friends, relatives and familiar surroundings have received attention. For 

example, psychological costs were an important part of Byerlee's model (1974). In 

China, the psychological problems of migrants include, depression, loneliness and 

stress induced by separation from their families and friends and lower economic and 

social status in the cities (Zeng Li, 2004; Kang Laiyuan, 2004). 

In my survey, the general psychological problems reported were boredom, 

loneliness, homesickness and stress. I will discuss each of these and their influence 

on migration decision-making. 

Many migrants complained that life in city was boring, full of hard work with little 

entertainment. After a long hard day of working, many of migrants felt too exhausted 

to do any things but eat and sleep. At the weekend some migrants played cards, mah­

jong, watched TV, or read magazines occasionally. Some of the women liked to walk 

around in the city centre. Few migrants indicated that they watched films. Long Guli 

who worked in a meat factory described his loneliness 

My job is just to upload, carry and cut meat. I do not have holidays. I work and 

sleep in the factory everyday. I never see anyone, just meat, meat, meat day after 

day. I feel bored I thought I would make some friends and get some experience 

when I came to work here, however, it seems impossible. Sometimes, I flel I am 

going crazy (19 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

In some cases, however, some young migrants enjoyed the life in cities and they 

thought it was less boring than living in the villages; at least, they had a chance to 

have a look at cities. 

Compared with the number of migrants who complained of boredom, not many 

interviewees talked about loneliness in cities. Male migrants especially did not seem 

to find this a problem. Some unmarried female migrants said that sometimes they 

wanted to find a boyfriend, so they would feel better when they went home at night 

after finishing work. 
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Only a few of the interviewees mentioned homesickness. Some young female 

migrants said that they often missed home in the first few months of migration, or 

when they were sick or encountered trouble. Arianne M. Gaetano and Tamara Jacka 

(2004) also found that few married male migrants were missing home. 

On the whole, the feelings of boredom, loneliness and homesickness hardly 

deterred people from migrating in my fieldwork. They understood these problems 

were normal and adopted their migration pattern to minimise them. Most people 

worked in nearby cities. If they wanted to come home, it took just a few hours by 

train or coach. Migrants from Donglou Cun could come home everyday by bicycle if 

they worked in Xinzhou. At the same time, some migrants only worked for six 

months or less per year in the city giving themselves the rest of the year to live with 

their families. Moreover, some migrants opted to work with people from same village, 

which relieved their feelings of loneliness. For example, nearly 20 migrants from 

Zuotou Cun worked together in construction in Taiyan. 

Pressure 

Some of the interviewees felt the stress oflivelihood problems, long-term migration 

plans, competition etc. Although some migrants had already found jobs, it did not 

mean they had a pennanent foothold in the cities. They felt the pressure of many 

difficult problems such as the possibility of unemployment, unstable jobs, low wages, 

the irregular payment of wages and difficulties with their hukou, housing, marriage 

and children's education. None of these questions was easy to resolve. 

Ding Meili explained her family dilemma. 

After we got married, my husband worked in construction in Xinzhou or Taiyuan. 

He worked very hard, nearly 12 hours a day. He always looked tired when he came 

back. I felt sorry for him, what choice did we have? We owed 20, 000 yuan that was 

spent on our marriage and on building a house and set up house. So my husband has 

first to return this money. He said that he would try to find a goodjob after clear this 

debt. However, he has no skills, and his educational level is low, he can only get 

construction work. But it is impossible for him to do this job for his whole life· It is so 

hard that one day he won '/ be able to do it any more. Then how will we make a living? 
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I worry about this problem, I feel unhappy to see my husband work so hard. I have 

discussed this with him. He comforts me and tells me not to worry, but he seems to 

have no idea what our future will be (28 years old in 2004, her husband 32 years old 

in 2004, both of them from Zuotou Cun). 

From the case above, stress seems not to deter people from migrating in the first 

place but it does affect migrants' decision-making on long-term migration plans. For 

example, partly in order to reduce their problems in the cities, some migrants try to 

learn some skills before they migrate or to acquire them during migration. Some 

people just regard the city as a place to earn money, and always assume that their 

village would be their eventual home. 

To sum up, feelings of boredom, loneliness, homesickness and stress appear to be 

very real costs for migrants. However, because my interviewees did not move far 

from home, most of them could deal with these problems by restricting the length of 

their stay in the city by making frequent visits home. For this reason, the 

psychological costs did not seem to have much impact on the decision to migrate or 

on longer term plans. 

3.3-5 Risk and migration decision-making 

Risk is an important concept and tool to analyse human behaviour. However, the 

definition of risk varies with different disciplines. For example, Wood (1964:83), 

summarised three definitions of risk in terms of insurance, which are 1) "risk is the 

chance of loss", 2) "risk is uncertainty"; and 3) risk may be "either the chance or the 

uncertainty of a loss". In these definitions, risk refers to "loss" or "uncertainty". 

Adams (1995: 30) defines risk as ''the product of the probability and utility of some 

future event" and points out that risk is the "product discounted to its present value" 

(1995:94). This definition regards risk as measurable. In relation to sociology, Beck 

(1992: 21) says that "risk is a systematic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities 

induced and introduced by modernisation itself'. In his definition, risk is a way to 

manage danger rather than an "uncertainty". 
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In the literature relating to general decision analysis, risk is an important factor 

influencing decision-making. Risks affect the decision maker's value judgements on 

costs and benefits. High income jobs are often associated with high risk. At the same 

time, the decision-maker's attitude to risk plays an important role in forming 

judgements. Differences in attitude towards risk can make people evaluate the same 

thing differently. For example, in considering the same job, one person may think it 

risky, and therefore believe it will not yield a steady income whereas someone else 

might not perceive any risk and would thus see it as a steady source of income 

(Keeney, 1982: 804-808). 

In the literature regarding migration decision-making, risk and other relevant 

factors like information and attitude widely discussed. For example, Goodman (1981: 

140) found that compared with perfect information, imperfect information leads to 

higher costs of migration, which results in a lower migration rate. 

Here, I use the common meaning of risk, which is "a possibility or likelihood of 

something happening; .... a degree of probability" (Webster's New International 

Dictionary of the English Language, 1955: 447). In my fieldwork, the risks of 

migration are events that could cause migrants lose benefits, like wage refusals. Since 

attitudes to risk is relevant, I will analyse risk and migration decision-making data 

from my fieldwork empirically in three aspects: attitudes to risk, the kinds of risks 

and uncertainties involved in migration and the way migrants consider these risks or 

uncertainties in making decisions. 

3.3-5.1 Attitudes to risk 

In my fieldwork, to examine the common attitudes to risk, I asked the interviewees 

questions associated with money use and investment, such as "How do you use your 

surplus money?" "Would you like to try to get more money by risky but possibly 

profitable investment?" "If there were two jobs, one stable but low paid, the other 

high paid but risky, which would choose", etc. 

In answer to the first question, over 60 per cent of interviewees answered that they 

would like to save money or use on it housing, education and improving life. A 

similar result was found in Zhang Mei's (2003) survey conducted in Shanxi showing 
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the majority of peasants would like to save or spend money on housing rather than 

investing in business. This shows that peasants feel insecure about money and do not 

want to take high risks in their own business. However in my findings, attitudes were 

different in different villages. More peasants from villages with a higher migration 

rate like Donglou Cun liked the idea of investing in migration for their own business; 

however, they usually take a limited risk. In other villages especially in Liulin Wan 

and Shang Cun, villagers tended to spend money on marriage, house building and 

investment in raising sheep that they usually regarded it as a steady job without risk. 

Some migrants were prepared to take only a very limited risk in setting up their own 

business. For example, Li Gaocai said that ifhe had 100 yuan per month, he would be 

prepared to invest 120 yuan with some risk, but he would not dare to risk more than 

200 yuan, a sum which would be double his present income. Young migrants seemed 

to prefer highly paid and risky work. However they would only switch jobs if there 

was a high possibility of getting the other job, otherwise, they did not quit their 

current jobs easily. For example, Lang Dongshen (36 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao 

Cun) narrated his experiences aged 28. 

I worked at a chicken factory for two years when I was about 28 years old The 

wage was 450 yuan per month; however, it never increased at all, while some 

friends of mine who worked in construction could earn more than 500 a month. 

They often suggested I should quit my job. I thought that though my current job was 

comfortable, but paid less, the job in construction was hard, but paid better. Since 

my friends could easily find a job in construction, so could 1 That's how I quit my 

job. 

Compared to young migrants, middle-aged and old people tend to select a low 

wage and stable job rather than a high wage and unstable job. For example, Zhu 

Haitian (55 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun) said, "my husband and I are old. 

What is important for us is a stable and comfortable work and life. My husband could 

not take a job which is risky however highly paid." 
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To sum up, my interviewees, were, on the whole, inclined to take few risks or not to 

take risks. The degree of willingness to take risks varied from different one person to 

another. 

3.3-5.2 Risks injob seeking 

Mei Jingping (2003) lists various risks and uncertainties of migrants in China such 

as job seeking, wage problems, health, injury and hukou problems. In my fieldwork, 

the risks that they were most concerned with centred around jobs: job seeking and 

wage problems. They referred little to the hukou since most of migrants I 

interviewed worked in local cities, where it was not difficult to settle with an 

agricultural hukou. 

Whether or not they could find a job easily and whether the job was good were 

major concerns for migrants. 

My interviewees reported that, it was generally not so difficult for migrants to find 

a job, especially if they had a lot of experience or a wide social network. However, it 

was challenging to find a good job. Most interviewees said that if they weren't 

bothered about their wages and work conditions, it was not a problem to get ajob. To 

find a good job, they needed a higher educational level or a "strong social network"; 

otherwise, it was a matter of "good luck". Due to their limited information and the 

imperfect labour market, migrants often didn't know the real details of employment, 

and could not judge how good the job was, which made job seeking more risky. Long 

Guli (19 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun) recounted his experiences. 

The boss told me that the job was not hard and the salary was good. It was just 

unloading the trucks. They even provided me with free accommodation. I was very 

glad to take the job and thought I was really lucky. But soon I found things were 

quite different from what the boss had claimed. I had to work both day and night. 

Once the truck came, no matter what time it was, even if I was sleeping, I had to 

get up to work. I could not stand working round the clock working so I quit the job 

after a while 

To reduce risk in job seeking, migrants valued information from relatives, friends 

and fellow villagers more highly than information from the market and agents 
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recognising that it was more likely to be true. The general channels of information 

about job opportunities are the small advertisements in the local shop in street, 

official or nonofficial labour agencies and personal contacts. In the view of the 

interviewees, the common labour agencies had the least credibility. Only one of 70 

interviewees reported finding a job through a labour agency. According to Mei 

Jinping (2003), many non-official labour agencies in China did provide unsatisfied 

services; some even giving false information to deceive the job seeker. 

In addition to the risk in job seeking, another risk was whether the job was steady. 

According to interviewees, a steady job generally implied that the worker could eam 

a stable income for the long term. Some interviewees added the fixed work place and 

holiday as further criteria for steady job. For example, construction, a typical job for 

migrants, was not regarded as stable by most of them. One reason was that when a 

construction project finished, the job generally finished too. Moreover it was 

generally felt that the job was too hard for men over 45. Many migrants did not give 

up agriculture or plan to live in cities long term, because city employment did not 

offer enough stability. This was especially true in case ofLiu Linwan and Shang Cun. 

Villagers gave them reasons for not migrating was that they did not like the unstable 

jobs, while their lacks of migration experience and contacts made it difficult for them 

to get stable jobs. 

3.3-5.3 Wage problems 

It has already been mentioned that some employers make deductions from wages, 

delay wages or even refuse to pay migrants. This section will focus on wage problem 

as a migration risk. 

Wage arrears have become a prominent topic in the media recently and migrants 

especially those who work in construction suffer from arrears problems. According to 

the All-China Federation of Trade Unions (China Labour Bulletin, 2005), the total 

unpaid wages owing to the nation's migrants were estimated at 100 billion yuan in 

2004. The migrants most likely to be affected by the problem are in the construction 

and catering industries. 
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In my fieldwork, over half of migrants had experienced wage problems, including 

wage arrears and deduction from wages. 

I am lucky only to have had one year's wage unpaid Many of my friends and 

workmates have not been paid for two or three years. The boss always says he has 

no money and asks us to wait. But who believes him? (Hu Huaxia, 30 years old in 

2004, from Zuotou Cun). 

The boss promised that he would pay us 25 yuan per day. After the construction 

finished, he said we hadn't worked well and we only got 23 yuan per day. We know 

that hejust used the pretext to make deductions. But what we could do? Jfwe insisted 

on asking/or the full wage, we might not get a single cent (ling Buhuan, 48 years old 

in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun, interviewed in Sanjiao Cun). 

Knowing wage problems were widespread, migrants took some measures to try to 

reduce their risk, like assessing the employer in advance and working with friends or 

relatives. However, there were no certain ways to judge whether this problem would 

happen to them. Many migrants had to change jobs, or returned to village after a 

whole year or even two years with wage still unpaid. 

Deng Xinhua was a leader of a construction team. The team members were mostly 

his fellow villagers. When they experienced the wage arrears and refusal, he felt very 

sorry for his team members. They trusted him and worked with him, but he could not 

get the money from the boss to pay them. It was not his fault; indeed he himself had 

not been paid: Deng decided not to migrate again. When I interviewed him, he only 

worked in agriculture (Deng Xinhua, 58 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun). 

From the discussion we can see people prefer to choose migration with low risk. 

However, there were risks or uncertainties that they could not predict precisely, like 

wage problems, and they had to adjust their decisions when they met such risks. 

Migrants not only choose low risk ways to migrate, but they take measures to reduce 

risks. However, migrants are limited in their choices due to their own limitations like 

their educational level. For example, most migrants knew that skilled jobs were 

steadier than labouring job, but they couldn't get skilled jobs so they had no choice 

but to take labouring jobs like construction. 
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To sum up, risks influence migration decision-making in the following ways: I) 

Risks increase the costs of migration and thus reduce the desire to migrate. 2) Risks 

constrain migrants to work in local and nearby cities where their information is better. 

3) Risks reduce the migrants' desire to live in cities long-term, and incline them to 

work both in agriculture and in the cities. 

3.4 Transaction costs 

Transaction costs are the costs of making exchanges and enforcing agreements. For 

example, according to Datta and Nugent (1989), transaction costs include 1) 

obtaining information. 2) Negotiating among the parties to reach agreement on the 

provisions of the contract, and 3) communicating all such provisions to all the 

relevant agents. 4) Monitoring and enforcing the terms and conditions of the contracts. 

The transaction costs of migration for the individual migrant are all the costs 

involved in obtaining a job. In China, due to the segmentation of labour market and 

some policies like the hukou system, many migrants, especially in large cities, have 

to pay various fees such as the temporary residential fee. These can be defined as 

transaction costs. Research has analysed these costs in China. For example, Jing 

Xiaoyu (1996) examined three types of transaction cost for migrants in Jiangsu: 

information seeking, obtaining the contract including the costs of interview, skills 

training and gifts and permission of to Jive and work in the city, and complying with 

contract e.g. pay deposits. 

Evidence from my fieldwork shows significant impact of transaction costs on 

decision-making. I will analyse three types of these costs: obtaining information, 

ways of migrating and transaction costs with migrant' employers. 

3.1 Obtaining information 

In the section on risks and decision-making, I have mentioned that most migrants 

had great trust in information from relatives and friends which could reduce the risks 

of migration. However, there are other reasons for migrants preferring this as their 

main information channel - it is free and sometimes saves them considerable time. 

Hu Huaxia talked about how he obtained obtaining information. 
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I work in construction. I never worry too much about where the job is. I have some 

friends and fellow villagers working in construction, if they get the chance of a job, 

they will tell me. It is very easy. They just come to my home, or give me a cali, asking 

me "do you want to go with us?" If I am available, I will go with them. With an 

introduction from my friends, when we go to the work site, I just need to go to see our 

team leader and I can start work immediately. I always make some new friends 

working on the job. Most of them are the migrants, like us. We ask about the job when 

we chat. Sometimes, I have several job opportunities, and then I choose the best. Of 

course, when I hear of jobs opportunities, I tell my friends at once. I just got home 

yesterday, and this morning a friend of mine came to see me and invited me to work 

with on a new site (Hu Huaxia, 30 years old in 2004, from Zuotou Cun). 

The low transaction costs made migrants prefer the information from relatives and 

friends. In the case of Liulin Wan and Shang Cun where the migration rate was low, 

it was difficult to obtain information and transaction costs were thus higher. 

I have never worked outside. After finishing junior middle school, I worked in 

agriculture. My income is low, only 3,000 yuan a year. Sometimes, I think I would like 

to try to work in a city, but I don't know where to go or what to do. Most of the 

villagers just farm like me; nobody can tell me what I need to know to migrate. Now I 

am 36 years old, I'm not likely to migrate. But if some friends who have worked in 

cities successfully asked me to work with them, I would go immediately. If I knew the 

job was stable and well paid, I would rather give up farming (Rao Tianmeng, male, 

36 years old in 2004, in Shang Cun). 

3.2 Ways of migrating 

According migrants accounts of their experiences, "stage migration" was common. 

For example, someone might first migrate to a nearby city where waged work was 

available, and then to a better job or move to another city where the labour market 

was more attractive. 

Migrants had good reasons for selecting this way to migrate. Young migrants who 

had few experiences and skills were less likely to find a good job the first or second 

time they went out. They had to learn some skills or accumulate experience so that 
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they would be more likely to find good jobs in the future. If this behaviour is 

analysed in terms of transaction costs, it can be seen that it is cost saving. With only 

the limited information, migrants could not easily to find the best jobs in cities. 

Though a better job may bring them more income, seeking this job would cost them 

more time and money. To save on these transaction costs, it is necessary to find any 

job first, and after gaining experiences, when the access to information increases, the 

migrant can change to a better job. 

Another strategy my interviewees employed to reduce their transaction costs was to 

work in the local or nearby cities. Most of migrants in my fieldwork agreed that 

wages were higher in large cities than in small ones. For example, a village cadre in 

Sanjiao Cun said that migrants from his village could earn about 2,000 yuan a year 

working in the local town, 4,000 yuan in local city, and 6,000-8,000 yuan in large 

cities. Though expenses were higher in large cities than in small ones, there was no 

obvious evidence in my fieldwork to show that balance between income and 

expenses in small cities was more than in large cities. However, most migrants 

choose to work in nearby cities. Transaction costs were an important reason. Unlike 

transport costs, transaction costs could not be cleared at once after getting the job. 

They kept recurring unless the migrant returned home. Many migrants I interviewed 

had the experience of changing jobs; some of them frequently. The transaction costs 

increased with the number of job changes. In local cities, these costs could be 

reduced effectively with the help of friends, while they were relatively difficult to 

reduce in large cities. Wei Binfu (55 years old in 2004, self-employed, working in a 

market in Xinzhou) explained the advantages of working in local cities. 

Unexpected things happened. You might lose your job, lose money, be tricked, get 

sick, have a bad boss, or get send home by the securities forces for not having a 

temporary resident card. You can deal with all these problems in local cities. At worst 

you just come home, and even this is quicker when you are nearby. 

3.3 Transaction costs of working 

In my fieldwork, the majority of migrants did not sign a formal contract or have 

insurance arrangement with their employers. Many migrants did not even know what 
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insurance was. Wages, working hours and workload were almost always decided by 

employers. This meant that the personal relationship was very important for migrants 

to keep their job and get their wages on time. As mentioned before, monitoring and 

enforcing working terms and conditions is a transaction cost. Due to the unbalanced 

power between migrants and their employers, the transaction cost is high. To reduce 

the cost, most migrants strove to keep a good relationship with their bosses. For 

example, Yu Haili explained: 

The important thing is to do as my boss asks. I try to work hard and complain little. 

When he loses his temper, I just keep quiet and never argue with him at the time; even 

if what has happened isn't my fault, when he calms down, I explain myself (26 years 

old in 2004, worked in a market as a cloth seller in Xinzhou). 

Wage arrears or non-payment of wages are common problems for migrants, 

mentioned in the section on risks. Once wages were in arrears, asking for the money 

was time consuming and costly. 

I asked the boss for my money many times in the last six months. His attitude was 

crusty and he told me he had no money. I knew I couldn't push him too much, 

otherwise, he might turn hostile and then I would never get the money. So I didn't ask 

him too often, but when I met him, I told how hard my life was and begged him to pay 

me part of the money. He finally gave me large part of it. Though I didn't get it all, I 

was satisfied (Wei Xiaobai, 59 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun) 

To sum up, transaction costs have an important impact on the pattern of migration 

and decision making. High transaction costs can prevent some people from migrating. 

Migrants choose ways to migrate with low transaction costs. Strategies like using 

their social networks and migrating to nearby cities can reduce their transaction costs, 

but also partly determine their migration pattern. 

3.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have discussed the material, non-material and transaction costs of 

migration. Material costs include living costs, accommodation, food and transport, 

and the costs of setting up a business in cities and opportunity costs. Living costs and 
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the costs of setting up a business can directly prevent people migrating, living in 

cities long tenn, or upgrading from employment to self-employment. 

When a single person migrates, the opportunity cost may be low as the agriculture 

work he/she used to do will simply be taken over by other household members. If 

their agricultural income could potentially be adversely influenced by migration, 

migrants generally try to protect it by migrating to a nearby city or asking a relative 

member to help out. They nonnally do not abandon agriCUlture unless their migration 

income is much higher than their agricultural one. In looking at non-material costs, I 

discussed the hardships of work and life in cities, poor relationships with employers 

and city residents, security costs, migration risk and psychological costs. Non­

material costs generally do not prevent migration immediately but they do discourage 

long tenn migration. Although they do not like these costs, migrants can usually 

endure them in the short-term, or reduce their impact by measures such as working 

with friends, or working only in nearby cities. They may also feel they are offsetting 

material costs if they are able to earning more money. In long run, however, as people 

are generally unwilling to endure these costs all their lives, non-material costs play in 

persuading migrants to return home. People's perceptions of non-material costs are 

influenced by traditional attitudes and nonns in regard to taking risks and enduring 

hardship. Transaction costs may also prevent people migrating or affect the way they 

migrate. For example, when the wage problems are very serious, migrants do not 

want to work outside. Migrants look for ways to save on or to avoid these costs, for 

example by obtaining infonnation from relatives or friends and by using "stage 

migration". 

As a whole, the costs of migration are what that a migrant has to payor give up 

during migration. These costs arise throughout the process of migration, from 

obtaining infonnation to beginning to work and live in cities. Their fonn can be 

material or non-material. Their influences vary from strong to weak and short term to 

long term, and they differ according to the stage of migration and characteristics of 

different individuals. 

Migration decisions are greatly influenced by these costs. 1) If the costs are much 
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higher than people can bear, or higher than the benefits, people do not migrate. 2) In 

the course of migration, they try to select options with low costs or to economise on 

costs, in that will not reduce their benefits. 3) People balance costs in order to 

maximise their benefits. For example, if they are very short of money they will be 

willing to suffer extra hardship in order to save more money 4) People's perceptions 

of costs are partly based on the information they can gather and their own experiences. 

Young people may have different perceptions from older people. 
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Chapter four: Benefits of migration 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter will discuss the factors which encourage migration, focusing on urban 

Incomes, social status, self-improvement, the attraction of cities and looking for 

Spouses. 

In the section on urban incomes, I first discuss the influence of actual wages on 

migration, examining the significance of money in house building, marriage and 

education, and then I discuss the long-tenn influences of low wages for migrant 

workers. In the section on social status, I first explore rural people's perceptions of 

job-related social status and examine their references for judging social status, and 

then I discuss four perspectives on the influence of social status on migration. In the 

section on self-improvement, I mainly discuss how gaining skills, knowledge and 

experience influences migration decision-making. In the next section, I discuss how 

the advantages of cities, ideas about changing one's fate and looking for opportunities 

affect migration. Finally, I discuss how the desire to look for spouses encourages 

migration and examine the difference between male and female migrants in this 

respect. 

4.2 Income and decision-making 

Looking for higher income in urban areas is an important motivation for migration. 

The literature relating to income and migration shows that the higher income in urban 

areas has a positive influence on migration. For example, the Lewis' model (1954) 

indicates that migration between agriculture and industry takes place in the process of 

economic development in response to the difference in economic gains: the higher 

industrial wage. In Sjaastad's model, the different wages and costs in rural and urban 

areas are the main factors affecting the individual's decision to migrate. Some 

literature has offered a refined analysis of the relationship between income and 

migration. For example, Todaro (I 976) argues that migration occurs because of the 

rural-urban differences in expected income rather a real wage differences. In their 

research on migration from Mexico to the United States, Stark and Taylor (1989) find 

that "relative deprivation", that is income differences between decision maker and 
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their reference people who are in same villages, plays a significant role in decision­

making. 

In China, the migration wage plays a very important role in migration decision­

making. The literature repeatedly shows that seeking higher income and adding to 

household income are important reasons for migration (see for example Huang Ping, 

1997; Bai Nansheng and Song Hongyuan, 2002). However, according both to media 

reports and academic studies, migrants' earnings in the urban areas are low compared 

with those of urban residents and some problems like wage arrears discourage rural­

urban migration (Zhang Xianfang, 2004: 13). 

In this section, I will examine how people make decisions in relation to higher 

wages in cities. 

4.2-1 The effect of "actual wage" on migration 

It is commonly agreed that urban incomes are higher than agricultural ones in 

China (Knight and Song, 1999). In my fieldwork, most of the interviewees agreed 

that wages in cities were higher than rural incomes, especially when rural income was 

purely dependent on cultivation. These comparisons were mainly based on the wage 

rates in their ordinary jobs like construction and in their common destinations, like 

Xinzhou. Most migrants had a general knowledge of wages in the nearby cities, like 

Xinzhou and Taiyuan. They knew what was considered a low, medium or high wage 

and what wage was paid for different types of work, like construction or hotel work. 

They regarded 200-300 yuan per month as a low or basic income and more than 500 

or 600 yuan per month as good money. This information was mostly from their own 

or their friends' experience of migration. Wages and jobs were hot topics among 

migrants. Most interviewees said that they often exchanged information on wages 

and work with their friends. As this information came mainly from direct experience 

and most migrants did not move far, migrants did not know the wage rates in more 

distant cities, like Beijing and Shanghai. Their information about wage rates in other 

cities was fragmented and slight. They simply knew that both wages and expenses 

were higher than those in nearby cities, but they did not know how much higher, or 

how much they might be able to save. They also had little idea about wage rates for 
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jobs that they did not usually do such as office work although they were clear about 

rates for jobs that migrants often did. People in Shang Cun and LiuIin Wan, villages 

with a low migration rate, were much less well informed than people from villages, 

such as Donglou Cun with high rates. 

Based on general information about wage rates, potential migrants had to make 

various calculations to compare incomes between cities and villages, due to the 

considerable differences in the way income was received. For example, if the general 

wage for migrants in construction work was 25 yuan per day, then the monthly wage 

would be between 650-750 yuan taking rest days into account. In 2003 the average 

agricultural income per labour in Donglou Cun for the year was 3,314 yuan. This 

gave a figure of 276 yuan a month per labour. Income in cities was therefore two or 

three times agricultural income. Ding Dianwei, 39 years old in 2004 and from 

Donglou Cun, recalled that in his early job of selling pork, he was really excited that 

he had earned over 800 yuan a month and 10,000 yuan a year-- more than the 

agricultural income for his whole household for the year. Migrants often said that 

they migrated because they heard that the wages would be so high compared with 

agricultural income. For example, Shi Jianguo said that he went to Taiyuan to work 

in construction because his friends told him with that piece rates it was possible for a 

strong man to earn 100 yuan per day (Shi Jianguo, 50 years old in 2004, from Zuotou 

Cun). 

Though my interviewees generally agreed that urban wages rates were higher than 

agricultural earnings and that the higher wages encouraged migration, they were more 

concerned with what "actual wage" they could finally earn. When I asked 

interviewees that what they would do if they found a better paid job than their current 

one or if there was a job that paid higher than their agricultural income, some 

interviewees asked me "is the pay really higher or does it just sound higher? I would 

need to make sure because it is different". Most migrants, after a period of migration, 

found that what they earned finally was less than the nominal wage due to reasons 

like the nature of the job, refusals to pay, and deductions from wages by their 

employers. For example, though the monthly wage in construction was much higher 

89 



than agricultural income, migrants could generally only work for about six months 

between late spring and autumn, rather than whole year. At the same time, in 

summer, if rain halted work they were often paid only 10 yuan per day to cover living 

expenses. Jing Buhuan said that happened so often that sometimes they could work 

for only 15 days in a month in summer (Jing Buhuan, 48 years old in 2004, from 

Sanjiao Cun). When unpaid days, deductions and the refusal of wages are taken into 

account, the actual income in construction was much less than their employers 

claimed. 

When the actual wages for migrants are considered, the difference between 

potential urban income and agricultural income was reduced. For some villages, the 

actual wage in the cities might be even less than the agricultural income that could be 

earned. For example, the head of Liulin Wan said that a good migrant worker from 

their village could earn 4,000 yuan a year and an ordinary one could earn 2,000 yuan 

a year. A good villager could earn 10,000 yuan a year by raising about 100 sheep. Of 

course not everyone could make so much. The villagers would need money to buy 

lambs and there were risks in raising sheep. A household might not have surplus 

labour to raise sheep or enough space in their yards to settle in these sheep. But some 

of villagers did it successfully. Generally, Liulin Wan households raised an average 

of 25 sheep each in 2004, using one person per household to look after these sheep, 

which meant this labourer could earn 2,500 yuan a year. People from Liulin Wan 

choose to work in village rather than migrate. However there are not many such 

villages in the Xinzhou region. 

The general situation is that most migrants agreed that they earned more in cities 

than in Villages. According to the interviewees, the scope of annual individual 

agricultural income in the six villages varies from a high of 2,900 yuan in Donglou 

Cun to a low of 890 yuan in Shang Cun in 2003. By contrast, with the exception of a 

few people who only worked for very few months due to sickness or other problems, 

villagers who migrated earned a maximum of 30,000 yuan, and a minimum of a 

1,000-2,000 yuan per year. 
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Information on the "actual wage" was mainly based on migrants' experiences in the 

cities, which was passed on to non-migrants. Many migrants did not know how much 

they would really get, even if their boss made a clear promise. For example, Lang 

Dongshen said that his boss had promised him 25 yuan a day. However, he finally 

only got 22 yuan a day because his boss said his work was not as good as he expected. 

Lang complained the boss just wanted to pay him less, otherwise why hadn't he 

warned him earlier about his work. He knew this often happened, but had no idea 

how to deal with it (36 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

To sum up, though higher income in cities attracts people to migrate, migrants 

make what enquires they can and come to their decisions based on the "actual 

money" they expect to be able to earn rather than reported pay rates. 

4.2-2 Demand for money encourages migration 

During the interviews, migrants offered the following reasons for migrating. 

I am near the age of marriage, but I don't have enough money to do it, that is why I 

migrated (Gan Jiangjun, Male, 22 years old in 2004, from Liulin Wan). 

Our family has run up 20,000 yuan of debts to build a house, I have to work outside 

to pay the debts o.ff(Huo Qimeng, male, 22 years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun). 

My son is stUdying in junior middle school in Xinzhou, which takes lots of money. 

My agricultural income isn't enough to pay it all so I have no choice but to work 

outside (Shi Weiming, male, 36 years old in 2004, interviewed in a noodle factory in 

Xinzhou). 

You ask me why I am old but still work Well, before I could not work, I am trying 

to save more money in case of a serious illness. I am old, and may easily get sick You 

know, once you get sick, it takes a lot of money. Though my children can support me, 

I would like to earn more money before I retire completely (Wei Binfu, female, 55 

years old in 2004, interviewed in Beifang Market in Xinzhou). 

The need for major expenditure may force people to try to earn more money than 

agricultural income can produce on its own. House building, marriage costs and the 

education· of the children are the significant expenses for peasants. I will show in the 

next section that the money spent on these items differs greatly between richer and 
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poorer villages. First, I will discuss the general situation regarding the price of 

housing, marriage and education compared with agricultural income. 

In rural Shanxi as in the rest of China, a good house is often the symbol of wealth. 

The household with the best house generally is regarded as the richest and most 

prestigious one in a village. Murphy (2002: 103) suggests that house building is the 

way that individuals enhance their standing in the village. The new houses in villages 

in Xinzhou include single-storey and double-storey houses with quite big yards. The 

common price of building a new house was between 20 and 30 thousand yuan in 

2003 and the better ones could cost up to 100 thousand yuan. 

In Donglou Cun for example, this sort of expenditure would mean that without the 

help of the family, an individual would need 20-30 years of agricultural income to 

build a house. Even looked at in terms of household agricultural income, the cost 

would be equal to five-seven years income. With the help of migration income 

however, a household could amass the money in two-three years. In fact, of course, 

no rural household could channel all its earnings to house building; living costs must 

always be met. It is hard to build a house depending only on agricultural income. 

Extra earnings from migration make it much easier. 

House building is generally related to marriage. Marriage costs are significant for 

peasants. Excluding house building, the cost of marriage to the groom's side could 

nearly be about 20,000 yuan in the 21 st century in Xinzhou and Kelan, nearly equal to 

cost of a normal house. The cost of marriage includes the bride price and part of 

wedding costs. The costs also include resources passed on to the bride and groom 

from the parents on both sides to enable them to form a new household. Figure 4.1 

shows the marriage expenses and inter household flows for the marriage of Zhang 

Qunting (Zhang Qunting, male, 26 years old in 2005, from Donglou Cun, married in 

2005). 

Zhang's parents spent 18,188 yuan on the marriage, the bride's parents received a 

net sum of 3,388 yuan and Zhang's new household got gifts and cash which were 

together equal to 13,700 yuan. 
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Figure 4.1 Financial flows among people involved: groom's parents, bride's parents, the new 
couple and guests. 

Groom's parents 

-8888(bride price in cash) 

Bride's parents 

----.... +8,888 

the new couple 

-5,000 (dowry) ____ .... +5,000 

-5000(house set: furniture, TV, etc) -----------............. +5,000 

-4500(wedding costs: food and drinks 

for wedding guests) 

+3000 (guests' gifts: cash) 

-3000 (called clothes money) 

-2,500(wedding costs) 

+2,000(guests' gifts: cash) 

+3,000 

-5000 (Three Golden gifts: --------------+lIo +5,000 

earring, ring and necklace) 

-800 (others: cash and gifts) 

+5000 

Sum -18,188 +3,388 

Notes: "." indicates an amount paid, "+" means an amount received. 

+700(others, like 
relatives' 
gifts) 

-5,000 

(before 

marriage, 

Zhang earned 

money for his 

household) 

+13,700 

Marriage costs constitute a heavy burden for the bridegroom's household. Some of 

the male interviewees said they had incurred big debts in order to marry and had to 

work hard to return money after marriage. In my fieldwork, women seemed not to 

worry about the costs of marriage the way men did. Given the pattern of marriage 

expenditure it is not surprising that I found many cases where a man could not marry 

due to the lack of money for a marriage, but not a single one of a woman was in this 

situation. Because a part of both bride price and the dowry will be passed to the new 

couple after marriage, some young women hope to use it to finance enterprises in 

migration. For example, Huo Xufeng said she wanted to run a stall in a market that 
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would cost about 30,000-40,000 yuan to set up including various fees such as annual 

rent and the cost of stock. One possible way of getting the money was to borrow from 

her parents and friends, but she was aware of the danger of losing her capital if 

business was bad. The better way she thought was to use the money she would get 

from each set of parents after her marriage, and then with extra help from her 

husband, she might get enough to set up (22 years old in 2004, interviewed in a 

market in Xinzhou). 

Education costs are also a major expense for rural households, especially if the 

child goes to senior middle school or college or if there is more than one child at a 

time in school. Guan Shihao said she stopped school after finishing primary school 

because her family could not afford to have three children studying at the same time 

(Guan Shihao, female, 24 years old in 2004, from Liulin Wan). 

Table 4.1 below shows the costs of education based on my interviewees' reports. It 

can be seen that fees increase significantly with the educational level. The cost at 

primary and junior middle school level was not too high, because there was a primary 

school in each village and a junior middle school in a nearby small town. However, 

students had to go to the city to progress any further. These costs were prohibitive for 

those whose income depended on agriculture. Shi Weiming who was interviewed in 

Sanli noodle factory said that his agricultural income was 4,000 yuan a year, while 

supporting his son in senior middle school in Xinzhou cost 3,000 yuan a year. Gui 

Yunfei who was studying for a masters degree in Beijing said that his total course 

fees were 40,000 yuan for three years. With other costs like accommodation and food, 

he would need up to 7,000 yuan a year. His parents earned 10,000 yuan a year and 

could not meet these costs. If he had not worked and saved money before studying 

for his masters degree, he could not have undertaken it. 

I have discussed some major expenditure items for peasants. Now I move on to 

look at the way the need to raise money for this expenditure influences migration 

decision-making. 
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Prim school 
Junior middle schoo 

Senior middle schoo 1,60 2,80 

3,00 4,60 
3,000-5,00 10,000-18,00 

Source: fieldwork in 2004. 

4.2-2.1 The influence of the demand for large sums of money on migration 

The costs of house building, marriage and education are difficult to meet from 

agricultural income alone. Peasants are forced to seek work as migrants in order to 

realize important life goals, including building a house, contracting a marriage and 

providing education which would otherwise be delayed or would remain out of reach. 

Peasants sometimes achieve such goals in the short term by taking loans from 

relatives and friends. The debt itself then becomes the immediate cause of migration, 

but the ultimate cause is the need to raise money for major expenditure. 

Although the pressure of the demand for money leads more people to seek waged 

work and thus has a positive influence on migration; it may also limit their ability to 

achieve greater social mobility in the long-term. The immediate need for money may 

leave migrants no surplus cash or time to invest in learning skills and upgrading their 

jobs. The following case shows that even if a migrant knows his job has no prospects, 

debt may prevent him trying for a better one. 

After my marriage, lowed 20,000 yuan which I had borrowed to build my new 

house and cover the costs of getting married. I have to work hard in construction. I 

know it is not a good job, but at least I can earn money there. My wife wants me to 

learn a skill or find a good job, but I have no time, you know, first, I have to payoff 

my debt. Last year I have paid back 2,000 yuan, but I still have a long way to go (Sun 

Haoren, 32 years old in 2004, from Zuotou Cun). 
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Though the demand for money encourages migration, the extent of influence was 

different in my fieldwork villages. As mentioned above, major expenditure was 

different between rich and poor villages. In the comparatively poor villages of Liulin 

Wan and Shang Cun where rates of migration were very low, the demand for money 

seems not to encourage migration. I asked interviewees from both villages if they felt 

they were short of money and they answered, "yes, always". When asked why they 

did not opt to migrate, they gave various reasons: "no idea how to migrate", "we can 

raise more sheep to increase our income" and "finding a good job in cities is 

difficult" . 

Both the villages are located in the mountains with inconvenient transport and 

communication, especially Shang Cun where no-one had a telephone. This may 

account for the fact that neither village was much influenced by the outside. In the 

1970s, there was little labour migration in Shanxi. Most people worked in agriculture 

and they did not spend much on house building and marriage. In the 1980s after 

economic reform, migration became possible for families and migration income 

became an important income source. In these years people from villages such as 

Donglou Cun began to migrate on a significant scale. Their increased incomes and 

expanded horizons stimulated expenditure on house building, marriage and education, 

in turn, the desire to spend more on these things further encouraged people to work in 

cities. In the 1990s, the costs of house building, marriage and education increased 

even more due to economic and policy reasons. In this period, the difficulty of 

anyone achieving their life goals without migration encouraged the practice of 

migration. None of this happened in villages like Liulin Wan and Shang Cun, from 

which there was still little migration. Villagers had neither the means nor the desire to 

increase their expenditure on such things as house building and consequently did not 

seek work in cities. In both the poor villages, migration rates remained low and 

people kept their expenditure down. 

Spending on house building and education relative to agricultural income was low 

in these mountain villages compared to that elsewhere. In Donglou Cun and other 

villages, agricultural income alone could not cover all the money needed for house 
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building, marriage and education, but in Liulin Wan and Shang Cun, agricultural 

income was sufficient because of the low costs of house building and education. One 

reason was that both villages are in the mountains where people generally live in cave 

dwellings. The cost of digging out and making a cave dwelling is much less than that 

of building a one or two-storey house. Gan Jiangjun reported that the cost of his 

parents' house built in 1983 was only 5,000 yuan (Gan Jiangjun, 22 years old in 2004, 

from Liulin Wan). Spending on education in both villages was also lower than in 

other Villages. Donglou Cun with a population of 5,600 had 490 young people who 

had attended senior middle school, while there were only three in Liulin Wan and one 

in Shang Cun. Marriage costs in Shang Cun, according to the village head were 

about 20,000 yuan, if house building was excluded - about the same as in the other 

villages. He said that villagers often started to save money once their first son born, 

and took about 20 years to get enough for marriage costs (Wei Facai, 50 years old in 

2004, from Shang Cun). In other respects, however, in the poor villages people 

maintain low levels of consumption; there is thus little pressure to migrate. 

4.2-2.2 Household decisions 

The high demand for money for house building, marriage and education often 

leads individuals to make decisions based on the benefit to the family. Generally, 

house building, marriage and education in rural Shanxi are the responsibility of the 

whole household. Although marriage costs are sometimes met from the earnings of 

the principals, the costs of marriage and housing are commonly shared by the parents 

and their adult children, while the costs of education are usually paid by the parents. 

These demands for money on the one hand encourage parents to work hard; and on 

the other make young children feel a responsibility towards their household. The two 

cases below will show how the demands for money influences the two generations. 

The firs case is that of Bian Huanggeng who worked in construction in Taiyuan 

and earned nearly 10,000 yuan a year. His agricultural income was 3,000-4,000 yuan 

a year. He said that working in construction was really hard, but as his son was 

studying in junior middle school, he had to do it. He thought education was so 

important that he sent his son to a good school in Xinzhou costing nearly 4,000 yuan 
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a year. That was already a lot, but after his son entered senior middle school, it would 

be even more expensive (Bian Huanggeng, 38 yeas old in 2004, from Zuotou Cun, 

He started to talk when I was interviewing her father). 

Another case is that of Gan Jiangjun aged 22 years old in 2004, from Liulin Wan. 

He told his own experiences regarding marriage. 

I began work at 18 years old. At that time, I earned about 300 yuan a month. After 

I had paid my accommodation and basic living expenses, I had hardly anything left. 

However, I did not mind abut my wages and nor did my parents. I just felt it was fun 

working in Taiyuan, and didn't consider other things too much. Now I have different 

ideas. I will marry at the end of this year, which will take at least 20,000 yuan. My 

family is not rich. I know it is difficult for my parents to pay this money. I should try 

to reduce their burden. Now ajob that pays 300 yuan is no goodfor me. I need more, 

about 600-700 yuan per month. Then, I would have more money left after meeting my 

living expenses. Last year, I sent 2,000 yuan to my parents. 

In sum, earning money for the common goals of the individual and household 

results in the migration decisions based on household needs and decisions. 

4.2-3 The advantages of different income sources 

Higher wage rates in the cities encourage migration. The different nature of 

agricultural production and working in cities also encourages migration, because it 

makes it possible for peasants to add their incomes. Different cycles of payment and 

different risks all affect the migration decision. 

4.2-3.1 Different cycles of obtaining cash 

In rural Shanxi, especially in north Shanxi, peasants raise just one crop a year. 

After selling their harvest, they get cash. They then have to wait for a year before 

they get any more. By contrast, working in cities, migrants get paid every month or 

every few months depending on the job. Short cycles of earning money are especially 

significant for peasants whose agricultural income is not enough to cover everything. 

Long Dahua explained. 

Before my husband worked in the city, we often didn't have surplus cash to buy 

basic goods. Sometimes, if my kids asked me for sweets, I couldn't buy them. Now it 
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is different. My husband often sends money back, and I always have some cash in 

hand When children ask me to buy something they need, I can give it to them 

immediately (Long Dahua, 39 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

4.2-3.2 Different risks of agriculture and migration 

In most areas of rural Shanxi, agricultural technology is basic, so that agriculture is 

highly dependent on the weather. Drought, floods and pests can affect agricultural 

income. My interviewees told me that due to an unusually rainy autumn in 2004, their 

crops had not ripened and the harvest was delayed. Serious frosts were quite common 

in deep autumn, if one of these occurred it would also damage the crops and greatly 

reduce agricultural income .. 

The weather has much less effect on urban earnings. Working in cities therefore 

reduces these risks for peasants. But continued access to agricultural income also 

reduces the risk of working in cities. If members of a peasant household are able to 

work in both agriculture and the cities, the risks are thereby spread. Sun Dajie 

explained that he worked away from the village to ensure that he would have some 

income whether there were problems with the crops or with his outside job (Sun 

Dajie, 57 years old, from Donglou Cun). 

4.2-4 Low wages for migrant workers lead them to return to their villages in the 

long-term 

Many media reports and academic studies indicate that migrants work for long 

hours and are paid less than urban residents, and that the violation of their rights can 

discourage migration (Chan, 1998). 

The migrants I interviewed did not complain about earning less than city residents, 

some did not even realise that their longer working hours were a violation of their 

rights. Most migrants regarded these conditions as natural. For example, Zhu Haitian 

said "city residents are different from us of course. They can work in stated-owned 

companies and in government, while almost nobody from our village has job like that. 

It is OK for us to earn some money in cities." (Zhu Haitian, female, 55 years old in 

2004, from Donglou Cun). 
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Though migrants did not complain about the different wage rates for migrants and 

city residents, they knew that what they earned in cities could not support them to 

live there in the long-term as city residents did. This money would be enough to live 

on their village, but not enough long term in the cities. "Living costs in cities are very 

high. Unless we had a good, steady job, we would never think about living in cities 

for the long-term" (Shi Zhexue, female, 43 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

City wages for migrants are thus high enough to encourage temporary migration but 

low enough to persuade migrants to return home in the long run. 

In sum, the urban wage influences migration decisions in four ways: I) Migrants 

make their decisions mainly based on information from their own experience and that 

of other villagers on wages in the nearby cities for ordinary jobs; 2) a promising 

"actual wage" encourages migration; 3) the high cost of important life-goals such as 

like house building, marriage and education encourages migration and 4) lower 

wages compared with higher living costs in cities discourage long-term migration. 

4.3 Social status and decision-making 

In the literature relating to social mobility as a motivation for migration, the desire 

to seek higher social status or dissatisfaction with the sending areas tend to be 

portrayed as playing an important role in migration. Due to lack of opportunities for 

promotion through education or employment in rural areas, people enhance their 

opportunities through social migration. For example, based on research on rural 

areas of Michigan State, Schulze, et al. (1963) show that the aspiration to migrate is 

inversely related to the extent of satisfaction with the home community. In a study of 

Oakland mobility, Lipset (1955) finds that migrants from rural areas or small urban 

communities to metropolitan centres take over the lower-status positions while local 

city residents move up in the occupational structure. De long and Gardner (1981) list 

some factors relating to status such as "having a prestigious job", "being looked up in 

the community", "obtaining a good education" and "having power and influence". 

In China, seeking higher social status has been found to be the motivation for 

migration in some empirical studies. For example, Wang Chunguang (2003) found 
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that young peasants choose to migrate partly due to dissatisfaction with their low 

status in villages. 

In this section, I focus on job-related social status, i.e. what a social status a job 

could bring for the worker. In my fieldwork, the hope of achieving higher social 

status was an important motive for migration for many people. For example, one 

woman thought, "A person who can migrate is generally better than someone who 

can't" (Yu Haili, female, 26 years old in 2004, worked in a market in Xinzhou). 

Another villager, Ding Dianwei who was 39 years old in 2004 and from Donglou 

Cun explained. "Being an employee in state-owned company is really good, even if 

the wage is lower than what I earned as a pork salesman." 

The process of seeking higher social status was related to various questions: how 

individuals judged social status, which social status they used as a comparison and 

whether it was difficult for them to attain. I discuss the first two questions on the 

general role of social status in my fieldwork, and focus on how social status 

influenced migration from four perspectives, including the difficulties of obtaining 

high social status. 

4.3-1 Which jobs have high social status 

Generally, villagers judge job-related social status on the basis of prestige, wage 

and location or the worker's hukou status. The jobs with high prestige include skilled 

work, self-employed work, and clerical work in large companies or local government. 

Skilled jobs such as teaching carpentry and hair-cutting are well paid, comfortable 

and steady. For example, the wage for an unskilled worker in construction is 25 yuan 

per day, while it is 35 yuan per day for a skilled worker. Unlike the labourer, the 

skilled worker does not need to move or carry heavy weights. However, it is not easy 

for migrants to get such work, due to their low educational level and the difficulty in 

acquiring skills. 

Clerical work in a large company or local government confers high social status on 

migrants. There are many advantages to this work: high prestige, good pay, working 

conditions, job-security and high welfare. Some migrants thought it was the best job. 

However, without a college level education, special experience or a strong social 
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network, it was almost impossible for a migrant to obtain. Only few migrants, most of 

whom had college education, had obtained jobs of this sort. As they are so difficult to 

get, most ordinary rural people do not think about such jobs, although some do hope 

their children will one day be able to do them. 

Self-employment is generally known as being a "getihu" (individual entrepreneurial 

household) or "being a boss". Self-employment commonly includes renting a stall to 

sell clothes, running a small shop or restaurant or setting up a workshop for example 

to make bricks or repair cars. Self-employment confers high social status. In my 

fieldwork, the richest migrants were often self-employed. 

Work like construction was not particularly prestigious because it involved heavy 

labour, yet it was considered good, or at least not bad, due what for unskilled work 

was quite a good wage and easy entry. It included heavy and manual work, 

characterized by heavy work or long working hours with easy entry but little job 

security. These jobs do not need much skill. Ordinary migrants can do them. They are 

very hard, in the rural people's words, doing these jobs is just like "selling one's 

strength". The wage is not bad, if migrants have some experience, they can earn quite 

good money. However, due to the hardship, many migrants did not regard 

construction as a viable long-term option. 

Cultivation had poor status. In some villages like Donglou Cun and Sanjiao Cun 

where the land was scarce, cultivation was regarded as the worst. This will be 

discussed more later. 

Location also affected social status. Many migrants believed that a job working in 

the city was better than the same job in the village. Moreover, a migrant who had 

become a city resident had higher social status than those doing the same work but 

still with agricultural hukou. 

4.3-2 What social status is used as a reference 

Once a person leaves his village and enters to a city, his social status varies 

according to the reference community used. In a city, his status is lower than a city 

resident, but if his home community is the reference, his status may be higher than 

before or than his fellow villagers. In my fieldwork, migrants generally take their 
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home community as their reference. This is how they consider their potential social 

status in cities and current or potential status in their villages. Most migrants will 

eventually return to their villages when they retire. There were very few reports of 

migrants who became city residents and lived in a city permanently. 

Many migrants therefore believe that they will come back to their villages, and that 

then the increased status would benefit them even if they suffer from low status in 

cities. Moreover, in the meantime, they and their household members can gain the 

satisfaction of increased status within by the home community. My interviewees, 

especially as they grew older, thought about their future life after migration. 

If I don't or can't work in cities, I will come back to my village. I plan to raise 

some pigs or cows as my job. In my leisure time, I may have a chat with myoid 

friends and play poker. (li Guifang, 40 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun, 

interviewed in Sanjiao Cuny. 

In my fieldwork, migration generally improved rural people's social status in 

village. A villager's social status is higher in his village if he has the experience of 

migration than if he does not. Most of my interviewees agreed that cultivation has 

low status and working in cities has higher status. The detailed reasons will be 

discussed in next section. 

Since circular migration is characteristic of my fieldwork villages, migrants could 

benefit from improved status when they came back. 

You know, working in cities is very hard Sometimes, I am so lazy that I don't want 

to work outside,' my mum always blames me and pushes me to go. But when I come 

back from working and have a short holiday at home, my relatives and friends are 

very kind to me, even if I do nothing at home (Zhang Haohan, male, 22 years old, 

from Sanjiao Cun, worked in a restaurant in Taiyuan, interviewed in his village). 

Zhang gained respect from working in Taiyuan. In some cases, migrants' 

household members could also gain this benefit. 

I work in my town government as a clerk I am quite busy and don't have enough 

time to look after my family members and my crops. My fellow villagers are very kind 

and enthusiastic. They often help me with my farm work, and if there are problems in 
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my family, they will help me to deal with them or tell me as soon as possible (Huo 

Wuzai, male, 47 years in 2004, from Dagou Cun, interviewed in Zhuangmo town). 

As a rare case of a rural person who works in local government, Huo got higher 

social status and so his family members were helped by the villagers. 

In addition to taking the home community as a reference, people often compared 

their current status or potential status in the village against that in the cities. For 

example, a young villager just finishing junior middle school has only peasant status. 

He has no way to better himself because he has no money to do sideline work. As a 

construction worker in the city, he might improve his status and could be a skilled 

worker in a few years. So he compares the status he has as a peasant with that he 

might achieve as a worker, or a skilled worker. 

4.3-3 Four perspectives on the influence of social status on migration 

4.2-3.1 The low status of cultivation in land-short villages encourages migration 

There are different views on the social status of people who undertake cultivation. 

People from villages with little land and higher or middling migration rates regarded 

anyone working in pure agriculture as having the "least prospects" and said such 

people were without "ability" (meibenshi). Any job whether in the city or the village 

was better than working in pure agriculture in terms of status. For example, Wei 

Geidi who was the head of Sanjiao Cun in 2004 compared pure agriculture and other 

jobs. 

Cultivation is done by the people who have least ability. Nobody respects it. It is so 

easy to work in cultivation that any human being can do it. Cultivation income is low 

unless a person holds a lot of land. Any other job is better than agriculture. The 

worst job in cities is "xiao gong" (heavy unskilled labouring for example in 

construction), but we think it is better than agriculture because the income better 

than agriculture. Other jobs in villages such as sidelines and raising sheep or pigs 

are better than cultivation, because these jobs need some skills and the income is 

higher. Sometimes these activities are risky. Not everyone can manage them. 

However, agriculture is stable, easy and gives relative freedom compared with jobs 
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in cities. So it is a good choice for old people and those who are unable to migrate, 

like women and people in poor health. 

Some young migrants from these villages expressed similar opinions. "Working in 

agriculture is boring and there are no prospects. Working in cities, no matter what the 

jobs, is better" (Long Guli, male, 19 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

From Long's statement we can see that once they migrate, people in communities 

where pure agriculture has low status gain higher status. This is especially true for 

young people whose current status in the village is usually low. Some villagers who 

have already achieved higher status in the village worry about losing it. For example, 

a very successful villager, Zhou Yuwen, who ran a brick factory was not interested in 

leaving his village "1 think even the city resident's status may not exceed mine, so 

why should 1 move to the city?" (Zhou Yuwen, 49 years old in 2004, in Donglou 

Cun). 

People from villages with more land like Liulin Wan and Shang Cun had different 

attitudes. They thought the social status of pure agriculture might be not very high, 

but it was not the lowest. Some considered the social status of heavy labouring jobs 

in the cities was lower than pure agriculture, though they thought the income might 

be similar. This opinion was common in Liulin Wan and Shang Cun. For example, 

Wei Facai said that he thought that young migrants from their village who worked in 

construction were wrong and muddle-headed (hu nao). (Wei Facai, 50 years old in 

2004, village head in Liulin Wan). However, if migrants could get better job like for 

example as carpenters, that was all right. But Wei added that few of his villagers had 

this kind of skill. The higher regard for cultivation in Liulin Wan and Shang Cun was 

probably due to the great size of land holdings, the possibility of raising sheep and 

the difficulties of migration. 

4.3-3.2 That status in cities is usually higher than any possible status in villages 

encourages migration 

During my interviews, 1 often heard interviewees compare social status in urban 

areas with that in villages. 
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lfyou do well enough, you could be a city resident, a boss or an official in the city. 

However, no matter how hard you work in the villages, you are still a peasant (Li 

Gaocai, 35 years old in 2004, interviewed in Beifang Market in Xinzhou). 

The status for the same job in the city is higher than it is in villages. For example, to 

be a shop owner in the city is better than in a village, because income would be 

higher in city, and because it is considered better to be in the city (Wei Geidi, 47 

years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

The hope that migration to the cities will bring higher social status encourages 

migration. "If I stayed in my village, I know the best I could do. I would raise sheep, 

like everyone else. However, if I stay in city, I can hope to achieve something much 

better, even if it never comes" (Huo Qimeng, 22 years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun). 

Except for people from Liulin Wan and Shang Cun, all the villagers agreed that the 

status of cultivation is lower than that of any other job, however, there was no 

agreement about the comparative status of the "worst jobs in cities" and sideline work 

or self-employment in villages. Some people thought that self-employment in villages 

was better because "we are our own bosses" and heavy manual labour jobs in the city 

were still waged work. Others thought ordinary self-employment in villages was no 

better than heavy labour in the cities because the village location implied low status. 

Male migrants reflected this opinion in choosing employment in construction rather 

than work in villages. In my fieldwork, I found that young people were more likely to 

choose work in cities, whereas middle-aged and old people were more likely to 

choose in villages if they had good sideline jobs. This is not difficult to understand. 

The attraction of the cities is greater for young people than old people. Young people 

are more drawn to the idea of adventure and new experience. The higher social status 

potentially available in cities may also be more attractive to the young. For example 

one young man said, "If I go to a city early it will help me to continue to improve my 

status, while staying in my village keep me at same level". (Zhang Haohan, male, 22 

years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). Young migrants wished to improve their status 

in the future, while old people did not think it was important "I am getting old and 
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don't think much of status. I just would like to work in my village" (Zhuo Shenzhou, 

48 years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun). 

4.3-3.3 The possibility ofimproving social status encourage migration. 

My findings show that migrants could improve their social status through 

upgrading their jobs. The common pattern was first to work in heavy labour or as 

apprentices. After learning some skills or saving some money, migrants who did this 

became skilled labourers or self-employed. If they did better, some could improve to 

entrepreneurs, or gain a city hukou. Figure 4.2 shows the possible ways of upgrading 

jobs. 

Figure 4.2 illustrates two judgements. Firstly, that of many interviewees from 

villages with high or medium migration-rates who agreed that heavy labouring in 

urban areas was better than cultivation, and that skilled jobs or self-employment were 

better than heavy or manual labour. The second was that jobs with an urban hukou 

were better than the ones without it that the most interviewees did. Each job offered 

different status. The figure shows jobs with different status and the possibility of 

social mobility. 

Significant advancement was difficult for migrants to achieve. For example, it was 

really a challenge for migrants to move from cultivation to clerical work or to work 

with the local government, because a lack of education and experience and because of 

discrimination against them. 
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Figure 4.2: Common channels for people to improve their social status 
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The example below shows how the increased desire for social status encourages 

migration. 

After finishing senior middle school, I worked in a brick factory for three years. 

Because I have a high education level, I was a skilled labourer in a factory that was 

near my village. However, I was thinking that I couldn't do this job all my life. I 

needed a better job. I had a friend who worked in a large life insurance company in 

Xinzhou. I was thinking if I get in there, I could be a clerk which was better than 

working in a factory. It happened that the company was recruiting more staff. I went 

to apply and they asked me to get a first order then would accept me. I tried my best 

to sell my first insurance and then got the job successfully. I have worked here for 

about four years and now I am planning to be a manager, because the income and 
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prospects will be better (Zhen Shengli, male, 38 years old in 2004, from Donglou 

Cun). 

Zhen's achievement of an urban white collar job and an improving position in the 

company made him wish to stay in the city. 

4.3-3.4 The difficulties of improving status discourage migration 

Most of my migrant interviewees could not move upwards into skilled labour or 

self-employment due to reasons such as lack of money and friends' help, low 

educational level, and difficulties of migration. Some migrants had worked many 

years in construction without improving their positions. ling Buhuan who was 48 

years old in 2004, when I interviewed him had worked in construction for 20 years 

but was still an ordinary worker. 

Wei Menzhu's story shows how her dream of higher social status came to 

nothing. 

After I had finished junior middle school, my relatives introduced me to work in a 

textile mill. Before I went there, I was thinking that I would work hard and try to 

improve my position, and maybe become a team leader. However, after I went into 

the mill, I found how naive my idea was. Our team leader didn't change in five years, 

and when I left the factory, she was still in the position. Even if she had left, there 

would have other senior colleagues to replace her. So I gave up the idea of 

improving my status. I thought earning money might be more important (Wei 

Menzhu, 33 years old in 2004, interviewed in a noodle factory in Xinzhou). 

This happened to many young migrants. Before migration, seeking higher social 

status was an important motivation and earning money sometimes was not. After a 

period of migration, many migrants changed their ideas. Most middle-aged migrants 

said that earning money had become their central or even their only motivation. As 

ling Buhuan put it, "I thought about social status when I was young. But never after 

some years of migration. Earning money is what matters" (ling Buhuan, male, 48 

years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

In my fieldwork, however, there were some very successful migrants. Unlike the 

middle-aged migrants who usually did not think about improving social status much, 
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these high achievers not only chased higher income, but also higher social status. But 

such people were few. Most of my interviewees were poor and their priority was 

earning money. 

To sum up, seeking higher social status does encourage migration for young and 

successful migrants. However, the extent of influence is limited for most interviewees 

who are blocked from achieving higher status due to their poverty, low educational 

level and lack of social networks. In other words, migrants make decisions in terms 

of social status based first on the different status between people in cities and villages. 

Once they have migrated, they can gain higher status compared with their status in 

the villages. When they find what they exactly they earn, and how much they could 

earn in the future, they can clearly compare their status in cities and villages, and then 

make new decisions. 

4.4 Migrants' self-improvement 

In human capital models of migration, some factors like private returns to education 

are taken into account (Byerlee, 1974). In these models, migration is viewed as an 

investment, which is used to explain why the decision maker migrates despite the 

absence of an immediate increase in earnings - there is a long-term expectation of 

improvement. Such migration is inversely related to age as old people tend to benefit 

less than young people from migration. In China, targets such as gaining skills and 

gaining experience by "seeing the world" have been reported by various researchers 

(Beynon, 2004; Zhang Li, 2002). In my fieldwork, these factors were also found to 

influence decision-making. Some migrants, especially young, unmarried ones, 

expressed their hopes that migration would allow them to "see the world", or "open 

my eyes", "toughen me up" (duanli ziji) and "help me acquire experience and skills". 

After gaining from these factors, they thought they would be more likely to have 

more job or development opportunities either in the city or in their own village. In the 

following section, I will analyse how these factors affect migration decision-making. 
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My data indicates that the desire to learn skills, gain knowledge and experience and 

see the world encourages migration. When one generation of migrants gains from 

migration, a subsequent generation is encouraged to go. This encouragement often 

works on young and unmarried migrants, rather than middle aged or older people. 

Additionally, the importance of these factors for young migrants reduces sharply after 

some years of migration. All this will be discussed as below. 

4.4-1 The wish to learn skills encourages migration. 

In interviews, some migrants said that the wish to "learn skills" and "toughen 

themselves up" were very important motives for migration. In some cases these 

aspirations were even mom important than earning money. For example, Zhao Daxue 

said, 

The most important reason for my first migration was just to learn something useful 

and get experience. I didn't care how much I could earn. Of course, I want to earn 

more money. However, I migrated not for money but to get skills. I thought that 

money could only satisfy me now, while good skills could benefit me in the long term. 

At the same time, my parents didn't expect me to earn much money. They also hoped 

that I could learn some skills and have a good future life (Zhao Daxue, female, 24 

years old in 2004, interviewed in a noodle factory). 

This attitude was common among migrants, especially the young and unmarried 

ones. They generally agreed that good skills might help them to find higher paid, 

secure and comfortable jobs, and also help them to compete in the cities. 

Good skills often allow migrants to find higher paid jobs. Some of my interviewees 

had skills such as cooking, sewing, repairing, carpentry and electrical work. Workers 

in construction were divided into two categories by migrants: "unskilled worker" 

(xiaogong) and "skilled worker" (dagong). A xiaogong could earn 25 yuan a day, 

while a dagong could earn at least 35 yuan a day. ling Buhuan said that one of his 

friends had the same educational background as him, however, because his friend had 

learned to use construction blueprints, he now earned 40 yuan a day, while ling 

himself only earned 25 yuan a day in construction (ling Buhuan, 48 years old in 2004, 
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from Sanjiao Cun).Additionally, migrants with good skills commonly got steady jobs. 

For example, Fan Youtian talked about his daughter, Fan Qing. 

She is working in a big restaurant as a waitress in Taiyuan. She likes to learn. 

When she gets leisure time, she often reads the books about hotel management. She 

keeps learning English. She has even paid to take English evening class at night at 

her own expense. Her colleagues, girls of a similar age are busy dating and having 

fun. My daughter doesn't like this and she keeps learningfor the future. Her boss has 

noticed her and he has gradually promoted her from being an ordinary waitress to a 

team leader, and then a hall manager. My daughter said that some colleagues who 

came in the same year as her had been fired because they made mistakes on the job 

or were not good at it (Fan Youtian, 45 years old in 2004, interviewed in a noodle 

factory, his daughter, Fan Qing, 23 years old in 2004, junior middle school level, 

from Sanjiao Cun). 

A good skill commonly brings not only higher wages, but also comfort and higher 

status, another reason for migrants to learn skills. Long Guli explained as below. 

I worked in a restaurant as kitchen porter (daza). Every morning, I had to come 

early to prepare every thing- cleaning vegetables and peeling potatoes. Then the chef 

came to make the dishes. I had to do what ever he asked After the restaurant closed, 

everyone left except me, because I had to clean the kitchen. After I came back to my 

room, I felt very tired However, the bad thing was I didn't know when it would be 

better. I always thought if I were a chef, what a good life I would have. So I often 

prayed for the chef to teach me some skills (Long Guli, 19 years old in 2004, from 

Sanjiao Cun). 

The wish for less tiring work was one reason migrants wanted to learn knowledge 

and skills. This is not to say that the desire to obtain skills or knowledge stimulated 

migration directly, but through migration, migrants realised that skills could help 

them to decrease the burden of work. Young migrants realised the importance of 

skills just because the jobs without skills were very hard. Zhang Haohan recounted 

how his attitude had changed: 
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I didn't like to study. After finishing junior middle school, I stopped studying and 

then worked in Xinzhou. At first, I thought, just earning money was OK. But I soon 

found I was wrong. My job in road construction was too hard. Everyday I had to 

work about J 0 hours. Some of my friends had skills like knOWing how to cook so they 

had easy jobs. I thought I might learn some skills (Zhang Haohan, 22 years old in 

2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

In some cases, learning skills could add personal respect or "privilege", which was 

a reason to encourage migrants to lean skills. 

I work in construction as a xiaogong (his job was heavy labouring doing things 

carrying cement). I went to work with friends early every day, because I was afraid 

of being late in case they make deductions from my wage. But a friend who is a 

dagong (skilled worker) is different. I noted that my boss often gives him lifts to work 

or home. If there are some problems in construction, the boss asks for his opinion 

humbly. At noon, we squat by the construction site to have lunch together, while the 

boss often invites this dagong to have a better lunch in a restaurant or at a food stall. 

None of the rest of us gets this treatment. It is because that he is a dagong, but we 

are xiaogong. I am thinking that I should learn some skills (Sun Haoren, 32 years old 

in 2004, from Zuotou Cun. Interviewed in Zuotou Cun when he was on holiday). 

Many interviewees believed that good skills or useful experience could improve 

their job opportunities in both cities and/or villages, although some said that if skills 

were too specific, they would be of limited use. For example, Wei Menzhu said that 

working in a textile mill only taught you skills useful for the mills. If you left that job, 

the skill was no longer useful. (Wei Menzhu, female, 33 years old in 2004, 

interviewed in a noodle factory. She worked in a textile mill). 

However, many reported that skills and experiences had been really helpful in 

enlarging opportunities. 

After I married at 2 J in Gao Cun, I wanted to do something useful. I like clothes, 

so I learned to sew. I learned for one month and became a part-time dressmaker in 

my Village. I workedfor about 19 years. In 1993, my daughter left school and my son 

went to senior high school in Xinzhou. I thought that I could rent a stall in Xinzhou 
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to sell clothes with my daughter's help, and look after my son. I choose selling 

clothes because I know what clothes will sell well. So I carried out my plan (Zhao 

Shangjin, female, 51 years old in 2004, interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). 

Zhao's sewing skills helped her to work in both village and city. These are 

successful cases. However, even migrants who did not learn special skills still found 

their experience useful. Most interviewees agreed that people who had migration 

experience were different from those who have never "gone out". For example, the 

head of Liulin Wan compared migrants and non-migrants in his village. 

People who have migrated, even if they earned nothing, are different from the 

those who have never migrated. They often have good ideas and more confidence to 

do everything. When they meet problems, they try to deal with them positively, while 

many villagers that have never migrated only know how to worry (Wei Facai, male, 

50 years old in 2004, from Liulin Wan). 

Migration brings new ideas and new ways of dealing with problems and thus 

enlarges migrants' opportunities. This is especially true for those who engage in 

repeat migration. The second time they leave the village, their experiences will help 

them to migrate. 

Finally, learning skills helps migrants to compete in the cities. Although some 

thought that learning skills would enlarge the job opportunities in both cities and 

villages, not many interviewees thought that learning skills could help them compete 

in cities, especially not with city residents. However, some migrants with a higher 

educational level, college level or above, did recognise this. 

When I worked in a branch of China Commercial Bank, I thought, I should 

acquire more skills to get higher status. Now I am doing an MA in Beijing. I think my 

educational level is adequate to compete with city residents in small and middle 

cities. But in large cities, like Beijing, I still feel it's difficult. You know, all the best 

qualified people gather in Beijing or Shanghai. I am thinking about this because this 

will decide where I find a job after graduation (Gui Yunfei, 27 years old in 2004, 

interviewed in Beijing, from Shanding Cun in Xinzhou). 
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Most migrants in my fieldwork were junior or senior middle school graduates. 

Their jobs were generally labour intensive and few of them did the skilled work. 

Their low educational level and unskilled occupations stop them thinking about 

competing with city residents. They were satisfied if they could just earn a bit more 

money. 

I have changed jobs several times, but all have been heavy labouring jobs. I 

worked in a chemical factory, a casting factory and now in construction. I haven't 

any special skills and just do labouring work. I am happy that I can earn money here. 

All I want is to be paid on time without deductions. I don't think much about other 

things. You ask me if I want to compete better with city residents. How could I? It is 

even difficult for me to become a dagong (Sun Duanlian, 36 years old in 2004, from 

Zuotou Cun). 

4.4-2 Young migrants want to learn skills and knowledge 

In ByerIee's model (1974), migration is viewed as an investment; older people are 

less likely to migrate because they will benefit less than young people from migration. 

This was confirmed in my fieldwork. For example, some young migrants thought 

they would earn more if they got some skills, while old people thought it was no use 

for them to learn skills. 

Generally, the interviewees regarded acquiring skills and knowledge as something 

for young people. Once they were married, or over 30 years old, they felt it was too 

late to learn new skills. 

I am 29 years old this year. Too old to learn new skills. My current priority is to 

earn money, not to learn skills. I learned to drive when I was 25 years old, but still 

don't drive well. None of the villagers of my age or older are still learning skills 

(Mei Kongjun, interviewed in a noodle factory in Xinzhou). 

This is a common attitude regarding the age for learning skills. Young and 

unmarried migrants do not have heavy family burdens and their parents do not rely 

too much on their wages for help with the family. This often gives them more 

freedom to learn skills. By contrast, middle-aged people often have to support their 

families, and cannot spare time and money to acquire new skills. 
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After finishing junior middle school, I helped my parents in agriculture. Actually, 

they didn't need my help. They could manage on their own. Staying in my village, I 

learnt nothing. I wanted to work in a city to see the world and open my eyes. At least, 

I could learn something that can't be learned in my village. My parents had the same 

idea. They said that I was young and they didn't expect me to earn money for them. 

They don't need my help in agriculture. They wanted me to learn some skills and get 

a better future, then try to find a good husband So I worked in Xinzhou when I was 

19 years old (Yu Haiti, 26 years old in 2004, interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). 

In some cases, parents forced their adult children to migrate to learn skills because 

if they stayed in village, these children would do and learn nothing and might get into 

trouble with nothing to do. 

4.4-3 Young migrants' incentive to learn skills declines after some years of 

migration 

The early wish to see more of the world and to learn skills often changes over time 

and migrants tend to lay more emphasis on earning money. In some cases this is 

because the migrant has acquired enough skills. However, some migrants who 

haven't managed to learn skills just give up. This is partly due to the costs and partly 

to increasing economic burdens. 

Leaming skills does costs like money and time and this is difficult for poor 

migrants. Mei Kongjun said that he only earned 100 yuan a month when he worked 

in a restaurant in Xinzhou as an apprentice, while a common worker in this restaurant 

could earn at least 300 yuan a month. (Mei Kongjun, 29 years old in 2004, 

interviewed in a noodle factor in Xinzhou). 

Moreover, when other economic burdens such as marriage costs could prevent 

the migrant taking on a low paid job to acquire skills. 

I will marry at the end of this year. I need more money to get ready for it. The first 

time I worked outside, I wanted to learn something. Now this is not the time. Leaning 

skills means less pay. For example, if I worked as an apprentice in car repair, I 

would only earn 300 yuan a month. But if I worked in construction, I can earn about 

600 yuan a month. Now I just want to earn more money. If I was just 18 years old, I 
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would have chosen to learn skills (Gan Jiangjun, 22 years old in 2004, from Liulin 

Wan). 

In addition to the costs of learning and increasing economic burdens, there are 

difficulties of learning skills. Migrants' poor educational levels may handicap them. 

For example, Mei Kongjun said that he had wanted to learn advanced skills to repair 

cars, so that he could earn more than ordinary workers. But he soon found it too hard 

to learn. It required knowledge of maths and physics that he never covered before, so 

he had to give up. (Mei Kongjun, 29 years old in 2004, junior middle school, 

interviewed in a noodle factor, from Houshe Cun). A second difficulty was that long 

hours of unskilled work left little opportunity to acquire skills. Wei Pinan talked 

about her daughter. 

My daughter wanted to learn some skills for the service industry. So she worked in 

a hotel in Xinzhou. However, every day she said she just tidied the rooms and 

cleaned the tables. This was not what she wanted to learn. She already knew how to 

do this. However, the manager just asked her to do it. After two years of migration, 

She thought she learned nothing (Wei Pinan, 45 years old in 2004, her daughter, Wei 

Xiujuan, 20 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

Some migrants really do acquire useful skills or experience in the cities, but many 

other have to give up their dreams. 

I came to the city with several aims, one was to learn some skills. However, I 

found it was impossible to learn. I carry bags of cement everyday in my factory, and 

have no time to contact other people. How can I learn skills? All I can learn is the 

skill of carrying cement (Huo Qimeng, 22 years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun) 

To sum up, the desire for self-improvement does encourage migration. It plays a 

temporary and strong role in migration for young migrants. People believe self­

improvement will bring benefits. When they get more information and know what 

their real prospects are, they make new decisions for the changed situation. 
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4.5 Attraction of cities, escaping from the village, changing fate and looking for 

opportunities. 

In China, the division between the rural and urban areas is profound and absolute. 

The cities are more prosperous and urban living standards are higher. Mains water 

and electricity are the norm in the urban areas. There are more amenities, shops and 

places to spend one's leisure. Urban residents have considerable welfare advantages 

over rural residents, including higher incomes, access to higher quality schools and 

other privileges like medical insurance. As Knight and Song (1999: 153) explain, 

many of these advantages are "birthrights" for urban residents but are not 

automatically conferred on rural migrants to the cities. 

In response to this profound gulf between rural and urban areas, the desire to go to 

cities because of their attraction, to escape from the villages, to change one's fate and 

to seek opportunities were commonly found among young migrants in my fieldwork. 

In this section, I will analyse how these factors influence migration decision-making. 

4.5-1 Attraction of cities and escaping from villages 

My interviewees often said things such as "the city is better than the village"; "I go 

to cities for fun" (wan); "I have never lived in a city, I want to see what the city life 

is". These migrants were often young, unmarried and had little experience of 

migration. They did not know much about city life but the picture of city life in their 

minds was often positive. City life attracts them. 

Cities are amazing. The roads are wide and the buildings are high. There are many 

shops along the city centre streets; you can get whatever you need there. Life in the 

city is convenient. You don't need to walkfar to buy clothes or other goods. !fyou are 

hungry, you just sit down at a food stall by the street and enjoy your meal (Zhen 

Wenming, 19 years old in 2004, now a senior middle school graduate, from Donglou 

Cun). 

In some cases, interviewees thought that the bigger the city was, the more 

attractive it was. For example, some migrants agreed that Taiyuan, the provincial 

capital of Shanxi was more attractive than Xinzhou, while Beijing and Shanghai 

were more attractive than Taiyuan. 
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The attraction of cities often encourages young people to migrate. 

After finishing junior middle school, I helped my parents in agriculture. Life was 

easy, but I felt bored, because every day was the same. City life seemed to be lively 

and I want to try a new life. So with friends' help I went to Taiyuan to work. I 

remember I was so exited at that moment that I just felt happy to come to a big city. I 

didn't think much about it being tough or what the future would hold I took all that 

into account after about a year of migration. My feeling was that I had stepped into 

a new life and no matter how tough it would be, I could stand it (Sheng Yangfu, 

female, 30 years old in 2004, from Zuotou Cun). 

In some cases, the attraction of cities was a strong factor in the young migrants' 

decision-making, outweighing other motivations like earning money and blinding 

migrants to other factors, like hardship and low status. 

I migrated when I was 19 years old, just two years after finishing junior middle 

school. I felt bored living in my village and wanted to have a look what the city life 

was like. I was so young that I did not consider hardships. Of course I knew working 

in cities was hard, but I didn't think it mattered Actually, I feel now that it was very 

hard, but I didn't recognise it at that time (Mei Kongjun, 29 years old in 2004, junior 

middle school, interviewed in a noodle factor, from Houshe Cun). 

The apparent prosperity of the city as opposed to the backwardness of the village is 

recognised as a motive for migration in most of the literature. My findings confirm 

this. The fact that rural people have little access to city life also encourages 

migration. Rural people live in their own village for most of their lives. They visit 

cities to buy goods, visit friends or occasionally go to hospital for a serious sickness. 

The only reasons why a peasant might stay in a city long term would be to attend 

senior middle school or college, or to migrate or to marry a city resident. Rural young 

people knew little of city life. For example, Ren Caiqi said of his visits to cities. 

We go to Kelan once or twice a year to buy goods that we cannot get in my village 

or town. So far the most distant place I have been to is Kelan. I haven't been to 

Xinzhou or Taiyuan, never mind Beijing or Shanghai (Ren Caiqi, 30 years old in 2004, 

from Shang Cun). 
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Although the attraction of cities encourages migration, this is a short tenn effect 

that lasts only few years. Migrants' Jow status, lack of skills and lack of rights under 

hukou system means they are denied many of the advantages of cities. Once young 

migrants experience what life is really like, they often feel that cities are not as good 

as they thought. 

Before migration, I always thought that life in the city would be good After some 

years of migration, I think it is just an illusion. In the cities, we live in tents, eat bad 

food, and are separated from friends and family. Our boss doesn't treat us fairly. 

Once I was even robbed (Lang Dongshen, 36 years old, from Sanjiao Cun). 

We work so hard Most our time was in the factory. Living in city is no different 

from living in my village (Long Guli, 19 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

My interviewees commonly agreed that the attractions of the cities were reduced by 

experience. The main reasons included urban prejudice, hardship and problems of the 

city itself like noise. 

In my fieldwork, few people reported that middle-aged or older people had 

migrated because of the attractions of city life. According to interviewees, there are 

several reasons for that. The first one is life cycle. Middle-aged and older people are 

used to the villages and are not interested in the city life. As one 48 year old put it "it 

is not the time for me to try a new life. I need a stable life" (ling Buhuan, male, from 

Sanjiao Cun). These people often had families. They could not just leave because 

they wanted to. For example, Xia Tianlen expressed her opinions. "I liked the lively 

life when I was young. I have always wanted to go to Beijing, Shanghai and 

Shenzhen, but I cannot. I need to take care of my family. If I left, who would do 

this?" (Xia Tianlen, female, 42 years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun). In other cases, 

some middle-aged and older people had already experienced city life and been 

disillusioned by hardship, urban prejudice and unfair treatment. 

Like the attraction of cities, the idea of escaping from the village and changing one's 

fate is a response to the gulf between the cities and villages. The attraction of cities 

can be seen as a pull factor while poverty in villages is a push factor (Zhou Xinshu, 

2005). 
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The idea of escaping from villages was generally based on a wish to leave behind 

village characteristics such as poverty, backwardness and the boredom of village life. 

According to some interviewees, they were not sure that living in city could bring 

them a good life or future, but they were sure that living in villages meant they would 

have boring life without prospects. 

I don t want to live in my village my whole life. I can imagine what it would be like if 

I stayed in my village. For example, I would help my parents in agriculture, cooking 

meals and cleaning the house. Then I would marry someone who would probably be 

from the same village or a nearby one. Then I would look after my kids, my husband 

and my parents. I would save money for my family and try to improve our income. I 

would also work in agriculture. What a boring life! I think life in village means life 

with no future. However, I know that living in cities is also difficult. But life in cities is 

full of hope (Zhen Wenming, 19 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun) 

This feeling is common for young rural people, especially for those who have never 

migrated or migrated for just few months. The idea of escaping from villages tends to 

encourage temporary migration. After a few years of migration, some young migrants 

thought they had been naive to think of escaping from village. 

4.5-2 Changing one~/ate 

Migration implies changing one's fate. Staying in villages means remaining for ever, 

while living in cities at least gives a chance of change obtaining urban status. As one 

of my interviewees said that if she had stayed in her village until she married, she 

would never have got the chance to migrate. (Huo Xufeng, 22 years old in 2004, 

interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). The idea of changing one's fate was a hope that 

encouraged migration. For example, some old rural people talked of their desire that 

their children or grandchildren could go to the cities and become city residents. In 

some cases, the idea of changing fate encourages longer term migration. 

My parents and grandparents are all peasants. They are very happy that I am the 

first person who will not be a peasant forever. I have studied and worked hard for 

years now. I do this because I believe I can change my fate and that of my family (Gui 

Yunfei, 27 years old in 2004, interviewed in Beijing, from Shanding Cun in Xinzhou, 
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an MA student) 

4.5-3 Looking for opportunities 

In addition to the attraction of cities and the desire to escape from villages, looking 

for opportunities in cities was a motivation for migration. As one young man 

explained, 

I am working in a cement factory. I want to try other jobs. So I keep in touch with 

my friends to ask if there are other opportunities to work (Huo Qimeng, male, 22 

years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun). 

It is generally agreed that there are more job opportunities in cities than in Villages. 

F or example, the village head of Donglou Cun compared the differences between 

cities and villages in terms of opportunities. 

There are more opportunities in cities than in villages. If you run a shop in village, 

for example, you wouldn ~ have much custom because the village population is small. 

In cities, you can do many things, such as selling clothes and running restaurants. 

These things can t be done in village. In cities, there are many jobs like construction. 

By contrast, there is not much building in my village (Zhan Xiatian, 53 years old in 

2004, head of Dong Iou Cun). 

Most villagers agreed that there were more job opportunities in cities, though 

migrants often lacked information about these opportunities. 

I am working in construction. The job is hard, but at least I can earn money from 

it. I want to find a better job, but I am not sure what job I could do. So I keep 

thinking and asking my friends (Hu Wenhu, 30 years old in 2004, from Zuotuo 

Cun). 

As I showed in the chapter three, it was not very difficult for migrants to find 

ordinary jobs, especially for those from Donglou Cun. But the opportunities that they 

longed for were not the ordinary jobs like construction. They wanted good and steady 

jobs or ones where they could earn more money. They often took any job and then 

constantly asked around for something better. This pattern of hunting for 

opportunities reflected the fact that they lacked information and wanted to save costs 

in searching for a better job. 
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After I finished senior middle school, I learned woodworking and was a carpenter 

for 8 years. During these years of carpentry, I tried to find good opportunities. At 

first, I did business on my own account. Two years later, I asked some friends to join 

me. At the same time, I heard that the transport business was profitable. So I learned 

to drive and began the new business. I bought bowls at 0.3 yuan each in Xinzhou, 

and drove to Sichuan to sell them at 1. 5 yuan each. Then I bought Chinese medicine 

in Sichuan cheaply and sold it in Shanxi. I made a lot of money. While I was doing 

this, I found running a shop was better than transport. Then I set up a shop in my 

town. Now I find that running a restaurant is more profitable, so recently I have 

started a restaurant in my town (Zhan Xiatian, 46 years old in 2004, from Donglou 

Cun). 

Looking for opportunities encourages migration. However, some give up looking 

for opportunities when things do not work out for them. 

I am working in Xinzhou just for money. I am old and I am not likely to get a 

better job, or improve myself I have no skills, and I don t expect to change to a 

better paid job. My priority is to keep the job I have and make a living (Wei 

Menzhu, female, 33 years old, interviewed in a noodle factory). 

To sum up, the attraction of cities, escaping from villages, changing fate and 

looking for opportunities encourages migration. All these factors generally play a 

short-term role for young migrants. Migrants make their decisions based on the hope 

of achieving their targets. They adjust their decision later in the light of their own 

experience. 

4.6 Looking for spouses 

Marriage migration in Shanxi, as in the rest of China, is one of the major streams of 

migration. According to the 2000 census of Shanxi province, marriage was one of 

most important causes of migration in Shanxi at 17 per cent of all reasons, while 

work causes were 25 per cent. In China, marriage migration is highly gender specific 

(Davin, 2005). In Shanxi as elsewhere in China, the great majority of marriage 

migrants are women and marriage accounts for 28 per cent of all female migration, 
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but only four per cent of male migration in 2000 (The Population Census Office 

under the State Council and Department of Population Statistics, 2002). 

In my fieldwork, the aspiration of finding a spouse was one of the motivations of 

migration. I will analyse how looking for spouses influenced male and female 

migrants respectively. 

4.6-1 Male migrants 

In my fieldwork, few unmarried male migrants talked about looking for spouses 

through migration. They seemed not to worry whether they could find a spouse. What 

they worried about was the money for marriage and house building. They thought 

that if they had enough money these things, it would not be difficult to get a spouse. 

F or example, Hu Ximing, the head of Dagou Cun said that if a male had prepared the 

house and the money for marriage, there would be no problem (Hu Ximing, 40 years 

old in 2004, from Dagou Cun). 

Male migrants expected to find village wives and would rely on networks in their 

villages to do so. A few migrants married women from other provinces such as 

Sichuan. Their spouses were often introduced by their families, friends or 

acquaintances. Very few migrants reported that they had married women that they 

met during migration, most relied on village networks. For example, Gan Jiangjun 

said of his marriage. 

I will marry at the end of year. My bride is from a nearby village and I have known 

her since we were young. I have been working away for four years and haven't had 

time to think about my marriage. Last year when I came back, my parents discussed it 

with me, and suggested some girls in nearby villages. Then they arranged for me to 

meet her. The girl and later both families agreed that we could marry (Gan Jiangjun, 

22 years old in 2004, from Liulin Wan). 

This was the typical of the marriage arrangements I found generally in my 

fieldwork. However, in one mountain village, Dagou Cun, looking for a spouse was a 

strong motive for male migration. This was due to the characteristics of the village: 

low income and poor communication conditions. There were over 20 adult men of 

124 



marriageable age who could not find spouses. The head of Dagou Cun explained the 

reasons. 

Our vii/age is so closed Few outsiders come to our village for a whole year. 

Women in my village don't want to marry fellow villagers and women from other 

villages don't want to marry in because our village is poor and remote 

In fact, even the cadres, including the village head, the secretary, and the accountant 

were unmarried. All of them were over 30 years old in 2004, well over the normal 

age for marriage in rural China. Men wanted to migrate to search for a wife. 

I want to find a wife while I am working away. In my village, it is difficult to find a 

girl to marry. When you work outside, you get good chance to know more people. I 

don't expect to get a city resident as my wife. A girl from another village would be 

fine (Huo Qimeng, 22 years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun) 

Although some male migrants succeeded in finding spouses, such cases were few. 

Some migrants complained that even though they worked in cities; they had little 

chance to get know female migrants. 

4.6-2 Female migrants 

In my fieldwork, few female migrants younger than 20 mentioned looking for a 

spouse as a motive for migration. However, some female migrants over 20, especially 

those over 22 more took marriage into account. 

Migrants under 20 years old were more interested in learning skills, seeing the 

world and trying a new life. However they might see marrying someone as changing 

their fate and escaping. 

When I finished junior middle school, I was 17 years old I didn't want to stay in 

my village for my whole life. I wanted to migrate. My main purpose in migrating was 

to learn skills and improve myself. Sometimes, I thought if I married, I would marry 

a person outside, not one from my village so I could escape from my village (Zhao 

Huaicai, 29 years old in 2004, from Xiaowang Cun, a village in Xinzhou, 

interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). 

Female migrants in their early twenties were concerned with marriage. However, 

the need to find a spouse has two contradictory effects for female migrants: one is to 
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encourage migration and the other to encourage returning from migration. This 

depends on whether the migrant thinks she can marry a city resident or whether she 

thinks she will came back the village to marry. 

I am 22 years old. My parents have begun to push me to marry. After I migrated, I 

wanted to marry a city resident or a villager whose family is well off, because I don't 

want a poor lifo. One reason that I keep working here is that I am trying to find a 

husband in Xinzhou. However, it is not easy. If I can't find one, I will have to go 

back to marry someone from villages as my parents ask Though I am still trying to 

find a husband here, I can't wait too long, otherwise, I will be too old to marry a 

villager. I can still work here for two or three more years, but no more that (Huo 

Xufeng, 22 years old in 2004, unmarried, interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). 

In fact, female migrants are faced with difficult choices. On the one hand, they 

may want to find a city resident, but their chances are not good. On the other hand, if 

they missed the usual age for marriage, they are taking a risk. It quickly becomes 

difficult to find a good husband. 

I am 26 years old. Most girls in my village at my age are already married. I am 

thinking about my problem. I have already migrated to the city; I don't want to 

marry a villager, which would mean I had to return to the village. But it is difficult. 

I have been in Xinzhou for seven years since I was 19 without finding a city 

resident. I am getting on and can't delay any longer. My parents want me to come 

home to marry. I don't know what to do (Yu Haili, 26 years old in 2004, unmarried, 

interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). In all of the cases known to my interviewees, 

there was only one instance of a female migrant who had married a city resident. 

Most migrants had to go back. 

To sum up, the idea of looking for a spouse affects female migrants more than 

male ones. It plays both positive and negative roles in migration. 

126 



4.7 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have discussed the basic and important benefits arising from 

migration in my fieldwork, including income, social status, migrants' self­

improvement, the attraction of cities and the search for spouses. 

Higher income, especially higher actual income encourages people to migrate. They 

need more money for house building, marriage and the education of children, all of 

which pushes them to work in cities. They are also encouraged to migrate by the risk 

reduction inherent in having different income sources and dividing their dependence 

between agriculture and migration. People also seek higher social status. They 

generally believe that good jobs like skilled and self-employed work in cities have the 

higher status. However, not everyone can improve their status. When they realize this 

during migration, people may change their minds about migration. Self-improvement 

includes seeing the world, learning skills and gaining experience. Young people are 

especially drawn to migrate by the attraction of self-improvement. However, the 

difficulties of learning skills discourage people who have migrated for this purpose. 

People are also encouraged to migrate also because by the attraction of the cities. 

They believe that they can change their fate, escape from the village and look for 

opportunities in the cities. Looking for spouses draws unmarried people of both 

sexes into migration. However, it is less of a draw for men, because they usually 

expect to marry rural girls who have been introduced by relatives or friends. Females 

are more ambitious, they want to marry city residents. Moreover, few migrants, 

whether, male or female migrant succeed in doing this. The general influence of 

benefits is to encourage migration. Their influence varies according to the strength 

and duration of the benefit and the individual who is receiving it. People may seek 

the whole range of possible benefits from migration or just a part of them, and their 

targets change with different stages of migration. People's perceptions of benefits are 

limited by their information and experience. When they find that it is difficult to 

achieve some targets, they change their plans. 

Considering costs of migration together, people make their decisions as follows. 1) 

On the whole, people want to get higher benefits or lower costs. Each cost or benefit 
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could discourage or encourage migration, but the final decision may be based on the 

consideration of complete balance of the costs and benefits. However, since some 

costs and benefits have a strong influence on migration, or people may feel especially 

strongly one target, a single cost or benefit, or a few important ones, may have an 

overwhelming influence on migration. 2) People's considerations are often based on 

limited and relevant information and their experience, which are enforced during 

migration. 3) The costs and benefits of migration vary for individuals in accordance 

with factors such as experience, age, different patterns of migration etc. 
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Chapter five: Attitudes and norms relevant to migration 

In chapters three and four, I analysed the material and non-material costs and 

benefits of migration in cities and villages, showing how these costs and benefits 

influence people in their decision-making. In addition to these costs and benefits, 

attitudes and norms relevant to migration play an important role in migration 

decision-making. In this chapter, I will first establish from interviews with my 

informants what the relevant attitudes and norms are and then analyse how they 

influence decision-making. 

5.1 Attitudes and social norms 

Attitude research is an important field in social psychology. Gordon Allport (1935: 

798), a founder of the field, declares, "attitudes are probably the most distinctive and 

indispensable concept in contemporary social psychology". Attitudes make it possible 

to predict behaviour, they are a selective force in perception and memory and they 

serve various functions (Pratkanis, et. aI., 1989:1-3). Attitudes affect people's 

perceptions, other attitudes and behaviour at an individual level, and attitudes are 

central to intergroup cooperation and conflict (Bohner and Wanke, 2002: 14). 

My aim in examining attitudes is to explain now they influence migration decisions, 

or how people make decisions based on their attitudes. In the literature, the topic of 

attitude-behaviour consistency has been an important subject of argument. Attitudes 

help people to make sure of the world around them and to adjust in a complex world. 

They may influence behaviour to a greater or lesser extent (Triandis, 1971 :4). Some 

empirical research supports this point (For example see Kutner, Wilkins and Yarrow, 

1952: 649-652). On the other hand, behaviour may be at odds with attitudes. For 

example, in a survey of over 30 studies of the relationship between attitude and 

behaviour, Wicker (1969: 41-78) finds that in most cases attitudes were only slightly 

related or were even unrelated to expected behaviour. The attitude-behaviour 

relationship is stronger when the attitude is strong and consistent with reality (Bohner 

and Wanke, 2002:243). 

In addition to attitudes, social norms can influence decision-making. Social norms 
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are generally defined as standards of behaviour shared by a social group, commonly 

understood by its members as authoritative or obligatory for them. Social norms are 

enforced by rewards such as praise and punishment like blame. Social norms play an 

important role in decision-making. Jon Elster (1989: 100) explains the influence of 

social nonns on decision-making as offering "predigestion" for example "Do X or 

don't do X" for simplest norms and "If you do Y, then do X or if you do Y, don't do 

X" for complex ones. McAdams (1997:338-433) argues that esteem-based norms 

work on the basis of an individual's internal and external sanctions because he/she 

will for example feel guilty about violating prescriptions such as how to be a good 

parent. To explain why people comply with social norms, Elizabeth Anderson (2000: 

171) posits that it is rational behaviour; people conform with norms because if they 

transgress they will suffer. She also points out that norms are a vehicle through which 

people express their social identities. 

Bourdieu uses his concept of "habitus" to explain attitude and norms, as discussed 

in chapter one (see for example, Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). For Bourdieu, 

individuals are socially bounded and structured, because they are limited by the 

outside conditions like their upbringing and training. Individuals internalize beliefs 

and norms through a process of conditioning. The "habitus" is the "socialized 

subjectivity" that is internalized in an individual from the outside social world. The 

concept of habitus refers to the person's beliefs and disposition, and prefigures 

something that that person may choose to do, and refers to various socially acquired 

aspects such as classificatory propensities, manifested in outlooks, opinions, and 

embodied phenomena including deportment, posture, ways of walking, sitting, 

spitting, blowing the nose, etc (Scahill, 1993). Habitus underlies the second nature of 

human characteristics and their boundless possible variations in different historical 

and cultural settings. People make their decisions based on the "socialised 

subjectivity", i.e. their habitus. The decisions they make are said to "make sense" 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 138), in other words to comply both with 

individuals' propensities like maximising their benefits and with social restrictions 
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such as social norms. At the same time, the decision made is not based on carefully 

worked out calculations, but appears like a natural response to the outside situations. 

Both attitudes and norms influence migration decision-making. In the field of 

migration, much literature explores the social and cultural context in which some 

general forces of migration such as pull-push factors and Hfe cycle stages operate (for 

example, Mabogunje, 1970: 1-17). Attitudes and norms are investigated as social and 

cultural context (For example, Connell et aI., 1976). There are various approaches, 

for example, comparing the different attitudes between migrants and non-migrants 

(Song, 1998: 35; Zhang Mei, 2003: 86-88) and exploring the norms for the group or 

community. (Hugo, 1981: 186-224). 

I use the term attitudes to explore people's opinions of migration at collective and 

individual levels. When I focus on general attitudes as opposed to those of individuals, 

I call them social attitudes. I use the word norm, to discuss what is considered by 

rural people to be normal behaviour in relation to migration. There are norms for 

whether to migrate, who should migrate, when they should go, for how long and so 

on. 

5.2 Attitudes and norms in villages 

In my fieldwork, many interviewees explained that they migrated or stayed 

because they believed migration was "the thing they should do" or "most fellow 

villagers do this, so should I" etc. Others said migration was "no good" or 

"agriculture is good", so they should not migrate. These claims reflected social 

attitudes, belief, opinions and norms relevant to migration. 

I used group interviews to capture general attitudes by interviewing the village 

cadres like the village head, the secretary and the accountant as well as head of 

government in the township to which the village belonged. I then asked individual 

villagers or migrants questions to confirm the information I had obtained or to find 

out more. Some attitudes generally form a continuum, like "whether to migrate". 

Social attitudes are therefore generally measured by dividing attitudes into several 

groups such as strongly positive, positive, agreeing, negative and strongly negative. 
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Some attitudes needed detailed narrative explanation like the attitudes on what to do 

and where to go. I used categories to explore first type of attitudes at village and 

individual level. The possible answers to the question "what is your attitude or most 

villagers' attitude to migration": were strongly positive, positive, accepting, negative, 

or absolutely negative. I used open-ended questions to explore the second type of 

attitudes. 

The interviewees' answers indicated both their own attitudes and social norms. 

Their opinions covered four areas: whether people should migrate, what they should 

do, where they should go, and the right age and gender for migration. Some 

expressed common shared attitudes while others were interviewees' own ones. 

Responses from both group and individual interviews about general attitudes were 

generally the same; however, individual attitudes were sometimes different, due to 

the individual's personal circumstances and different types of migration. For example, 

Most of my fellow villagers agree that migration is good especially the young people. 

But I don't think so. I think a better way to make money is agriculture. I rent 100 mu 

for agriculture, and my net income was 20,000 yuan last year and will be up to 

30,000 yuan this year. Even migrants could not earn so much money. The great thing 

is that I earn this money without leaving my village and it is good for my age. Of 

course, not every one could get hold of so much land I got the land in 1995, because 

I opened wasteland and as a reward, the village committee rented it to me for 15 

years, and now the contract has been renewed for 15 more years until 2025 (Deng 

Xinhua, male, 58 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun). The example shows how 

personal circumstances create differences in attitudes to migration. In addition to land 

holding, other personal circumstances such as age, sex, marital status and education 

level can influence attitudes. 

The following example shows that although individuals might share general ideas 

about migration, they might have different attitudes to different types of migration. 

My fellow villagers believe that migration is good I agree with this, but I think 

waged migration is not very good, because it doesn't pay well. It is OK for 

toughening people up and getting experience. But if people rely on it to earn money, 
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waged migration is not good Migration for self-employment is good by contrast 

(Zhou Yuwen, male, 49 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun). 

According to my interviewees, attitudes and norms were not sharply distinguished. 

In some cases, they overlapped. 

Migration is highly encouraged in my village. If a normal young male villager 

never migrates, he will be scolded by his parents and looked down on by other 

villagers (Wang Baoshan, male, 42 years old in 204, from Donglou Cun). 

This example indicates that the common social attitude to migration in this village 

was positive. It was strong enough to create a kind of social norm that pushed young 

male villagers to migrate. In some villages, like Sanjiao Cun, the social attitude was 

also fairly positive or at least neutral, but it hadn't yet created a social norm. 

In the following section, I will first discuss the four areas covered by attitudes and 

nonns respectively. 

5.2-1 Whether to migrate 

Whether to migrate might be the most important concern associated with attitudes 

to migration. The answer to this question was not only a simple "yes" or "no". The 

issue involved a mix of traditional and current ideas, and these ideas were undergoing 

change. 

5.2-1.1 Traditional attitudes to migration 

Traditionally, on the whole, attitudes to migration seemed negative, especially in 

the case of permanent migration. Some traditional sayings reflected these attitudes, 

for example, "staying at home is better than going out, even if home is poor" 

"working outside is really hard" and "working for others is like slavery". Some 

sayings showed negative attitudes to permanent migration. For example, "whether 

your home is good or not, it is always your home" showed the feeling of migrants 

for their native places. "Even the leaves of the tree finally return to their roots" 

directly indicated the negative attitudes to permanent migration. There were few 

sayings in favour of migration, like "people could temper themselves by migrating". 

Compared with the former sayings, the last one seemed to lack persuasiveness. 

Interviewees often used traditional sayings to explain their own attitudes. For 
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example, a village head said, "Many villagers do migrate, but they usually don't go 

far. After all, staying at home is better than going out" (Zhan Xiatian, male, 53 

years old in 2004, village head in Donglou Cun). Other surveys confirm such 

attitudes. For example, Ma Tianrong finds that some rural people in Xinzhou do not 

migrate because they are satisfied with being "a little bit rich": so long as they do 

not need to worry about their own living expenses and they can enjoy the life with 

family members (Ma Tianrong, 2004, p. 85). 

These traditional sayings still held sway in the villages, however, their influence 

was reduced. Some sayings were endowed with new meaning, some influenced 

people in different ways, and some mainly influenced the old people in villages. 

For example, though references to hardships in cities in popular sayings had 

originally been meant to imply that people should not to migrate, some 

interviewees used the sayings in reverse to support migration. For example, "the 

old saying is working outside was hard. Now it is same. Everywhere working 

outside is hard, so don't complain, it is no use even if you do complain about it" 

(Lang Dongshen, 36 years in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

Another example of a saying that has acquired a new meaning was "people can 

temper themselves by migrating". The traditional meaning was that people could 

gain some experience, skills or knowledge through migration. In addition to this 

meaning, people thought now that while other benefits from migration such as 

money or status depend on the situation and are always uncertain; the experience 

will almost certainly be good for them. If the wages are low, migrants may only 

earn enough to keep themselves and will be not able to help to support their 

families. When such migrants come back to their villages, their status may fall. 

However, whatever their success or failure in other respects, migrants do acquire 

experience, and this is helpful to them when they come back. This can been seen 

from the case as below: 

My first job was on a construction site near my village, when I was 19 years old 

and had just graduated from junior middle school. If I try to recall my motive for 

migration, I don't think I really thought about it. My parents and I did not expect I 
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would earn much money, actually, I still can't. We didn't dream that I could become 

a head of a construction team because it was obviously impossible. I didn't even 

plan to work there long term. But working outside can toughen you up. Although I 

couldn't get much money or anything else, at least I could get some skills and 

experience (Li Gaocai, male, 35 years old in 2004, interviewed in a market in 

Xinzhou). 

In different villages, the sayings affect behaviour in different ways. For example, 

villagers in Donglou Cun thought the saying of "working for others is like slavery" 

was right, but they used it to support the idea that one should not be a wage worker, 

one should be self-employed. In contrast, villagers in Liulin Wan and Shang Cun 

said it meant it was better not to migrate, just to work in the village on your own 

land. 

Among my interviewees, old people had more conservative attitudes than young 

people. This was especially true in the villages with low rate of migration such as 

Shang Cun. Young people were less conservative and in some cases, some of the 

young migrants did not agree with the attitude expressed by the saying at all: "I 

don't think working for others is like slavery. I work for a boss and he pays me 

money. This is a fair exchange" (Zhao Daxue, female, 24 years old in 2004, 

interviewed in a noodle factory in Xinzhou). Some young people even disliked the 

old sayings, since their parents used them as an excuse to prevent them from 

migrating. 

5.2-1.2 Current attitudes to migration 

When I asked about attitudes to migration before the economic reforms, people 

said "we just focused on agriculture" and "we didn't even think about migration". 

These attitudes were natural because the strict hukou system, the nature of the 

labour market and the regulations of agricultural collective organisations meant that 

migration really was unthinkable for most people. One rural official explained: 

Before economic reform, we just worked within production team in collective 

agriculture. Few people migrated - they could only do so ifformally required by the 

local government. We didn't think about this question. Migration seemed irrelevant 
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to us (Wei Geidi, village head of Sanjiao Cun, male, 47 years old in 2004). 

This will be discussed in detail in the next chapter. 

After economic reform, attitudes to migration gradually changed. Three typical 

social attitudes to migration have developed at the village level: positive 

represented by Donglou Cun, accepting as in Sanjiao Cun (as well as Zuotou Cun 

and Dagou Cun) and negative as in Liulin Wan and Shang Cun. Attitude change 

may depend on specific village factors, like geographic location, land assignment 

and the villagers' traditional skills. The new attitudes were consistent with the costs 

and benefits of migration for people in these villages. I first describe these three 

typical attitudes to migration, and analyse why they were different. 

a. Positive attitudes to migration in Donglou Cun 

In Donglou Cun migration was generally supported or strongly supported. In 

group interviews involving the village secretary, village accountant and the vice­

head in Donglou Township, all agreed the attitudes to migration in Donglou Cun 

were positive. For example, the village accountant Wang Baoshan said, 

Migration has become a norm or a custom in my Village. If a person who can 

migrate, chooses not to, he or she, but especially he, will be regarded as useless. 

He may even be at the risk of not getting a bride from my village. The old people 

who don't migrate volunteer to help young migrants to look after children, or to 

farm their land encouraging them to migrate (Wang Baoshan, male, 42 years old in 

2004, Donglou Cun accountant). 

This attitude was confirmed by an interviewee, Zhen Shengli, an ordinary villager 

from Donglou Cun. 

In 1998, I came back to my village because I had quit my factory job. When I 

came back, my income was low and everyday I seemed to be taking it easy, because 

agriculture is not hard for me, and we have only 5.4 mu of land. Though I could 

occasionally earn some money in the village doing odd jobs such as painting the 

notice board, it was very little. My wife began to complain and said I was just "a 

do-nothing" quite often. Later I found a job in life insurance and began to earn 
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money. Then she stopped complaining (Zhen Shengli, 38 years old in 2004, from 

Donglou Cun). 

The data on migration in Donglou Cun partly reflects the attitudes to migration. 

In Donglou Cun in 2003 most male labour migrated at least once, that is 79 per cent 

of the male labour force or 29 per cent of the male population respectively. Female 

migrants were 45 per cent of the female labour force in the village and 15 per cent 

of the total female population. Wang Baoshan, the Donglou Cun accountant said 

that almost aU of the young male and unmarried female villagers migrated. (Wang 

Baoshan, male, 42 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun). The high migration rate 

reflected the positive attitudes to migration. 

Although general attitudes to migration 10 Donglou Cun were positive, not 

everyone strongly supported migration. For example, Sun Dajie thought that though 

migration was good, it was not a long-tenn solution. He explained the reason. 

Migration can bring some income, it is true. But now the conditions for migrants 

are really hard The work in cities is too hard; the wage is low; delay or refusal of 

wages happens often; the competition is so furiOUS that migrants cannot always rely 

on selling their strength. Migration may not be a good way to earn money long 

term (Shi Lianqian, male, 57 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun). 

Some interviewees emphasised the difference between waged and self-employed 

migration. 

I wouldn't encourage my son just to go for waged migration. You can't make 

much money with waged migration. It just offers enough to survive on. If my son 

migrates, it is better for him to be self-employed Of course, he can't be self­

employed at the beginning, so waged migration might be OK (Ding Dianwei, male, 

39 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun) 

b. Neutral attitudes to migration in Sanjiao Cun 

Neutral or more or less neutral attitudes to migration were general in three 

villages: Sanjiao Cun, Zuotou Cun and Dagou Cun. Take Sanjiao Cun as an 

example, the village head and village accountant explained that the common 

attitude to migration in their village was that it was acceptable. Villagers did not 
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think. migration was especially good or bad. They migrated because they had to do 

so to boost their agricultural income. They did not think migration was a long-term 

business due to various difficulties like wage problems. Young villagers were more 

motivated to migrate than old people, but young villagers were not so anxious to 

migrate long term due to low wags and hardships of migration (group interview of 

the Sanjiao Cun village head, Wei Geidi, male, 47 years old in 2004, , and its 

accountant Wei Helin, male, 66 years old in 2004). 

The data on migration rates and the income sources verify these attitudes. In 

Sanjiao Cun, in 2003, only 11 per cent of the population or 32 per cent of the labour 

migrated. In contrast, the percentages were 22 per cent and 63 per cent in Donglou 

Cun respectively. The percent of households for which migration was the main 

income source was over half the total in Donglou Cun. (See table 5.1) 

Table 5.1: Numbers of households by income source in three villages and each group 

as a percent of all households in corresponding viIlage in 2004: estimated 

by cadres in each village. 

Income from both Income from both agriculture 
agriculture and and migration, migration the 

Income from migration, agriculture main source (including 
Villages agriculture alone the main source agriculture income is zero) 
Donglou 150 520 900 
Cun 9.6% 33.1% 57.3% 
Sanjiao 100 90 80 
Cun 37.0% 33.3% 29.6% 
Liulin Wan 70 3 2 

93.3% 4.0% 3.7% 

Source: fieldwork in 2004. 

In Donglou Cun, the attitudes to migration were so strongly positive that young 

men who did not migrate would be blamed or looked down on by their household 

members or fellow villagers. However, attitudes in Sanjiao Cun played a different 

role. As our villagers explained, 

Our villagers don't look down on a person who is able to migrate but doesn't. We 

understand that migration is hard and wages are often delayed or the boss refuses to 

pay. But some migrants may wonder about the non-migrants thinking that if they 
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can't earn big money in other ways, why not to try to earn some money from 

migration? (Wei Geidi, male, 47 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

Although generally attitudes were neutral in Sanjiao Cun, different people still had 

different ideas. For example, young people, especially those who had never migrated, 

believed that migration would be a good way for them to get experience and skills. 

c. Negative attitudes to migration in Liulin Wan and Shang Cun 

Villagers in Liulin Wan and Shang Cun were generally negative about migration. 

For example, a village cadre said: 

The standard job for peasants is just agriculture. If a peasant does not work in 

agriculture, how can he/she be called a peasant? Migration is no good 1 look at 

some of the young people who have migrated, they can't get good work and earn 

money, and sometimes they waste their parents' money. They have to come back 

home after a few years of migration. So I think migration is just muddle-headed 

(hunao). (Wei Facai, male, 50 years old in 2004, village cadre in Liulin Wan) 

In both villages, most people worked in agriculture and the rate of migration was 

low. Generally, male labour migration was the mainstream, but even so only six cent 

of the male workforce in Liulin Wan and ten per cent in Shang Cun migrated, 

compared with 85 per cent in Donglou Cun. The table below shows the migration 

rates for each village. Not only was the rate of migration was low in both villages, the 

migration income was also low as a percentage of whole income, shown in the table 

below. 

Table 5.2 The number of households by income source in two villages and the percent of 

each group to total households in the corresponding village in 2004: estimated 

by cadres in each village 
Income from both 
agriculture and Income from both 
migration, agricultural agricultural and migration, 

Income only income the major migration income the major 
Villages from agriculture source source 
Liulin Wan 70 3 2 

93% 4% 3% 
ShangCun 30 0 2 

94% 0% 6% 

Source: fieldwork interviews in Xinzhou in 2004 
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Though the general attitudes to migration were negative, some young people still 

thought migration was good and want to try it. 

I prefer migration. Everything is good in cities. The transport, environment, 

entertainment are convenient. Life in the village is dull. If I can't do well in cities, I 

will come back (Gan Jiangjun, male, 22 years old in 2004, from Liulin Wan. He had 

migrated to Taiyuan and Xi' an for four years staying with relatives. Interviewed in 

Liulin Wan) 

5.2-1.3 The reasons for different attitudes 

Traditional attitudes to migration predominated before economic reform and 

differed little between the six villages. However, after economic reform, attitudes 

began to change. Now they can be categorised as positive, accepting or negative. All 

my six villages were in the same province, and came under the same prefecture. 

However, as I will explain below, they differed in significant ways. 

a. The degree of urban influence 

Though the six villages were located in the same prefecture, the influences of the city 

on them were different because the distance and communications between the 

villages and their nearest cities or country towns were quite different. 

For example, Donglou Cun is located five kilometres from Xinzhou and seven 

kilometres from the city centre. It takes half an hour for villagers to go to Xinzhou by 

bicycle and 10 minutes by bus. So going to Xinzhou and other cities was convenient. 

In addition to easy transport, communications in Donglou Cun were better than in 

other villages. There are 805 landline telephones in Donglou Cun, which means on 

average every second household has a telephone. Migrants owned more than 1,000 

mobile phones meaning that 66 per cent of migrants had one. By contrast, Sanjiao 

Cun is located 30 kilometres from Xinzhou. It is difficult for migrants to come back 

after a day's work. They rent houses or live in accommodation provided by their 

employers in Xinzhou or Taiyuan. The villagers had only 50 telephones and migrants 

had 30 mobile phones meaning that every 5.4 households had a telephone and every 

three migrants had a mobile phone. Shang Cun, an even greater contrast, is 15 

kilometres from Kelan, but most of this distance is mountain footpaths. In 2004 when 
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I went to Shang Cun, a single-track road which a truck could use had just been 

finished. Shang Cun was nevertheless still a typical closed village without a single 

landline phone or a mobile. Villagers knew little about the outside world. Most 

interviewees in Liulin Wan and Shang Cun said they had just been to Kelan once or 

twice to purchase goods, for many of them that was the farthest they had ever been. 

The short distance and good communications allowed people in Donglou Cun to get 

more job information and have better opportunities. According to the village head in 

Donglou Cun, companies such as construction enterprises often came to their village 

to recruit labour. There were far fewer such opportunities in Liulin Wan and Shang 

Cun. The lifestyle in Donglou Cun was similar to that of city residents. Although the 

villagers were peasants, they still often bought eggs, meats and other foods in village 

market. This would have been very unusual in other villages. The houses that 

villagers in Donglou Cun lived in were similar to those in Xinzhou. There were five 

restaurants in Donglou Cun, but none in Liulin Wan and Shang Cun. During my 

fieldwork, I often saw these restaurants full at lunch time. 

In addition to distance and communications, education level and the special skills 

played a role in the villagers' ability to exploit opportunities in the cities. For 

example, villagers in Donglou Cun had the advantage of carpentry skills, which made 

it easy for them to get jobs. Some families traditionally specialised in selling 

furniture to the surrounding villages or towns. This tradition persists today. In some 

families two or three generations were engaged in carpentry. Carpentry was a major 

occupation for male migrants from Donglou Cun and so was related work like house 

decorating and painting. The Donglou Cun secretary told the story of migration from 

his village. 

After the economic reform in 1978, the villagers in Donglou Cun gradually began to 

work as carpenters in Xinzhou. Since the villagers are good at this work, my village 

was soon well known for good design and high quality furniture. At the same time, 

the city residents began to have more requirements for house decorating. Some city 

residents specially asked our villagers to help do up their houses. So more and more 

people worked in Xinzhou and they branched out from carpentry to decorating, oil 
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painting and installing doors and windows etc. Now most migrants from my village 

work in these occupations. We have such a reputation that even the people who have 

good relationships with these migrants have to make an appointment to get their 

houses decorated two months in advance. (Zhan Xiatian, male, 46 years old in 2004, 

village secretary in Donglou Cun ) 

Unlike villagers in Donglou Cun, villagers in Sanjiao Cun usually did not have 

special skills. The majority of male migrants worked in construction or restaurants, 

and female migrants worked as waitresses or saleswomen. The education level in 

Shang Cun was particularly low. In a labour force of 160,57 had only primary school 

education, 100 junior middle and only three had senior middle school education. The 

low educational level meant villagers had no prospect of good jobs, and their job 

opportunities were limited. 

b. The costs and benefits of migration 

The different costs and benefits of migration were the main underlying cause of 

different attitudes. 

Because of the distance between the various villages and the cities, existing social 

network and links with successful migrants, villagers in Donglou Cun had the lowest 

costs and best benefits of migration, while villagers in Liulin Wan and Shang Cun 

had disadvantages in both costs and benefits. For example, in Donglou Cun, easy 

transport and communication made it easier and cheaper for villagers to migrate. As 

one carpenter explained, 

My two sons and I are carpenters. We usually work in Xinzhou and the surrounding 

towns or villages. When we work, we just go to the work place by bicycle, which 

takes about 20-30 minutes. If the employer doesn't provide us with lunch or dinner, 

or if he is going to charge us for food, we just bring meals with us. After finishing a 

day's work at about 10 or 11 pm, we then come back together. 1t is just like being a 

city resident who works in a city (Wei Xiaobai, 59 years old in 2004, male, from 

Dongloou Cun). 

The short distance saved the time and money for Wei Xiaobai, and it also meant he 

did not have to leave his family. In other societies such workers might be perceived 
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as commuters rather than migrants, in China however, because they have rural 

residential status and travel into urban areas to work, they are counted as migrant 

workers. Compared with migrants from other villages, these were important 

advantages. Migrants from other villages had to consider living expenses, 

accommodation in town, and how to get their farming done while they were away 

Another advantage of migration over a short distance was that migrants could take 

on odd jobs or chores, like moving house for someone or carrying stuff. These jobs 

were really short-term, perhaps even lasting only one day. Migrants from far distant 

villages did not like this work, because it was not continuous. Villagers in Donglou 

Cun did not have this worry. 

I had experience of doing this work There is a street near the train station, where 

there are many chances to load stuff on the trains or unload it and transport it 

somewhere else. So many people wait there to get hired. Now it's become a hiring 

market, if some city resident needs a cleaner for their house, or they are moving 

houses, they just go there to get a worker. It's hourly paid We often bargained with 

employers, and when we did the work, they gave us cash. After finishing, we went 

home and went to the street the next day to wait for new work Of course, there were 

many workers like me, so there were not always many chances to work Sometimes, I 

waited for a whole day and didn't get a single job. Our villagers call this job 'fishing', 

which means that if you have good luck, you may catch a 'fish '- get a job today and 

earn about 10-30 yuan, if bad luck, you just waste time. But I didn't need to be afraid 

If I stayed at home, I just did nothing. When I "fished ", I didn't spend extra money 

compared with staying at home, because I brought a meal and slept at home. But this 

work was not good because we couldn't rely on it to earn big money. Later I found a 

job in a factory and then I didn't do it any more (Zhang Xinwei, 36 years old in 2004, 

male, from Donglou Cun). 

The social network also created differences in the costs of migration. Donglou 

Cun with the highest rate of migration, the greatest number of migrants and the most 

successful migrants among six villages naturally had a good social network that 

helped villagers to find jobs quickly and easily. In Liulin Wan and Shang Cun, 
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because few people migrated, there was no social network for migration and costs 

were consequently higher. As I have already shown in chapter three the main 

channels for seeking jobs were personal contacts, the size and quality of the social 

network was decisive for the easy and success of migration: 

F or villagers in Donglou Cun, migration incomes were the main income source, 

while in other villages like Sanjiao Cun, migration incomes were only supplementary. 

In Liulin Wan and Shang Cun they were almost zero. In Donglou Cun, there were 

some particularly successful migrants. Firstly, many migrants were skilled workers, 

like carpenters in contrast to other villages where I conducted interviews where there 

were few skilled workers. Secondly, ten Donglou households owned houses in cities 

including Xinzhou despite the fact that as I show in chapter four even village house 

building was a heavy burden for most villagers, while buying house in cities was 

even more expensive. There was only one reported case of villagers buying a house 

in a city in all my other fieldwork villages. Thirdly, some Donglou migrants had 

become entrepreneurs. For example, Zhou Yuwen ran a brick factory and had earned 

500,000 yuan a year in recent years. A Donglou Cun villager even ran a restaurant in 

Guangzhou. Donglou was the most successful migrant village both in terms of the 

money earned and the position achieved by some of its migrants. 

In chapters three and four, I discussed the costs and benefits of migration at 

individual level indicating that individuals have different costs and benefits. However, 

within each village the costs and benefits of migration tend to be similar as they are 

determined by the same factors. The attitudes to migration within each village tend to 

be consistent with the costs and benefits of migration. 

c. Village production patterns affect attitudes to migration 

In Donglou Cun, migration had become the major way of making money and it was 

generally believed that if a person wanted to be prosperous, he/she must migrate. 

According to the accountant, Wang Baoshan, good migrants who worked over 10 

months a year could earn 20,000-30,000 yuan, and those who worked about three­

five months could earn about 10,000 yuan. (Wang Baoshan, male, 42 years old in 

2004, from Donglou Cun). The great volume of migration income enhanced the 
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positive attitudes to migration. In Liulin Wan and Shang Cun, the major sources of 

income were cultivation and raising sheep. When I asked them how they could 

become richer, most of them answered "by raising more sheep". Their type of 

economic activity had strengthened their negative attitudes to migration. 

5.2-2 What to do 

The above section focuses on the common social attitudes to migration in different 

villages. Migration is an important way to make a living, but there are other ways like 

agriculture and sidelines, the attitudes to which also influence villagers' migration 

decisions. Some interviewees explained why they migrated referring to the general 

attitudes towards agriculture and sidelines. For example, Long Guli explained: 

After I graduated from junior middle school, I was 16 years old. When I thought 

what I would do in the future, my first idea was to go to cities and not to work in 

agriculture, because there was no real future in the village, unless you just wanted to 

be a peasant. If I lived in the village for my whole life, I am sure I'd be bored. It's 

really great to live in cities. 

Asked whether he had thought of anything than agriculture and migration, such as 

raising some pigs or cows, or doing some other sideline work like running a 

restaurant in the village at that time, Long continued: 

No, not at that time. You know, it is not work that the people do at my age. It is 

usually done by middle aged people with experience. They have the skills, money and 

maybe many friends, so they can do it successfully. Without these advantages, it is 

really difficult to manage. A villager raised many rabbits years ago and when they 

grew up, they were dead in a week because of a kind of disease. It is risky. But now I 

have begun to think about this question occasionally. I think that living in my village 

was not always a bad thing. So if I get tired of migration or when I become old, I plan 

that I may come back home and raise some cows or pigs. That could earn more 

money than cultivation, and it is also a higher status job in village. (Long Guli, male, 

was 19 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun.) 

From Long's story, we can see Long's opinions on agriculture, sidelines and 

migration. He had thought about some of the advantages and disadvantages of these 
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alternatives, when it was better to do the job and what the job required. These 

opinions mirrored common attitudes among villagers. For example, the opinion that 

there was no real future in agriculture was widespread in villages like Donglou Cun. 

People thought that cultivation could only assure that people didn't go hungry and 

people who only did agricultural work had the least prospects. However, these 

attitudes were not the same in each village. For example, villagers in Donglou Cun 

thought agriculture was not good for income or status, while those in Shang Cun or 

Liulin Wan thought it was OK. The difference arose from the different conditions in 

these villages. In this discussion, I divide the six villages into three groups according 

to their migration rates - high, middle-ranking and low - and look at the typical 

attitudes in each group. 

Agriculture in my fieldwork included cultivation (crop-raising), which was 

common in each of the villages. Crops included corn, potatoes and vegetables, and 

some villages had orchards. Agricultural conditions varied a lot from one village to 

another depending on the area of land, fertility and location. When the land was 

mountainous or flat influenced machine use. For example, villagers in Donglou Cun 

held the least land at 1.5 mu per person, but its fertility was very high while villagers 

in Shang Cun held the most land at 9.8 mu per person, but its fertility was low. 

Villagers in Donglou Cun could use tractors but villagers in Shang Cun could not as 

their land was mountainous. Dagou Cun had 2,000 mu of forest and villagers in 

Shang Cun kept an average of 25 sheep per household. Sidelines in all the villages 

included running shops and restaurants, doing transport, inflating tyres and repairing 

bicycles. Donglou Cun had the greatest variety and number of sidelines, while Shang 

Cun had the least. 

Attitudes to agriCUlture, sidelines and migration were linked to income, social status, 

the difficulties of taking up occupations and people's suitability for them. From table 

5.3 it can be seen that people in the villages with high and middle-ranking migration 

rates considered that agriculture was no good as an occupation due to low earnings 

and status. However, it was stable and always available, so it was all right for those 

who did not migrate, like old people. Peasants in villages like this don't have much 
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land, for example, the average land per person in Donglou Cun was 1.5 mu and in 

Sanjiao Cun it was 2.72 mu. In Shangcun where the average land per person was 9.8 

mu, the villagers considered that agriculture was good and produced quite high 

income. Each group thought sidelines could bring them higher income and status, 

however, they were difficult to undertake due to need for money and skills. Villagers 

in Donglou Cun thought positively about migration, but those in Shang Cun did not. 

To sum up, villagers from the different villages have different attitudes towards 

agriculture, sidelines and migration, which influence their migration decisions. 
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Table 5.3 Different views on three ways of making a living: agriculture, sideline and 

migration in villages with high, middle and low rate of migration. 

riculture 
ow and steady 

income, enough to 
over food, easy 
ork, more igher income and status 

reedom but low an agriculture need 
tatus, not good for oney to invest, difficult 
oung male 0 manage, need skills, 
illagers, may be ay be risky, suit for 
ood for people eople who don't want to 
ho can't or don't igrate, and have ability 
irate. 0 do it. 
ow and steady 

income, enough to 
over food, easy 
ork, more 

reedom but low igher income and status 
tatus, not good for han agriculture, need 
oung male oney to invest, difficult 
illagers, may be 0 manage, need skills, 
ood for people ay be risky, suit for 
ho can't or don't eople who are able to do 
i rate. it. 

igher income than agriculture, 
ifthey do well, migrants could 
am big money and become 
osses and city residents, but it is 
ot easy. Self-employed need set 
p funds, it is also risky. Waged 
igration suits most people, 
hile self-employed migration 
nly suits people with experience 
nd abili . 
t might bring higher income and 
tatus, but generally, migrants 
et short-term jobs with low 
age, not good jobs or big 
oney. Migration is very hard 

nd sometimes risky due to 
ages problems. Suits 
ouseholder who wants to boost 
gricultural earnings or young 
eople who want to get 
x erience. 
igration income is not 

ow and steady t could bring higher ecessarily higher than 
income, enough to income and status. But it gricultural income, unless you 
over food, easy is very difficult to take it et a good, steady job. But this is 
ork, more ue to money, skills and are. May suit people who want 

reedom but low ersonal ability. Suit for 0 have a look at the outside 
tatus, suits most eople who have ability to orld and seek opportunities, 

labour. 0 it. like oun eo Ie. 

Source: fieldwork interviews in Xinzhou in 2004. 

5.2-2 Where to go, how to find a job, whether to live in cities permanently. 

In this section, I will discuss general attitudes to the decisions that have to be 

made about migration such as where to go, how to go and whether to live in cities 

pennanently. These questions are related to factors such as types of migration, 

conditions in the village and personal circumstances. For example, the choice of 

destination and duration of migration are largely dependent on whether migration is 

seasonal, circular or pennanent (Connell, et al.1976: 78-90 and 121-134). 

Attitudes to these questions reflect villagers' general opinions, mirroring their 
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perceptions of the relationship between themselves and the outside world, which 

help villagers to make decisions. 

5.2-2.1 Where to go 

The common attitudes about where to go were that "1 will go wherever I can get a 

job, or earn money" and "the nearer the place is the better". Many interviewees 

expressed similar opinions. For example, 

My husband and son work outside. Generally, they go wherever they can get jobs. 

But my husband is old, so the nearer the better. That s true for my son too, but he 

can go further. (Zhu Haitian, female, 55 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun) 

The first attitude indicates that destinations were determined by the available jobs. 

Migrants did not care too much about distance, if only they could get a job and earn 

good money. For example, 

I have worked in many different cities - Taiyuan, Datong, Beijing and Yinchuan. 

I go wherever there are jobs. But nowhere can I earn good money. My jobs are 

often in construction - building houses, paving roads and digging train tunnels. I 

often go with my friends. I pay the transport costs and live in a tent, like a guerrilla 

fighter (youjidui). I usually workfour to five months a year. I come back home once 

a month at most, depending on the distance. My mum isn t in good health, so I have 

to look after her (Sun Duanlian, male, 36 years old in 2004, unmarried, from 

Zuotou Cun and interviewed in same village). 

The high priority attached to earning money shows what the migrants want and 

also what they are aiming at but also indicates the difficulties they have in getting 

good jobs. Most migrants did not care where they went, if only they could get good 

money. 

The second attitude of ''the nearer the better" indicated that people's preference 

not to go far from home. One informant linked the two attitudes. "1 would be happy 

to go anywhere, if 1 could get a good job. But if the opportunities were the same, I 

would prefer nearby cities" (Sun Duanlian, male, 36 years old in 2004, unmarried, 

from Zuotou Cun and interviewed in same village). 

5.2-2.2 How to find a job 
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Migrants in China, as elsewhere, come from a wide variety of backgrounds, and 

fill a wide variety of work roles. The literature shows that they seek jobs in all sorts 

of ways. These include using hiring markets, agencies, advertisements and personal 

contacts. Different types of migrants use different channels. For example, the 

relatively educated female migrants interviewed by Hsu Jui-ying (2006: 91-100) in 

Kunshan, Zhejiang province, used hiring markets, agencies, relatives and friends 

and the internet. The migrants I interviewed were less educated and were involved 

in different types of labour market. Unlike the group interviewed by Hsu who 

mostly came from small towns rather than villages, my migrants were from a real 

peasant background. Most of them had low educational level and sought jobs in a 

very limited range of occupations. Even if they had known how to access the 

internet, the sort of jobs they aspired to are not advertised on it. Their general idea 

of the best way to find a job was "you go round your relatives and friends" (touqin 

kaoyou). Though in few cases they found work through agencies or TV or 

newspaper advertisements, the majority found it through personal contacts. What 

migrants said about the best way to find jobs reflected their recognition of 

themselves and outside situation. Accustomed to functioning through personal 

connections in their search for largely casual work, they also felt that neither 

agencies nor hiring markets could offer them security so they make little use of 

them. 

5.2-2.3 Whether to live in cities permanently 

Another issue for migrants was whether to migrate long-term or short-term, and 

whether to live in the cities temporarily or permanently. Typical attitudes included 

"if you can stay in cities long term then you should" and "don't live in cities long­

term if you don't have the capability" 

This implied that living in cities was good but difficult, and living in cities long 

term or permanently required real capabilities. For my interviewees, capabilities 

meant the migrants should have enough money, plenty of friends and a higher 

educational level or special skills like cooking. If migrants had the chance, 

choosing to live in city was the first priority and return to the village seemed absurd. 
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For example, "/ have a BA and will soon get a MA, how could / possibly return to 

my village?"(Bian Lianzhu, female, 27 years old in 2004, studied for an M.A. in 

Shanxi University in 2004, from Yongxin Cun). 

Ifvillagers didn't have any special capabilities, they usually thought the best way 

was to stay in own village. For example, 

Becoming a city resident is good But it needs ability. / only know about 

agriculture, if you asked me to live in a city, what would / do and how would / make 

a living? Cities are good, but they are too far away for me (Li Huahua, female, 52 

years old in 2004, from Liulin Wan). 

This attitude was expressed generally in all six villages, however, when it came to 

a decision, villagers also considered other advantages and disadvantage of cities 

and life, for example, 

Though it would be easy for me to become a city resident, / do not want to move 

to a city. / like living in my village because my friends and family are around me. 

Anyway, if you have money, it makes no difference whether you live in a city or 

village (Zhou Yuwen, a boss of a private brick factory, 49 years old in 2004, from 

Donglou Cun). 

5.2-3 Attitudes and gender 

Attitudes to migration vary according to the gender of the migrant. This section 

will focus on how attitudes to migration are affected by gender. The common 

attitudes included "men should work outside, while women should stay at home"; 

"after marriage, women migrants should come home"; and "migration is easier for 

men than for women" 

The attitude that "men should work outside, while women should stay at home" 

was the traditional one in Shanxi. Traditionally, the roles of men and women in 

rural households in Shanxi were for men to work outside and earned money to 

support the family, while women stayed at home to look after household members 

and took charge of daily life. If a household needed to send a member to work 

outside, the man should be the first. This traditional attitude still lives on. In my 

fieldwork, it was common for the husband to migrate and the wife to stay at home, 
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or for both to migrate or neither. There were very few cases in which the wife 

worked outside, while husband stayed at home. When this did occur, they usually 

worked in a job dominated by women in which their husband could not help. For 

example, Zhao Shangjin worked in a clothes market in Xinzhou; her husband, who 

was 56 years old, had been a doctor before retirement and was not good at selling 

clothes. Zhang did not need his help because her daughter and son worked with her. 

So her husband just stayed at home and worked in agriculture, while she worked in 

the market with her children (Zhao Shangjin, female, 51 years old in 2004, 

interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). This was a very special situation: normally, if 

a husband asked his wife to work outside instead of him long term, he would be 

mocked by other family members and fellow villagers as "useless" and "relying on 

women for a living". He would lose his dignity in his village. 

The data in my fieldwork indicated that the main stream of migration was male. 

Table 5.4 shows the migration rate of both sexes in six villages. 

Table 5.4 Migration rate by sex in six villages in 2004 

/Migration rate 

lVillages /Male /Female 
1D0ngiou Cun 

~9% ~5% 
Sanjiao Cun 50% 14% 

~uotou Cun 40% 16% 

Dagou Cun 37% §% 

Liulin Wan ~% ~% 

Shang Cun 10% 5% 
Notes: Migration rate shows the number of males or females who have migrated within the 
last year as a percentage of the total male or female labour force. 

Though "women should stay at home" was the common attitude, another attitude 

"After marriage, women migrants should come home" implied that before marriage, 

women still had the freedom to migrate. Many women migrated before marriage as 

can be seen by the age of female migrants. For example, in Donglou Cun, 75 per 
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cent of the female population between 17 and 22 years old migrated, while the figure 

decreased sharply to 38 per cent for the 22-29 age group. 

If an unmarried young woman who is over the nonnal marriage age stays on in a 

city for many years, there may be gossip about her. This problem is not experienced 

by men. For example, 

I am 26 years old and most girls of my age in my village are married For various 

reasons, I haven't married I have worked in XinzhouJor eight years from when I was 

17. When I go back home, my close friends tell me that some villagers often discuss 

me. They speculate that I have got a boyfriend, or wonder if I work and live on my 

own. They believe I have a boyfriend, but I haven ~ (Yu Haili, female, 26 years old in 

2004, interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). 

Many unmarried female migrants expressed their worry about the mamage 

deadline. 

I am 24 years old. My parents have been asking me to come back to marry for 

several years. Now they are pushing me harder. I don't want to go back, but if I don't, 

it is a problemfor me (Zhao Daxue, female, interviewed in a noodle factory). 

Though most interviewees thought that migration for women should end with 

marriage, in Donglou Cun, there were some married female migrants. In these cases, 

they usually worked with their husbands and their parents-in-law helped them to look 

after the household. 

The third attitude was "migration was easier for men than for women". 

Interviewees gave many reasons for this. For example, "men can find jobs easily, 

while women can't."; "migration is more dangerous for women than for men"; and 

"men can do many types of work, while women cannot" 

Different attitudes to migration by men and women were common in each village in 

my fieldwork, whether the village rate of migration was high or low. However, 

although this idea was general in all the villages, it took a different form in some 

villages. In Donglou Cun, a cadre explained, 

If a young girl finds it difficult to get a job in a city, that is OK, she can just stay at 

home, doing agriculture and waiting for a chance, because people know it is difficult 
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for women. However, if a young male has the same difficulty, he has to try harder to 

find a job. He shouldn't just wait, because finding a job is not very difficult for men. 

If he fails to find one, if is probably his fault. Maybe he hasn't tried (Zhan Xiatian, 

male, 46 years old in 2004, the Party secretary in Donglou Cun). 

Reflecting the genera]Jy more difficult access to jobs, villagers in Liulin Wan said, 

"Even men find it difficult to find a job, so don't mention women." (Zheng Zhuti, 

female, 52 years old in 2004, from Liulin Wan). 

There are many explanations for the differences in migration rates between the 

sexes. As my interviewees said, men could work in a wider range of jobs. The jobs 

commonly taken by male migrants were in construction, restaurants, trade, transport 

and factories. They could also be self-employed in small businesses. Ordinary jobs 

for women were in restaurants, trade and self-employment. They could also find jobs 

in hairdressing, dressmaking and textiles. But these were more difficult. The first two 

required skills and the third, regarded as a "good job" could only be obtained through 

a strong social network. The dominant occupation for men, construction, virtually 

excluded women. The example below shows the narrow scope of occupations open to 

women. It also shows that women are hit especially hard by discrimination on 

grounds of age. 

If I chose to migrate, what kind of job could I take? I am not sure. You suggest I 

could be a cashier in a supermarket, but this job is so good that I may not be able to 

get it. Selling newspapers or ice creams? I would only earn nine or ten yuan per day,' 

I do not want this job. Being a waitress? I am 33 years old, who would hire me? 

Selling vegetables in the market? No, because the number of sellers is even more than 

buyers. Be an accountant? I don't have the skills. Run my own business? If is difficult 

actually. It seems impossible for me to find a good job in cities (Wei Xiaobai's 

daughter, Wei Aiqing, male, 33 years old from Donglou Cun. She started to talk 

when I was interviewing her father). 

In addition, parents invested in sons rather than daughters. My interviewees 

revealed that the people who got the money from their parents to learn some skills to 

prepare the migration were mainly male, and the people who were taken out of school 
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in order to save money for their brothers' schooling were often female. As females 

receive less education and training, they were at a disadvantage in migration. Zhan 

Xiatian explained. 

Our villagers usually support sons and daughters to go to school or learn skills in 

the same way. The only difference is that in some cases, when the son and daughter 

need money at the same time, the son is more likely to get it, because most villagers 

still think that later their daughter will belong to others, whereas a son will always be 

their own (Zhan Xiatian, village cadre in Donglou Cun, 53 years old in 2004). 

5.2-4 Attitudes and ages 

Common attitudes towards the young, especially young male people in my 

fieldwork villages were "young people should go far, trying new things and even 

risky work, trying to earn more money and learn skills". It was thought that middle­

aged people should ''try their best and focus on earning money". The attitude for 

older people was that they should ''just come back to the village or work in nearby 

cities, doing steady, comfortable work and picking up some money if possible". 

These attitudes were common in the villages with high and medium rates of 

migration. 

The attitudes toward young, middle-aged and older people were based on ideas 

about the life cycle. Young people are considered to be strong and capable of learning 

new knowledge and skills easily. They have few family burdens, so they can try risky 

work. 

I worked in a chicken unit for two years. It was an easy job. Everyday I just raised 

them, cleaned the place and collected eggs. But the wage was low, 450 yuan a month. 

The common wage at that time was over 500 yuan. I thought young people should go 

where they could earn more money, and not be afraid of risks. I am not the age just to 

do a comfortable job. So I quit it and soon found a job in construction with friends' 

help. (Lang Dongshen, 36 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun, interviewed in the 

same village). 

Middle-aged people have families. They have less freedom and more economic 

burdens than young people and this affects their attitudes. 
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When they are middle-aged, people always have many problems. ' This saying is 

right. J am close to 50 years old J have parents who need to be taken care of and two 

kids. My son aged 25 has married but it took a lot of money and J still owe a lot. My 

daughter is in junior middle school. J feel J need money everywhere. J have 25 mu of 

land and can't easily work away from the village. Moreover, J am old and feel it's 

difficult to learn new skills. But 1 must try to earn more money. This year there was a 

chance to work in construction. 1 earned over 800 yuan in a month but it finished so I 

had to come back If J get another chance, I will work outside again (Zhuo Shenzhou, 

male, 48 years in 2004, from Dagou Cun). 

Old people cannot do the heavy labouring work and they have fewer economic 

burdens than middle-aged people. So they have a relatively easy life. For example, 

1 am 57 years old. J have finished the big things in my life: 1 built new houses for 

my two sons who have already married My daughter is married to someone from 

Shandong, and now lives there. My health is fine, but Jean 't do much in my transport 

business, J just leave it to my son. When J am older, J want to stop transport 

completely, and try to work in agriculture, not traditional cultivating, but cash crops. 

J want to contribute to society for the rest of my days (Sun Dajie, male, 57 years old 

in 2004, from DongJou Cun). 

There was no consistent general attitude to migration in Liulin Wan and Shang 

Cun because these villagers had no experience of migration. A few spoke from their 

personal experience. For example, one man said: 

I think older people may do better with migration than young people do. Older 

people may earn more because they have more working experience and control 

themselves. Young people don't have experience, and they may waste money on 

drinking or smoking (Wei Facai, male, 50 years old in 2004, from Liulin Wan). 

To sum up, attitudes and social norms cover the key considerations of migration­

whether to migrate, what to do, where to go, and how this is affected by gender and 

age. These attitudes and nonns formed gradually in the context of history, policies, 

the circumstances in particular villages and the costs and benefits of migration. 
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5.3 How attitudes and norms influence migration decision-making 

There are three things that are important to an understanding of how attitudes and 

norms influence migration decision-making: I) Attitudes and norms are connected to 

expectations and to what people think they should do, and they form gradually in as 

affected by history, policies and situations and the circumstances of particular 

villages. To some extent they reflect relationships between villagers and their outside 

world, and provide internal or embedded ways for people to deal with their relations 

to outside world. In my fieldwork, when attitudes and norms cover the key 

considerations of migration - whether to migrate, what to do, where to go, and issues 

of gender and age, they become especially important and could greatly help villagers 

to make decisions. 2) Norms are a kind of constraint that prevents or limits people 

from doing various things. If people defy them, they incur punishment probably from 

themselves and other fellow villagers. Similarly, if they follow norms, they feel better 

or are supported by others. 3) Attitudes and norms keep changing with the changing 

outside situation. They are also vague, informal and sometimes out of date. These 

weaknesses mean that villagers can not totally depend on them for decision and have 

to analyse their detailed situations to make decisions, like considering the costs and 

benefits of migration. According to my interviewees, attitudes and norms influence 

migration decision-making in the following ways. 

5.3-1 Voluntary acceptance of attitudes and norms 

In my fieldwork, villagers or migrants often followed attitudes and norms 

voluntarily for various reasons, which are summarised as below. 

a. People thought following attitudes and norms was a right or a natural thing. For 

example, in Donglou Cun, if a young person did not choose migration, it would be 

strange, and if he migrated, then it would be natural. Similarly, it was considered 

natural for a migrant over 50 to return to his village, and nobody would regard it as 

odd. However, if a young person who was able to live in a city, came back without 

special reasons, it would be difficult for the other villagers to understand. 
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People often accepted things as they were passively. For example, villagers or 

migrants not to think much of things beyond the scope of what was familiar to them. 

The responses below illustrate this. 

Q: Do you want to earn more money by migrating? 

A: I want to earn more money, but not from migrating. My current life is OK We 

aren't people who can never be satisfied If we have more money, that is good If 

not, that is fine as long as life can continue. Most of us live similar lives and few of 

us migrate (Lu Kanhao, female, 30 years old in 2004, from Shang Cun). 

In some cases, people migrated just because others did, "every one does, so I do 

too". This reflects the way that social attitudes and norms work. For example, 

Before 1982, I worked as an actor in my village troupe. We organised many 

entertainment activities and won the first prize in Shanxi province. After 1982, the 

troupe was disbanded 1 had no idea what to do. Many villagers worked as 

carpenters, but 1 was not interested in that, moreover, I was 30 years old and too 

old to learn it. Later, I found more and more vil/agers had begun to sell clothes in 

Xinzhou and nearby cities. Even my relatives were doing it and earning a lot. All of 

them were doing it, so I thought I could too. After all, they are no better than I am, 

so I invested 4000 yuan which was all the money we had at home. Later, I really 

earned a lot but it was very busy (Zhan Xiatian, male, 53 years old in 2004, from 

Donglou Cun). 

b. People follow norms because if do so their behaviour will be understood or 

supported by other villagers. For example, in Sanjiao Cun or Zuotou Cun where 

attitudes to migration were that it was acceptable but difficult, if a person failed in 

migration and came back, he did not worry his fellow villagers would blame him, 

either for going or for his return. 

If I return home from migration, that is OK Nobody will blame me. All of them 

know migration is difficult. In fact, many people have come back (ling Buhuan, 

male, 48 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun and interviewed in Sanjiao Cun). 

Not only do villagers or migrants empathise with migrants, they help each other 

with migration. For example, 
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The common way of finding a job is just to ask help from relatives, friends and 

acquaintances. If my relatives or friends have some job information, they will tell 

me, and in turn, I will tell them if I have some. Of course this information is free. 

Nobody would think of charging others for it. It is open to everyone, but we often 

tell relevant people. For example, if I have some information about construction 

jobs, I just tell villagers who often do construction work. Of course, if the others are 

also interested in it, I could tell them too (Lang Dongshen, male, 36 years old in 

2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

c. People follow attitudes and norms because it is advantageous to do so 

There are some advantages to following attitudes and norms. For example, 

attitudes and nonns can be a short-cut to decision-making; following norms can 

save various costs and it is easy to follow attitudes and norms. 

In chapters three and four, I discussed the wayan individual's costs and benefits 

of migration could determinate his/her migration decision. Though people used 

whatever relevant information about costs and benefits was available to them, in 

many cases, they still could not judge if their decision would be good. For example, 

migrants often felt confused about whether they would benefit form long-term 

migration. They make guesses without making sure. 

Working in construction is the usual job for us. However, has the job got 

prospects in the future? Can we rely on it long term? I don t knOw. Our job is to 

tamp the soil to make the foundations for buildings; but people say this job will be 

done by machine one day. If this is true, we will lose our jobs (Shi Xinwei, male, 

46 years old in 2004, from Zuotou Cun). 

Many migrants were not sure if their job could last or their earnings be sustained, 

so they kept changing jobs. They moved both within a particular industry, for 

example, from one construction company to another, but also from one occupation 

to another. One of my interviewees began as a construction worker, but he decided 

this job was no good. To eam big money he said, you needed a good social network. 

He began to sell clothes and later he opened a shop. When I asked him what he felt 

about his choices, he said that he had misjudged the first change, the construction 
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job. He thought the job was no good, but after he left, the local government 

invested a great deal of money in transport for his village, which provided a lot of 

employment opportunities in construction. His workmates who had stayed in 

construction became prosperous, even richer than him (Li Gaocai, male, 35 years 

old, interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). 

There were difficulties about long-term predictions. Take learning skills as an 

example. Learning skills may reduce a migrant's income for the first few years, but 

benefit him later. Migrants tried to calculate likely costs and benefits but outside 

situation kept changing with unpredictable fluctuations in the labour market and 

new opportunities, rural people could not have the exact answers. In my fieldwork, 

rural people often deal with these problems in the following ways: they considered 

if they needed money right away or if they could afford to learn skills. Some 

decided to migrate but kept monitoring the benefits, ready to abandon migration if 

it wasn't really good for them. Some people used attitudes and norms to make 

decisions. For example, in Donglou Cun, migration was an important way of 

making a living and adding income in the long-term. Since it was long term, 

villagers knew that learning skills would be a good way for them to earn more 

money long run. Well-established attitudes and norms helped people make life 

plans. Some young female migrants planned to migrate for some years until they 

married and settled back in the village. Some people planned to learn skills in the 

first period of migration and then make money. They planned that when they 

became old, they would go back to the village to work in some sidelines. 

With the help of attitudes and norms, people could make their decision easily 

without knowing exactly what the costs and benefits would be. For example, 

I sell clothes in Xinzhou. Sometimes, business is really bad So I think of giving 

up and coming back. But then I think, many of my fellow villagers want to migrate, 

and we think migration is good Since I have this chance, I cannot keep changing 

my mind again and again. Though currently I am losing money, it may be better 

later (Li Gaocai, male, 35 years old in 2004, interviewed in a market in Xinzhou, 

from Dun Cun, where the rate of the migration was high). 
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There were many similar cases in my fieldwork. Young people often did not 

know what they would earn or how much they would need to spend but they would 

still choose migration. One reason was that they knew that if they got a job, at least 

they could support themselves. They were satisfied with that even if they could not 

save. They knew they could not earn much, but learning skills or gaining 

experience was more important for them. Later they expected to change their jobs 

when they could find better ones. The influence of norms was important here. 

Since many people like them had migrated, their expectation was that everything 

would work out for them. 

Before getting my first job, / had decided to migrate, since many villagers work 

outside. If they can do it, so can I II is OK for me as long as / get a job that keeps 

hunger away. But / still try to find a good job or find one later (Long Guli, male, 19 

years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun) 

By following attitudes and norms, people can save costs on information seeking 

and decision making. In chapters three and four, I mentioned that migrants often 

compared the costs and benefits of migration, like earning and living costs. 

However, most people did not make very careful comparisons before they migrated. 

They just knew it would be OK on the basis of general experiences or attitudes. 

They did not need to find more information to confirm their impression, rather, they 

just followed what others had done, which itself could save on their costs of 

migration. 

Similarly, people often explained migration behaviour in very simple terms. "She 

is going to marry, so she came back to the village" (Wei Pinan said of her 

daughter's return to Sanjiao Cun). Pre-existing attitudes and norms were the basis 

for many people's decisions and meant that they did not have to consider all sorts of 

external factors on which they might not have much information. This process 

simplifies decision-making. 

Since attitudes and norms were based on past experience of many villagers, they 

were generally suitable and practicable for most people. Conforming to norms was 

relatively easy and less risky. As one man explained about the difference between 
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finding jobs usmg friends and relatives, and depending on an agency or 

advertisements, 

Most people use their relatives or friends to find a job, and most of them 

succeeded in getting work. Only a few people use an agent or an advertisement. 

They take risks. If you want to make sure to find a job without taking much of a risk, 

just use the usual way (Zhan Xiatian, male, 46 years old in 2004, from Donglou 

Cun). 

5.3-2 People feel they must follow attitudes and norms 

Attitudes and norms themselves cover various considerations of migration -

should people migrate, at what age should they go, where should they go, should 

women go too, what work should they do and how long should they stay. These 

attitudes and norms to some extent regulate migration: if people do not follow these 

norms, they may incur the contempt of their fellow viIJagers. 

In Donglou Cun, if young people, especially men, did not migrate unless there 

were circumstances such as sickness, they would be regarded as "useless" and there 

was a risk that girls in their village would not like to marry them. In Shang Cun and 

Liulin Wan, if people did not like to work in agriculture and just wanted to migrate, 

they were regarded as people who did not do regular business (buzuo zhengjingshi) 

and their behaviour was called muddle-headed (hu nao). If old people from Sanjiao 

Cun still worked outside when they were over 55, or especially over 60, unless they 

had no other way to earn a living, kind people would say that they did not know 

how to enjoy life. Unkind people would say they had an "addiction to money" (cai 

mi). Children were often blamed by fellow villagers for not treating their parents 

well. In Liulin Wan where migration was not the acceptable norm - young migrants 

often caused their parents concern. 

My son real/y wanted to work outside. After his graduation from junior middle 

school, he begged me to agree to him working outside again and again. He said he 

wanted to have a look I told him working outside was difficult, but he still wanted 

to try. Final/y, I agreed he could migrate, but only short term. He worked for three 

years in Taiyuan, Beijing and a city in South China. He always told me migration 
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was OK. I thought he might be doing well, because after all, he hadn t asked me for 

money 10 support him in three years. BUllater a relative of mine in Beijing told me 

that my son still owed him 2,000 yuan. I think he may have borrowed money not 

only from this relative, but from other friends. He neither has dared to borrow 

money from me nor tell me the truth, because he knew if he did this, I would ask him 

to come back (Wei Facai, 50 years old in 2004, his son, 22 years old, from Liulin 

Wan). 

Additionally, behaviour that conflicts with attitudes or nonns may be stopped or 

prevented. For example, if unmarried female migrants worked in cities long-tenn 

and did not want to come back, their parents would ask them back once and again, 

and the fellow villagers might spread gossip about them. Some young women tried 

to migrate while they could, knowing that it was the nonn for women to stay at 

home after marriage and they knew once they married, they might have no chance 

to migrate again. 

Before I marry, I can work outside for a few years, because once woman have 

married, it isn 'I easy 10 come out again. Even now, my parents have begun to ask 

me to come back to get married I am of the age to marry so I don't have much time 

left here unless something special happens, for example, I marry a city resident or 

my work goes very well (Huo Xufeng, female, 22 years old in 2004, interviewed in 

a market in Xinzhou). 

Another example is that in Liulin Wan where villagers did not favour migration, 

it was difficult for the head of village to encourage his villagers to migrate. 

We encourage our villagers to work outside in many ways, like telling them how 

much they could earn. We even contact some agencies to recruit labour in our 

Village, nannies for example. But only a few villagers have responded and some of 

those who do go out to work soon come running back (Group interview of some 

cadres in Liulin Wan and staff in the town government that Liulin Wan comes 

under). 

According to my fieldwork, three factors seemed to affect the degree of influence 

of attitudes and norms on decision making. Firstly, the stronger the attitudes or 
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norms were, the stronger the influence on migration was. For example, in Donglou 

Cun, the attitudes to migration were strongly positive and they were strongly 

negative in Shang Cun. The influence on villagers was obvious. However, in other 

villages where attitudes were accepting rather than strongly positive or negative, the 

influence was not as obvious as in the above two Villages. The second factor was 

that the norms related to the gender issues like "men should migrate, while women 

should stay at home especially after marriage" strongly affect migration patterns in 

all villages. The third was the degree of openness of villages. Donglou Cun was the 

nearest to Xinzhou, and values there changed quickly with the development of 

Xinzhou. More and more people from Donglou Cun worked in far distant cities, 

which was against the current nonn. Shang Cun was a closed village with norms 

much less affected by outside. Few people there acted against the norms. 

The above discussion indicated that people's decisions could be influenced by 

attitudes and norms directly. In addition, the perceptions of the costs and benefits 

of migration could be influenced, which also affected decision-making. This will be 

discussed below. 

5.3-3 Attitudes and norms influence migration by influencing perceptions of the 

costs and benefits of migration 

Attitudes and norms reflect a system of values, and the costs and benefits of 

migration mentioned in chapter three and four also reflected a value system. In 

many cases in my fieldwork, we can see that people's perceptions of costs and 

benefits of migration were influenced by attitudes and norms. 

For example, the norms of "migrating to nearby cities" were essentially consistent 

with people's ideas about saving the costs and adding to the benefits of migration. It 

was true that migrating to nearby cities could save migrant's costs, but once it 

became the norm, it enforced that people's expectation that they would migrate to 

nearby cities. In many cases, migrants explained that the reasons they migrated to 

nearby cities were that it was cheap, easy to come back from, made help from 

friends easier. They also offered reasons such as 'other people did it, so I followed'. 

This implies that attitudes and nonns could affect an individual's perceptions of 
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costs and benefits. 

Social attitudes and nonns changed perceptions of some costs and benefits and 

affected expectations or evaluations of migration. For example, the hardship of 

working in cities was a fact for migrants, and most migrants complained about the 

hardship. However, they did not think it was an important factor that could prevent 

them migrating, because they already knew migration was hard and their nonns 

inclined them to put up with hardships and gave them strength to do so. 

People who had strongly positive attitudes to migration tended not to fear some 

non-material costs, like missing home and feeling lonely too much. For example, 

some young people who had strongly positive attitudes to migration expected that 

their wage could only meet their basic expenses but did not mind because they 

attached more importance to learning skills and gaining experience. Some middle­

aged people who had their own families were more interested in benefits, but as 

long as their wages were higher, they did not worry too much about leaving home 

to go far away. In contrast, people who had negative or neutral attitudes often 

wanted more income, or more guarantees, like steady jobs or friends to 

accompanying them before they would decide to go. 

If the money I earned from the migration was just equal to my agricultural 

income, I wouldn't choose 10 migrate. I would need to earn at least double my 

agricultural income to make me migrate, because I would have to leave my home to 

work outside (Xia Tianlen, female, 42 years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun). 

If I were promised a good. steady job outside that my friends introduced me to or 

where they would work with me, I could consider migrating (Rao Tianmeng, male, 

36 years old in 2004, from Shang Cun). 

I don't want to migrate .. even if the income is ten times my agricultural income 

(Ren Caiqi, male, 30 years old in 2004, from Shang Cun). 

These examples indicate that attitudes could change the perception of costs and 

benefits. Some attitudes and nonns constructed the individual's costs and benefits. 

For example, "men should work outside, while women should stay at home" 

constrained women who wanted to migrate. They had to consider carefully if they 
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would really benefit from migration because it meant defying a norm. Similarly, 

"men, especially young men, should migrate" put pressure on young men who did 

not want to migrate in Donglou Cun, and encouraged young men who did want to 

go. 

5.3-4 The drawbacks of altitudes and norms in relation to decision-making 

Although attitudes and norms influence migration directly and indirectly, they 

have some drawback in relation to it. For example, attitudes and norms change 

slowly and may fail to keep pace with the changing outside situation. Before the 

economic reforms, the general norm in all six villages was "don't migrate, focus on 

agriculture". In the early years after economic reform, about 1980 to 1985, though 

people gradually began to migrate, they still remained uncertain about migration. 

Their old norms were intact and new norms had not yet formed. At this stage, they 

might "have a try" and but were prepared to come back. (This will discuss more in 

next chapter). 

Attitudes and norms can be changed by other factors such as policies. For 

example, attitudes changed in Liulin Wan as the benefits of migration increased and 

became better known. 

Our villagers just knew how to cultivate and raise sheep. If you asked them how 

you could become rich, their answer would be just 'raising more sheep ',. few would 

think to do other business. But last year, an oil company built a petrol station near 

our village and soon some people from somewhere else to set up a restaurant close 

to the petrol station. They can make J,OOO yuan a day. This really happened just 

down the road. Some villagers began to think: if other people can earn money at 

our door why don't we? This direct experience seems to be changing villagers' 

ideas (group interview including some village cadres and town cadres). 

Decisions based on attitudes and norms might be incorrect or produce conflicts. 

For example, 

I worked in the township government as an assistant from J 990. The wage was 

about 500 yuan a month. When I had been working outside for six or seven years, I 

had the idea of building a house in the township, so that my whole family could 
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leave the village. However. my wife and some friends didn't agree with me. They 

said that would be really difficult. Furthermore, when I retired, I would have to 

come back to this village. so why should I spend money on house building in the 

town? But others said it was a good idea. They thought building a new house in the 

town would help me a 101 because I had to go to work by motorcycle, and it was 

very cold in winter. My daughter was studying in the township school which wasn't 

convenient for her. But I wasn '1 sure. Building a house in the township would be 

really expensive and my children needed money to study and for their marriages. 

Finally, I made the decision 10 build Ihe house. I built it in 2000 and it cost 200,000 

yuan. Even now lowe 40.000 yuan to my friends. Now I think I made the right 

decision. After moving out. my eyes were more open, and I had more idea how to 

earn money. This year. I set up a restaurant in the town and it makes a lot of money. 

Many villagers admire me (Huo Wuzai, male, 47 years old in 2004, from Dagou 

Cun, has now moved to Zuomo Zhen, the township Dagou Cun belongs to). 

Attitudes or norms may have no effect under some special conditions, for 

example, if people did not have enough money to migrate. 

Altitudes don ~ play an important role for me in decision making. I think the most 

important factors would be 'prerequisites '. If you don ~ have enough money to 

support yourself, no mailer how positive your attitudes, how can you migrate? (Hu 

Ximing male, 40 years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun). 

5.3-5 Use 0/ attitudes and norms to make decisions 

As discussed above, attitudes and norms influence migration directly by making 

people follow them and influencing perceptions of costs and benefits of migration. 

But attitudes and norms have some drawback in relation to for decision-making. In 

chapters three and four, I have shown how the costs and benefits of migration 

determine people's decisions. This give rises to a question, what is the relationship 

between norms and cost benefit analysis? 

There is some literature on this relationship. For example, Elster (1989) regards 

social norms as an independent factor that produces behaviour not reducible to 

individual's rational choice. He argues the reality and autonomy of norms. "By the 
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reality of norms I mean their independent motivating power. Norms are not merely 

ex post rationalisations of self-interest, although they can certainly be that 

sometimes. They are capable of being ex ante sources of action. By the autonomy 

of norms I mean their irreducibility to optimisation" (Elster, 1989: 125). Other 

literature regards the social norm as a constraint or obligation, in which individuals 

take measures like any rational behaviour. For example, Landa (2006:5-6) points 

out " ... game-theoretic approach is precisely its treatment of social norm-based 

behaviour as qualitatively the same kind of object as any rational behaviour". In 

this view, norms are not different from costs and benefits. 

As discussed above, attitudes and norms may have an independent effect on 

migration. People are expected to follow norms, if not they will be sanctioned. 

Moreover, norms could help people to make decisions. At the same time, they 

could influence costs and benefits. Without attitudes or norms, people's perception 

of costs and benefits may not as same as I showed in chapters three and four. So the 

relationships between decision-making based on attitudes and norms or costs and 

benefits of migration are 1) attitudes and norms are independent; 2) attitudes and 

norms are partially embedded in costs and benefits of migration; 3) decisions based 

on attitudes and norms can be modified on the basis of cost benefit analysis; and 4) 

costs and benefits change attitudes and norms in actual migration, thus bringing 

about the transformation of old attitudes and norms. 

According to my interviewees, people combine the use of norms and attitudes 

and costs and benefits in various ways in decision-making. For example, 1) Some 

mainly considered costs and benefits in making decisions although they used 

attitudes and norms as a guide or a background. Male migrants with a lot of 

experience usually fell into this group. 2) Others made decisions based on attitudes 

and norms as well as the basic costs and benefits at their first stage of migration, 

and gradually acted more on the basis of costs and benefits of migration in the later 

stages of migration. Many young people behaved in this way. 3) For those 

questions like whether to live longer in cities which are related to future costs and 

benefits of migration, neither attitudes nor costs may give a exact answer, some 
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people use both attitudes and costs or benefits analysis. 4) Norms were also 

regarded as an independent factor that had to be considered. For example, for 

unmarried women marriage was a special issue. If their parents put a lot of pressure 

on them, they tended to be more affected by marriage norms and to return to the 

village earlier. If not, they might try to extend their lives as migrants staying away 

from the village longer. 

5. 4 Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed attitudes and norms to migration among villagers and 

how these attitudes and norms influence migration decision-making. 

It has considered the main attitudes and norms of the villagers on whether to 

migrate, what to do, where to go, how long to go for, and on age and gender issues. 

Three basic attitudes to migration - positive, acceptable and negative have been 

discussed. The different attitudes are related to various factors such as history, 

policies and the costs and benefits of migration in specific circumstances. People's 

attitudes to migration are also related to agriculture and sidelines. Agriculture is often 

regarded as a steady, easy occupation whereas sidelines are seen as better but more 

difficult. Migrants want to go a place where they could earn money, but nearer cities 

were good. They believed that if a person was able to live in a city they should not 

come back. It was easier for men to migrate than women. Women should stay at 

home after marriage but before marriage, they could migrate as men did. Young men 

should do hard work and could take more risks; old people should just come back to 

the village or do some easy job. These attitudes and/or norms varied in different 

villages among different people in the same village. 

Attitudes and norms may be either a kind of support or a constraint to migration. 

People follow attitudes and norms either voluntarily or because they feel compelled 

to do so. Attitudes and norms can influence perceptions of costs and benefits of 

migration. However, they have drawbacks as a guide to action. They are changing 

slowly and may be out-of-date. People use attitudes and norms and costs and benefits 

of migration together to make decisions. 
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Chapter six: Institutions relevant to migration 

In this chapter, I will analyse how institutions influence migration decision­

making. Various institutions are relevant to migration, such as the labour markets, the 

land ownership system, social networks and household. Here I select three main ones: 

the labour market, the social network and the household to analyse their influences. 

Migration is dependent on these institutions. The labour market may constrain people 

from migrating or permit them to do it. Social networks influence migrants' job 

seeking and their selection of destination. They also help migrants to save on the 

costs of migration. Households discourage, allow or encourage the migration of their 

members based on factors such as household structure and their own needs for labour 

power. These institutions encourage or discourage migration directly, and also 

influence the costs and benefits of migration. In the following section, I will analyse 

each of them, focusing on how they affect migration decision-making. 

6.1 Labour market 

Theoretically, a labour market is an important institutional mechanism through 

which labour is distributed on the basis of supply and demand. It optimises the use of 

labour resources and is instrumental in the determination of wage levels. Before the 

economic reforms of 1978, under the planned economy, China had almost no labour 

market. Instead, labour was directed by the state. For example, from 1957 to late 

1978, the Chinese government implemented planned-labour allocation, which used 

the plan to govern the supply and demand for labour rather than market wages 

(Knight and Song, 2005: 16). Labour mobility was controlled by the state which used 

the hukou or household registration system to make it very difficult for people to 

move their residence unless directed to do so. Under this system, there was little 

population mobility (Davin, 1999: 4). Christiansen (1990: 94-105) points out that 

there were essentially three systems that divided urban and rural China preventing the 

movement of labour between the two areas: the hukou system, the administrative 

system of local government and the collective ownership. 
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Under the hukou system, each person was registered at birth under their current 

residence (hukou suozaidi) and status (agricultural or non-agricultural). In the urban 

areas, only people with a local hukou were entitled to formal jobs, housing, grain, 

education, medical and other services. The division between agricultural and non­

agricultural population plays a key role in migration control. Migrants with 

agricultural status do not have the privileges of urban residents (Christiansen, 1990: 

95). In the past, without an urban hukou, migrants could not find jobs or independent 

accommodation. Grain, oil, cloth and many other products were rationed from the 

1950s to the early 1980s. Migrants could not get a grain ration in the cities, but 

received grain from their own villages. Transfer of hukou status from agricultural to 

non-agricultural was very difficult, and remained so well into the 1990s (Davin, 1999: 

5). 

The ownership system was also an obstacle to labour migration. In rural areas, 

collective ownership was dominant. It consisted of three-level ownership from the 

commune at the top, through the production brigade to the production team at the 

basic level. Arable land, large livestock, draught animals, and larger equipment were 

controlled by the production team. The individual peasant owned only a few ordinary 

tools such as a reaphook. Individual peasants belonged to a particular team through 

which they had access to land. They were paid through the work point which also 

tied them to the land. Rural collective ownership was associated with the hukou 

system, under which each peasant was bound to a specific administrative village 

(Christiansen, 1990:95-97). 

After economic reforms, these administrative controls slackened. In urban areas, 

state-owned enterprises increased their managerial autonomy and reward was linked 

to performance (Wong and Mok, 1995:5-6). The administrative allocation of workers 

to jobs decreased and enterprises gradually gained more power to hire and fire. 

Lifetime employment was stopped for new workers (Knight and Song, 2005: 116). 

This extended autonomy made it possible for migrants with agricultural hukou to get 

jobs in these enterprises although this remained unusual. The private economy and 

joint ventures were permitted to develop (Wong and Mok, 1995:5-6). The rapid 
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growth of the non-state sector provided many job opportunities for people without 

urban hukou status, for example, the increasing labour demand in construction and 

the service sector attracted much migration (Goldstein, 1990: 675). Many migrants 

looked for work in the private sector, or ran their own business in the cities, which 

made their hukou status irrelevant. In addition, as rationing came to an end and most 

commodities were available on the open market, migrants with agricultural hukou 

were able to purchase what they needed to live in cities longer. The effects of the 

hukou system diminished, but the continued restriction on migrants owning land or 

houses in urban areas or accessing urban schools did mean that levels of permanent 

migration remained comparatively low (Xiang Biao, 2000: x). 

In rural areas, the "responsibility system" for land also brought about major 

changes. The responsibility system involved a series of contracts between the state, 

the collective and the household. The state decided types of crops to be grown and 

the amount to be delivered to the collective. The household contracted to deliver a 

fixed amount of products to the state and collectives in exchange for the use right to 

the land (Goldstein and Goldstein, 1987: 96). The responsibility system allowed the 

household more autonomy in the management of production. Once the household 

became an independent unit of production and management, it became apparent that 

there was a huge labour surplus in rural China. This surplus labour was attracted by 

various non-agricultural activities within the villages, county and market towns and 

townships (Goldstein, 1987:96). 

6.1-1 Decision making before economic reform 

Before economic reform, there was no labour market in Shanxi and the rest of 

China. Peasants were constrained to work in agriculture. In my fieldwork, the few 

people who had migrated prior to the reforms had been recruited by state-owned 

companies or were soldiers. Some villagers did work outside through their 

production teams. One case was Zhao Xuanli, who worked outside with the village 

"special skill team" in nearby reservoirs for about four years and came back village 

at 1976 (Zhao Xuanli, female, 48 years in 2004, from Donglou Cun ). 
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Peasants who did get a chance of employment in cities were often "good" peasants: 

those possessing special skills, or with a higher educational level or village cadres. 

For example, Wei Xiaobai learned carpentry after 1962 and from 1964 worked in 

village sideline team. He worked so well that he got a job in the Road Bureau in 

Xinzhou which recruited contract workers, and he worked there till economic 

refonn (Wei Xiaobai, 59 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun). But for most 

interviewees the lack of any real labour market meant that they could never leave 

the Village. Many interviewees said that migration was not permitted and there were 

no easy ways to migrate. For example, 

At that time (before economic reform), the collective economy was universal and 

everywhere was asked to follow Dazhai pattern. (Dazhai was a village in Shanxi 

famous for its agricultural production records.) Few people worked in cities and 

free migration wasn't allowed. We were encouraged to work hard in agriculture 

and contribute to the state economy. Even if you wanted to migrate, it was 

impossible. How could you go and where would you go? (Liu Kexing, female, 45 

years old in 2004, from Zuotou Cun). 

Liu said that migration was not permitted before economic reform, and in fact, 

many interviewees had not even thought about migration. "Few people migrated at 

that time. I never considered whether it would be a good thing or if I would 

migrate" (Wei Geidi, male, 47 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). These 

villagers generally focused on their agriCUltural work and tried to earn more "work 

points" (gongfen), without considering migration. 

My whole family were peasants. When I was young, I began to work with my 

parents in the fifth work team. Before the reform, the economy was collective. We 

worked trying to earn more "gongfen" (work points). Gongfen were very important, 

if you didn't work, you don't have any gongfen, and then you couldn't get any food 

A saying at that time was "gongfen, gongfen, our base of life"· We had no other 

channels to get food. So my thoughts at that time were all about trying to earn more 

"gongfon " 
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The economic status of my household was OK in our village. My dad earned 320 

"gongfen", I could earn up to 250, my brother 200 and mom earned 1 00 in a year. 

Since I had a part time job in our production team as "gongfen" recorder, I earned 

more than my brother. Each "gongfen" equalled to 0.4 yuan. We earned a total of 

250 kilograms of flour and 350 yuan in one year. If we didn't have gongfen, we 

couldn't get flour or money. Mum also raised a pig and about 10 chickens. That 

was quite something. A pig could be sold for 80 yuan and 10 chickens including 

eggs could earn enough money for a whole year's salt, soy sauce and oil. But the 

pig had to be sold to the rural food company, it was not allowedfor individuals to 

slaughter it and sell the meat. We weren't allowed to raise more pigs and fowls 

because the policy of "cutting capitalist tails" didn't permit us to do that (Wei 

Helin, male, 66 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

Wei continued to explain that under the ownership of production team, it seemed 

impossible to migrate. 

The production team owned almost everything and we only held simple tools like 

shovels and hoes. You ask me why I didn't migrate, but if I had left the production 

team, how could I have survived? The work team allocated all our earnings 

including the food and money through "gongfen ". If I hadn't worked for the team, I 

would not have had food and welfare. Even if I had worked in a city and earned 

money, I couldn't have got food there, because food was rationed. I could buy food 

in a city, but at a much higher price. Working in production team, we had very 

cheap education costs. The whole year's schooling cost only three yuan, equal to 

eight "gongfen". That means I worked eight days to pay the whole year's costs. The 

collective gave us almost everything - food, money and education, so we just needed 

to work in agriculture (Wei Helin, male, 66 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

The above cases show how the collective economy and grain ration constrained 

migration. The case below shows that the hukou system meant even the temporary 

migration was not easy. 

Don't mention a permanent job in state-owned companies. How would you get 

this job and how would you manage to transfer your hukou? Even temporary 
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workers employed by the mining company needed the agreement of the Labour 

Bureau. Moreover. you could not go out without an introduction letter issued by the 

production brigade. The letter was like the present ID card Without it, you couldn't 

even stay in a hostel, or look for jobs (Liang Shancai, male, 68 years old in 2004, 

from Sanjiao Cun). 

There were very few cases in which people migrated without some identification 

such as introduction letters. In my fieldwork, I found one man had worked in 

Xinzhou short-term without an introduction, but he was heavily reliant on his 

relatives, and sometimes, it was more like helping them than doing a job. Moreover, 

he still needed the agreement of production teams to leave. 

I was a carpenter. I had relatives in Xinzhou. Sometimes, they needed some 

furniture, or their friends needed chairs and tables for a wedding and they asked me 

to help. I usually made them at home and they came my home to collect them. They 

sometimes paid me or gave me gifts to thank me. But sometimes I would just make a 

chair or something to help them for nothing. If they asked me to make windows or 

doors, or their furniture was broken, I had to go to their houses to workfor a day or 

a couple of days. I then asked leave from my production team and went to my 

relatives' house. I didn't need any other identification. because I stayed and ate at 

my relatives' house. However, If I stayed there longer. I had to bring grain tickets to 

give them, because they hadjust enough grain tickets for their own household (Wei 

Xiaobai, 59 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun). 

If someone insisted on migrating without any authorisation, it could cause serious 

trouble. Such cases were really rare. 

I had a friend who worked in the country fertiliser factory in 1975. He got sick 

and had asked leave for a couple of months. He told me that if I went to their 

factory to ask for a temporary position to replace him, I might get the opportunity. 

Then if they liked me, I might even get a job. I thought it was a good chance and I 

should jump at it. I discussed with my dad, he did not agree. He said the chance was 

so slight, and I was nothing special. so why would they employ me. The better thing 

would be to focus on my own job. 
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I wanted to try so I asked my production team leader for two months' leave. He 

didn't agree either. He said it was a busy time and I couldn't leave. But my friend 

told me to come. I was young at that time, about 20 years old, so I simply went there. 

Unfortunately, I had no luck. The factory had already arranged for someone else to 

replace my friend. When I went home, a few days later, the worst happened. The 

production team dismissed me from the part-time job I had before as assistant 

guard, and gave me a serious warning. After that, I was always treated as a bad 

example for "breaking the discipline". From this event, I totally gave up the idea of 

migration (Wang Huiping, 49 years old in 2005, from Donglou Cun). 

To sum up, before economic reform, the lack of a labour market and the 

constraints of the collective system meant that rural people did not consider 

migration, or only migrated in a very limited form. 

6.1-2 Decision-making after economic reform 

After economic reform, the situation gradually changed. Non-agricultural 

working opportunities increased. A hiring market developed in Xinzhou. As 

mentioned before, people from Donglou Cun went to "Sanjiao Dao" to wait to be 

hired to help people move house, carry luggage, etc. After the reforms, labour 

agents also began to appear in Shanxi for the first time, but many people 

complained that these agents cheated. All six villages where I conducted my 

fieldwork had been visited by construction companies wanting to recruit labour to 

work in cities which had never happened before economic reform. The villagers' 

options became much more varied. Rural people were allowed and even encouraged 

to do non-agricultural work in the villages. In Donglou Cun and Sanjiao Cun, some 

interviewees said that their cadres encouraged them to take a loan from local 

agriculture credit organisations. With them they could set up pig units or run 

restaurants nearby their villages. Migration also became possible. People began to 

do various jobs such as selling clothes and doing construction work in cities. These 

new situations influenced migration decision-making in various ways: 
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6.1-2.1 Migration became considered as one of various ways of earning income 

Before economic refonn. few people considered migration. After economic 

reform, as the restrictions on labour mobility were eased and rura1 people were 

allowed to do both agricultural and non-agricultural work, people began to think of 

various ways to add their income. and migration was one of them. 

Before economic reform. in addilion to agricultural work, I worked for the 

performance leam in my vii/age. After economic reform, in 1982, the team was 

dissolved along with the production team. I had no idea what to do then. Someone 

suggested Ihal we should organise a new performance team; he said if we played at 

nearby villages and townships. we could earn good money. I thought it would be 

hard to creale a new leam on our own. Someone suggested doing carpentry, which 

lots of men did in our village, bUI I was already about 30 years old and thought 1 

might not be any good at it. Anyway, I didn'l like it. A friend suggested raising 

cows brought in good money and pointed oul we were encouraged to raise pigs and 

cows by the lownship governmenl. Some fellow villagers were already doing it. But 

some of them didn 'I make much because of low prices. A popular way to earn 

money was 10 sell clolhes in Xinzhou. Lots of people did it, even one of my relatives. 

So I thought Ihal mighl be beller. and I began 10 do Ihe same in Xinzhou (Zhan 

Xiatian, male, 53 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun). 

Zhan selected migration as his way to earn money. The case below is of a 

peasant who thought working in the village was better. 

After economic reform, Ihe colle clive economy collapsed I discussed with my 

wife what we should do. We had 12 mu of land; migration seemed impossible 

because working 12 mu wasn 'I 100 easy. And nol many of my fellow villagers had 

migrated. so I wasn'l sure if migration could bring me good money. A beller way 

was 10 rent an orchard We had worked in the garden under the production team so 

we had some experience. Moreover, Ihe lownship government encouraged people to 

rent orchards. So lhal was whal we didfrom 1984 to 1994 (Wei Geidi, 47 years old 

in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 
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From the two cases above, we can see that after the constraints lifted, rural 

people began to think of ways to earn more. Migration was one of the possibilities. 

6.2-2.2 Considering if "I will benefit" 

Before economic reform, if people thought about migration at all, it was generally 

to think "it is not allowed". After economic reform, rural people began to not only 

to think if they would be allowed to migrate, but if they would benefit. For example, 

I worked in a collective shop in our township. After economic reform, the shop 

closed so J came back to my village. Then J thought about what to do next. 

Migration was of course OK, and some of my follow villagers had migrated. but I 

thought they can't earn much. if I run a shop in my village, I might earn more. So 

in J 992, I set up my own shop in my village. I was in charge of getting the stock 

from Xinzhou, Taiyuan or Shijiazhuang and my wift was to do the selling. But later 

business became bad. J found that working in construction was better. One friend 

could earn J 00-120 yuan a day, because the work was piecework, we could earn 

this money as long as we were strong enough. J thought that was better than 

running a shop, so I migrated as well (Shi Jianguo, male, 50 years old in 2004, 

from Zuotou Cun). 

Migration is hardly constrained by movement control policies any more. It is the 

market that now controls movement. Once the hukou system ceased to be severely 

enforced, as Christiansen (1990: 92) found, "the effectiveness of the household 

registration system in keeping the population in the countryside depends on the 

economic possibilities for rural migrants in the big cities". 

In my fieldwork, migrants did not regard the hukou as a serious barrier to 

migration after economic reform. Many people just worked in the nearby cities, like 

Xinzhou and Taiyuan as contract or temporary workers in the private sector and 

their hukou status did not matter. However, if migrants wanted to live in cities long­

term, or became city residents, the hukou became an important barrier, because it 

affected entitlements to healthcare and children's education .. 

In very rare cases, if people did not plan to live in cities longer, they even 

considered how to transfer back to the villages. For example, 
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I have changed my hukou to get urban status. However, I find it isn't always 

good My brother is still in our village with an agricultural hukou. He manages a 

chicken farm and raises 10,000 chickens. He earns much more than I earn in 

Xinzhou. My husband and I want to copy my brother and raise chickens, but my 

hulcou status isn't agricultural now so it is really difficult for us to rent land in the 

vii/age (Wei Menzhu, 33 years old in 2004, interviewed in a noodle factory in 

Xinzhou). 

For migrants to big cities like Beijing and Shanghai, the hukou or getting a 

temporary resident's card is still a problem. For example, 

One afternoon, we were working on a construction site in Beijing. Suddenly, the 

workers began to ShOUl, "the police are coming". Then they hid themselves away. I 

didn't know what happened and just stayed to watch. Two policemen approached 

asking me to show a "temporary resident card". I had never heard of this thing, 

and of course couldn't show one. Then they told me that without this card I 

couldn't stay in Beijing. They fined me, but I hadn't any money. So they took me to 

the police station and asked me to work there for hours. I thought it was better than 

being fined so I did as they asked (Lang Dongshen, male, 36 years old in 2004, 

from Sanjiao Cun). 

6.1-2.3 Other influences: nonns and way of migration 

When rural people began to compare the different ways of earning, they tended 

to be quite doubtful about migration and to monitor it to see if it was good way to 

add to income. Many people were suspicious. For example, the village head of 

Sanjiao Cun explained, when some construction companies came to the village to 

recruit labour to work in cities, many villagers thought it might be a trap. They 

worried that the company would not keep its promise to pay them, or would just 

cheat them. Some rural people did finally go thinking "I'll h ave a try, if it's 

successful, I'll earn good money, if not, then I'll just come back and it will be a few 

months wasted". The other villagers just watched, if these migrants came back 

safely with big money, they would follow next time (Wei Geidi, the head ofSanjiao 

Cun, male, 47 years old in 2004). 
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Without information about migration or experience of it - how much they could 

earn, how much they could spent in cities and what to do about dangers such as 

crime - people were very uncertain about working outside. They were prepared to 

give it a try however. 

I was the leader of a production team before economic reform. At that time, I had 

established a construction team to build houses and roads for our village. After 

economic reform, the team was broken up. However, because I had the experience 

of setting up a construction leam, someone suggested that I should reorganise a 

team to work in Xinzhou. I wasn'l sure if it was a good idea, because I knew 

nothing about the market: I did not know whether I could bidfor a project, and how 

much we could earn. Later, I had a go, but unfortunately, it was really hard to 

manage. So after few years, I gave up it (Deng Xinhua, male, 58 years old in 2004, 

from Donglou Cun). 

There were fewer opportunities to work in cities in the early years than is now 

the case so. People did not rely heavily on migration. 

In the early 1980s, just after economic reform, the most usual job was 

construction work. Unlike now, there were no jobs in hotels, restaurants or 

transport. Working in construction was too hard. I tried it for a few days, but I felt 

it was bad, working a 10 hour-day, but earning so little. I wanted to find a better 

job, otherwise, it was no better than raising pigs or chickens. These days, I would 

choose being a waiter; after all, work in restaurants would be comfortable (Ji 

Guifang, male, 40 years old in 2004) 

This having a try attitude had knock-on effects. For example, as people did not 

think migration was a long-term plan they did not invest in learning skills for it. 

For example, 

After economic reform, I worked in a construction site. I didn't regard migration 

as a long term business. There were not many villagers working outside and I just 

thought it was good enough just to earn some money. So I just kept doing unskilled 

work in construction and I didn 'tlearn skills like welding. If I were that age now, I 
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would learn some skills. But I am old and tied down by my household; I cannot 

learn skills (ling Buhuan, male, 48 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

The attitude of "having a try" gradually changed as migration increased. When 

the relevant social attitudes and norms formed, for example, people from Donglou 

Cun gradually began to regard migration as the main way to earn money, they 

started to regard migration as a long-term plan and many young people learned 

some skills to improve their chances in migration. By the time I conducted my 

fieldwork in Shanxi in 2004, over 20 years after the beginning of the economic 

reforms, the villages had formed their own attitudes and norms on migration which 

guided their migration decisions. This echoes Christiansen's findings in his 

research on the rural areas of Wuxi and Nanjing from 1978-1989, "Social norms 

had changed. The move away from agriculture had become a necessity, the 

ambition to leave the rustic past behind had become a socially accepted norm; 

success outside agriculture gave social status" (Christiansen, 1990: 139). 

6.2 Social networks 

The channels of job seeking for migrants in China are the hiring market, job centres 

run by the local government or private company, social networks, personal contacts 

or advertisements. Social networks play an important role. Many surveys indicate that 

social networks are the main channels for rural to urban migration in China. For 

example, a survey conducted in the Shanghai and Jiangsu region in 1995 found that 

75.6 per cent of first time migrants were "self-organised" that is looking for jobs with 

help from friends or relatives, or going along with others. Subsequent migrants could 

use social networks that were thus extended (Zhao, 2000: 231-250). 

Theory explains the importance of social networks injob seeking. For example, the 

theorist Lin Nan (2001: 19-20) explains how social networks function, facilitating the 

flow of information, and thus reducing the transaction costs. This in turn exercises an 

influence on the employers' hiring decisions. Some empirical studies support Lin's 

ideas. For example, based on a study in Handan, Hebei province, Knight and Song 

(2005:205-228) find that the main source of general information about the jobs is the 

social network, and the costs of finding jobs this way are lower than through the 
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media. In a study of thirteen cities in China, Sato (2003:91-115) finds that social 

networks are particularly useful for migrants in obtaining unskilled and middle-rank 

jobs. 

In my fieldwork, social networks generally comprised relatives, friends, fellow 

villages, acquaintances and extensions to this core network like relatives' friends or , 

friends' friends and the new friends that migrants got to know when they migrated. 

Most migrants relied on social networks to find jobs and shared accommodation 

during migration. Using social networks was a common way for migrants to make 

migration easier in my fieldwork. I will first discuss the advantages of social 

networks according to my interviewees, and then examine how social networks 

influence migration decision-making. 

6.2-/ The advantages of social networks in my fieldwork 

6.2-1.1 Social networks enlarge people's opportunities of migration 

In my fieldwork, my interviewees had used all the possible job-seeking channels: 

hiring markets, job centres, social networks, personal contacts and advertisements, 

but social networks were the most important. Only a few people used hiring 

markets, job centres and advertisements. The hiring market in Xinzhou region was 

a street in Xinzhou, where people came to hire temporary labour, for example to 

carry luggage or to help them to move house. Some people in Donglou Cun used 

the hiring market. Since the market could not provide the long-term jobs, migrants 

usually stopped going to it once they got better jobs. Some companies recruited 

labour in the villages, however, these opportunities were few. Donglou villagers 

had the most chances of employment among the six villages, as companies visited 

about 5 times a year, but they provided far fewer jobs than people wanted. There 

was one official job centre in Xinzhou run by the Labour Bureau. Some 

interviewees complained that most job opportunities provided by the official job 

centre were for urban residents and there were few available for them. There were 

many private job centres in Xinzhou and Taiyan, but migrants had no confidence in 

them; many surveys and the media reported that the private job centres in Shanxi 
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and the rest of China do a poor job. This was borne out in my fieldwork, for 

example, 

I heard that a job centre in Xinzhou would give you job opportunities with 

guaranJee for a charge of 50 yuan. J thought it might be good. then I went there for 

job information. After paying 50 yuan, they immediately gave me a job, working in 

a restaurant. However. the wage was only 150 yuan a month, and the boss wasn't 

kind to me. He always blamed me for the least mistake. So I had to quit the job 

three months later. Now J wonder if it may be a trap: the job centre and the 

restauranJ work together 10 cheat job seekers through commission fees and low 

wages (Zhang Haohan. male, 22 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

Migrants also lacked faith in advertisements. Some migrants took jobs in a 

noodle factory through a TV advertisement because they knew it was a well-known 

factory in Xinzhou. In another case a migrant read an advertisement but he 

immediately wanted confirmation: 

When J walked along a prosperous street in Taiyuan, J noticed there were some 

advertisements posted on poles or windows in front o/restaurants or supermarkets, 

/ike "a waiter needed, 600 yuan a month. 500 metres ahead" and "a cashier 

needed, immediate work ", etc. J then went to the work place to see if it was 

available (Long Guli, male. 19 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

Social networks could bring job opportunities for migrants that other channels 

could not which was why migrants relied heavily on their networks. My 

interviewees called the process of seeking job relying on relatives and friends 

"touqin lcaoyou". In addition, some job information and opportunities were mainly 

publicised through the social network. F or example, in Donglou Cun, a few 

construction teams and a brick factory recruited labour only from the villagers. If 

people from other villages wanted to work there, they had to know villagers in 

Donglou Cun. Similarly. some private companies did not recruit labour publicly but 

just relied on the social networks. Someone who had no friends or acquaintances to 

give them information would not know about job opportunities. Another case was 

the job information in large cities like Beijing or Shanghai. Migrants said that they 
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could get this kind of information when they worked in Xinzhou or Taiyuan 

through advertisements. but these were good jobs often in formal sector, for which 

they had little chance or sometimes, the information might be fake. However, if 

they had relatives in Beijing, they might get useful from them. 

Social networks provided not only job opportunity information, but other relevant 

information for example about payments. This was especially important as many 

migrants were paid in arrears or not at all For example, 

When I get a job opportunity. I often asked my friends if the boss is likely to pay 

me fully and on lime. I try 10 find out if the boss has a record of refusing to pay and 

whether he is likely 10 be able to pay. But even so, my construction team is owed 

60,000 yuan from last year. A nearby village needed to pave a vii/age road and 

their secretary asked me to take over the project. I thought that this was a collective 

project for his village, the money should be safe, but in the end, they didn't pay me 

because they couldn 'I collecl enough money. I don't know when they will pay me 

(Shi Xinwei, male, 46 years old in 2004, from Zuotou Cun). 

Social networks make it easier for migrants to get jobs easily. For example, if a 

migrant wanted to work in a construction company and his friend happened to work 

there, it was quite easy for him to get a job. Social networks are also available for 

some good jobs like working in local government or good companies. My 

interviewees said that these jobs often needed either a higher educational level like 

college level or a strong social network. For example, a person from Donglou Cun 

worked in the Agricultural Bank of China in Xinzhou, because his father had a 

good relationship with the bank president (Zhou Tianxin, male, 35 years old in 

2004, from Donglou Cun). 

Social networks not only provide information, but also assistance with 

accommodation and money. This facilitates migrants' lives and enhances their 

ability to stay in cities. 

The most important assistance seemed to be sharing accommodation. In chapter 

three, I have mentioned that living costs were a high percentage of the total cost of 

migration. Sharing accommodation could help migrants save on house renting and 
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also allow them to look after each other, for example, if one person became sick. 

Working together made possible for migrants from the same village to share 

accommodation. For example, migrants from Sanjiao worked mainly in Xinzhou 

and people from Zuotou mainly worked in Taiyuan. Some migrants even 

deliberately sought jobs at the same work site as fellow villagers. Working with 

friends had other advantages. for example, it would be safer. 

I want 10 work with fellow villagers. I don't trust outsiders. What if I was killed or 

sold by them when I migrate? Whal would I do if the boss refused to pay me? If I 

work with my friends, I don '( need 10 worry aboul these problems too much (Lang 

Dongshen, male, 36 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

Working with friends could reduce the pressure and boredom of life in cities. 

At weekends or holidays, I often walk around with my friends. When my boss is 

angry with me or I feel upsel, I prefer to chat with friends rather than my parents. 

My friends sometimes give me ideas about how to deal with problems, or comfort 

me (Huo Xufeng, female, 22 years old in 2004, interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). 

Borrowing money was important within social network. Migrants often borrowed 

money from their friends. For example, 

I have worked in Taiyuan, Beijing and Xi' an. Livingfar away from home, when 

I need money, friends are the best choice to he/po I sometimes borrow 800 or 1,000 

from good friends, and pay them back when I get money. I also lend them money 

when they need it (Gan Jiangjun, male, 22 years old in 2004, from Linlin Wan). 

Social networks help migrants when their bosses will not pay up or when city 

residents discriminate against them. For example, 

Our boss belongs to the Architecture College in Shanxi; that was a good unit. 

Lasl year, three fellow villagers and I worked for him for about half a year. When 

the time came for him to pay us, he said they didn't have money and wanted us to 

wait. We asked for our wages several times. but he still gave the same answer. This 

made us angry. We thought as he worked in a good unit, he would be afraid of 

losingface before his colleagues. So we wenl direct to his office at the Architecture 

College 10 ask for our wage. He was surprised that we could found him is his office. 
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As we expected, he was so afraid of losing face that he promised to pay us as soon 

as possible. We soon got our money (Shi Jianguo, male, 50 years old in 2004, from 

Zuotou Cun). 

The case below shows that Zhao using her social network against unfair treatment 

in the market. 

I sell clothes in a shopping centre with my daughter. At first, it was very hard. 

The other sellers who were city residents often mistreated us. For example, they left 

us the stall in the corner - a bad position for selling clothes. I complained to the 

manager, but she thought we were only a couple of women without any background, 

and did not support us. I felt upset and almost returned home many times. But I had 

paid the rent for the whole year. and if I had given up, I wouldn't have got a refund. 

So I persisted. Laler we made some friends, some of them big men, such as the 

other bosses and the police captain. Since I am good at sewing, I often helped them 

with sewing trousers and upholstery, etc. We got close gradually. They were warm 

hearted and helpful. When I had problems, they often helped me to deal with them. 

The police captain even argued with the market manager over her unfair behaviour. 

Later my daughler married a city resident, and nobody now dares to tease us. Our 

business is much better now. I have bought a new house in Xinzhou and we all are 

happy (Zhao Shangjin, 51, female, interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). 

6.3-1.2 Cost saving 

Social networks could enlarge work opportunities for migrants; in addition, 

compared with other channels of migration, according to my interviewees, they had 

other advantages: they were reliable and saved time and money. Migrants regarded 

information provided by social networks as much more reliable than that from 

private job centres and in villages like Donglou Cun, looking for jobs by relying on 

social networks had become the norm. 

Social networks could save time and money in job seeking. Instead of going to 

cities for information, a simple phone call or a chat among friends would do. 

Generally, this information was free. Only in one special case did I find a migrant 

had paid for information because his work depended so heavily on it. He set up a 
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construction tearn that specialised in roofing houses in the surrounding villages and 

townships. He needed information frequently because each roofing job normally 

took only a day and if he wanted to work continuously, he had to get more 

infonnation (Shi Xinwei, male, 46 years old in 2004, from Zuotou Cun). 

To sum up, social networks can enlarge migrants' job opportunities and can save 

on the costs of migration in various ways, like job seeking and the help during 

migration. 

6.2-2 Soc",1 networks influence migration decision making 

6.2-2.1 Good social networks encourage migration 

Widespread social networks provide more information and job opportunities. 

Most of migrants in my fieldwork got jobs by asking for information from their 

friends. In Donglou Cun and Sanjiao Cun where social networks were quite good, 

people used social networks heavily in job seeking. People in Liulin Wan and 

Shang Cun who did not have good social networks said that if they had some 

friends who could help them to migrate, or friends they could migrate with, they 

would like to work outside. Otherwise, they might not migrate because they did not 

have experience or special skills, and had no idea how to find jobs and work in 

cities. In most cases, migrants largely relied on social networks. For example, every 

job that Lang Dongshen, a regular migrant from Sanjiao Cun had had was through 

his friends or fellow villagers. 
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Table 6.1 Lang's work history and use of social networks 

Duration 
brder Year Age Work type 1W0rk place [year) Introducer 

1 1995 ~7 Construction [julin township 1 /Relatives 
~ 1996 ~8 thicken fann Ixinzhou 2 lR.elatives' friends 
3 1998 PO Roadman Patong (in Shanxi) 1 Fellow villagers 
~ 1999 ~l tonstruction Wutai (in Shanxi) 1 lFellow villagers 
5 2000 32 Stevedore [raiyuan 10 days Head of village 
6 ~OOO 32 Pig unit Taiyuan 40 days Fellow villagers 
~ ~OOI ~3 1R0adman !Beijing 0.25 !Fellow villagers 
8 2002 34 Construction lDatong 3 days 'Fellow villagers 
& 2003 ~5 !construction Taiyuan 1 IF ellow villagers 
10 2004 36 Construction Changzhi (in Shanxi) 0.5 Fellow villagers 

Source: fieldwork in Sanjiao Cun, Lang Dongshen was 36 years old in 2004 from Sanjiao Cun. 

Migrants often asked for help from their relatives, friends and classmates, and 

sometimes, used friends' friends, or even more complicated contacts. The case 

below shows how a migrant used his relatives' social network to find a job in 

Xinzhou. 

After finishing junior middle school, I came back to my village and worked in 

agriculture for some years. However, I didn 'tlike that life long. In 1996, a friend 

told me that working a laxi driver job was very good, and I might earn 20-30 

thousand yuan a year. My parents supported me but they didn't know where to 

learn driving and how to get the job. I had an aunt whose whole family lived in 

Xinzhou. So my dad got me to ask for help from my aunt. 

My aunt had no idea where to learn driving, but my aunt's daughter's 

husband had a friend who worked in a driving school. The driving school was 

good, run by the transport police in Xinzhou. With his help, I learned to drive 

there and I even got 500 yuan off the 3,000 yuan tuitionfees. With I was learning, 

I got to know this friend of my relatives. He had many friends in the transport 

police. Later with his friends' help, I was employed in a taxi company where I 

have worked until now. While I have been working, their friends gave me great 

help. For example, when my car was impounded, with their help, I quickly got 

188 



my it back Of course. without the help of my aunt's family, I might not have got 

help from these friends (Wei Guojia was 31 years old in 2004 from Zuotou Cun 

in Xinzhou) 

6.3-2.2 Social networks encourage migration by reducing the costs 

In the above section I have shown how social networks can save on migration 

costs. With social networks, migrants could save money on accommodation and 

job seeking and reduce the mental problems like boredom. Migrants could help 

each other and working together made them feel safe. Here I give some examples 

of the effects of social network on migrants without migration experience who 

nonetheless decided to take risks. 

Young migrants often did not have experience of working and living in cities. 

Their parents and/or they worried about how they could migrate on their own. 

Without a social network, they might choose not to migrate. But with the help of a 

social network. they got more support to migrate. For example, 

After I had gradualedfromjunior middle school, when I was aboul19 years old, 

I didn 'I have any experience of working outside. I had never gone to cities by 

myself. I even worried if my accent could be understood easily by city residents. 

Because my family was very poor, I had to work At that time, the popular job 

was construction. My parents wanted me to work in construction, but they 

worried aboul me because the work was really hard for a 19-year-old They 

weren 'I sure whal I should do. Then our villagers set up a construclion work 

leam. The head of team and most of workers were from our village. So my 

parents were happy 10 send me with Ihem, because our villagers would look after 

me. They were very kind 10 me and never lei me do the heaviest work I worked 

with the leam for about one year and I felt good (Li Gaocai, male, 35 years old in 

2004, from Duncun. Xinzhou). 

Another example is that of a female migrant, Zhao Daxue. She had worked in 

Taiyuan when she was 20 years old. She said she did not have any experience of 

living and working outside at that time and she even could not even speak 

Mandarin well. All of her worries were resolved by the boss where she worked, 
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because the boss was his father's friend and he was in charge of almost 

everything such as accommodation, food and training. She said, ''with the help of 

this friend, I did not need to worry anything" (Zhao Daxue, 24 years old in 2004, 

interviewed in a noodle factory in Xinzhou). 

However. some people with higher educational levels or special skills seemed 

to rely on different social networks. 

My fellow Villagers often went to work with other villagers. I don't need to go 

with them. I am a "dagong" (skilled labourer), I don't need to worry about not 

gelling a job. My fellow villagers often asked friends to help, but in my case, the 

employers of len ask me ~r I would like to work with them (Ji Guifang, male, 40 

year old in 2004. from Sanjiao Cun, with senior middle school education level). 

6.3-2.3 Social networks can put pressure on people to migrate 

In chapter five I have showed that finding jobs by asking friends or fellow 

villagers had become the usual way to migrate. Here I give an example to show 

how individual may feel pressurised though a social network. 

I have many friends andfellow villagers working in construction on various sites 

or cities. When they go there to worlc, or they get some job information, they often 

ask me, "Buhuan. would you like to work with me?" They often directly come to 

my house to persuade me go or they leave a message. Sometimes, several 

different groups ask me to join them. They are all my friends and really want me 

to work with them so we can help each other in cities. When they ask me again 

and again, I have to go. because it ;s hard 10 refuse them (Jing Buhuan, male, 46 

years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

6.3-2.4 Other influences on migration 

Social networks are a major job seeking channel that facilitates the migration of 

rural people. However. depending on the size and quality of social network, it 

may also constrain migration and influence migration patterns. 

In my fieldwork. since most people found jobs through relatives, friends or 

acquaintances and their social network mainly focused on rural people in the 

same or surrounding villages, they often got jobs in nearby cities and only a few 
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worked in far-off cities. For example, of all the migrants from Sanjiao Cun, 95 

worked in Shanxi in contrast with lOin other provinces. Very few can use social 

networks to work in Beijing or Shanghai. Some did work in far-off cities, like 

Xi'an and Yinchun, however, as their jobs were in construction, and they went 

wherever the construction company sent them. 

There was "chain migration" in my fieldwork. Within a single household, if 

one household member migrated, others would migrate often to the same city 

later. For example, an interviewee named Fan Youtian said that his daughter got 

a job at a restaurant in Taiyuan with help of his friends. His son went to Taiyuan 

several years later and worked with her (Fan Youtian, male, 45 years old in 2004, 

interviewed in a noodle factory in Xinzhou). In Zuotou Cun, most male migrants 

worked in the same construction company of which had up to a dozen employees 

in Taiyuan. Originally, a few villagers had found a job in the company tamping 

soil for the foundations. When they found it was a good job with high paid, other 

villagers followed them. 

Social networks did not always work effectively, partly depending on their 

quality. Many rural people did not have many friends, or none who could help 

them much. "I have only seven friends, most were my classmates when I was in 

primary school. I don't have influential or rich friends" (Wei Geidi, male, 47 

years old in 2004). Many people complained that though they had a few friends, 

none were much help, because their backgrounds were similar. If one could not 

find a job, nor could the others. Migrants often made new friends during 

migration, but most were migrants from other villages in Shanxi or other 

provinces. They hardly made any friends who were city residents. Most rural 

people did not have relatives or friends in large cities. 

Some people relied heavily on social networks, but might miss market 

opportunities because they trusted them less. For example, the village head of 

Liulin Wan said that occasionally some companies came to their village to recruit 

labour, but their villagers did not believe in these opportunities; though cadres 

191 



encouraged them to migrate, few people did (Wei Facai, male, 50 years old in 

2004, from Liulin Wan). 

Social networks could save time for people looking for information. However, 

it they may not be able to solve problems like the shortage continuous jobs as 

opposed to seasonal ones. For example, in summer, migrants working in 

construction often had many job opportunities, while in winter, even they wanted 

to work and asked help from friends, they rarely got jobs. 

To sum up, social networks encourage people to migrate, and may also constrain 

migration and influence migration patterns. 

6.3 Household and decision making 

As much literature indicates, in addition to the individual as the migration 

decision-maker, the household or family may also be important. As Davin (1999: 74-

76) points out, the household controls a pooled budget and deploys its own labour 

force. Decisions such as who will work, where they work for how long and what 

types of job will be performed within the household are made according to the 

opportunities available and costs and benefits. Household structure, function and 

strategies play an important role in migration. Household structure, including size, 

age-sex structure and life-cycle stage affect migration (Harbison, 1981 :232). For 

example, in a study of villages in Jiangxi province, China, Murphy (2002: 59) found 

that the economic standing of household with one migrant is almost the same as that 

of those without migrants, while households with two or more migrants have the 

higher economic standing. According to Harbison (1981:238), the family has an 

influence on migration through its functions as a subsistence unit, a socializing unit 

and a supplier of a social group and social network. Literature on family strategy 

generally regards the family as a decision-making unit attempting to maximize its 

utility. For example, sending a migrant in a city may reduce income risk for a 

household (Rosenzweig and Stark, 1997:749). Harbison (1981:250) indicates that the 

structure and function of family affects migration motivation through its influence on 
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migration goals, the availability of the individual for migration and likelihood of goal 

fulfilment. 

The household is the basic unit of society in China. It generally consists of relatives 

who live and have meals together. The distinguishing feature of the household is that 

it has a common budget and a single kitchen (Croll, 1994: 163). In my fieldwork, the 

household had two common forms: the two generational household consisting of 

parents and children, and the three generational one of grandparents, parents and 

children. In this section, I will discuss how household influences its individual 

members to migrate. Factors such as common benefits, emotional ties, household 

work and labour division, migration support and the relevant norms are discussed. 

This discussion of the household is mainly based on the household in villages. I will 

not discuss how migrants influence their household members to join them in cities 

because I discovered few instances of this in my fieldwork villages. 

6.3-1 How the household influences its members on migration 

6.3-1.1 The common benefits 

Individuals often share common benefits with their household, including both 

material and non-material benefits. 

The common material benefits arise from income pooling and common household 

expenditure. On the income side, in a nuclear household, agricultural income is 

usually considered to belong to both the household head (usually a male) and his 

wife, and they have the power to decide how to spend this money. If children do 

not migrate, they usually have no income or power to control money. When the 

household head or his wife work outside, the new income belongs to both of them. 

If children migrate before marriage, they generally keep what they needed for 

themselves, and give the rest to their parents. Most of my unmarried migrant 

interviewees sent the money to their parents. After marriage, most of the money 

that they earned was sent back to their new household. On the expenditure side, the 

couple shared responsibility for all household expenditure, including daily expenses, 

the costs of children's education and old people's medical costs. The parents paid 

for their sons' marriages and house building but sons who had migrated generally 
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made some contribution to these expenses in cash. If they hadn't migrated, they did 

extra household work or agricultural work. The family works as a co-operative unit 

in which children benefit: their living and education costs are met by their parents 

when they are growing up. Sons have a particular benefit in that their marriage and 

housing costs are met by the family. As young people grow up, a part or the whole 

of what they earn is contributed to the common budget or the family in which they 

live. It is in the context that I talk of common benefits. The family generally shares 

a budget to a greater or lesser extent until it divides, as for example on the marriage 

of a son. The expectation is that absent members will remit a part of their earrings if 

they have any to spare. 

In Donglou Cun and Sanjiao Cun, young people had no way of contributing to 

the household if they did not migrate, because land holdings was so small. Thus if 

young people could work outside, it benefited both the young people and their 

households. 

I began to work at 16 years old I worked with my friends in Xinzhou, Taiyuan 

and other cities in construction and restaurants, etc. At first, I just earned 150 yuan 

a month. It was just enough for my living expense in cities but I could not give much 

to my parents. But it was OK, because I didn't need to use my parents' money. My 

parents agreed that I could migrate (Long Guli, 19 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao 

Cun). 

As they share the benefits, household members whether parents or children, tend 

to want to maximise household income. For example, in Liulin Wan and Shang 

Cun, parents often asked the young people to help them to do agricultural work, 

because they believed that working in their village could bring more money than 

migration. 

The migration of individuals not only brought current economic benefits for their 

household, but also long-tenn ones. For example, 

My older daughter used to work in Xinzhou as a waitress and my younger 

daughter works in the same restaurant now. My older daughter used to earn 200 

yuan a month and the second now gets 300 yuan. The money is not much, but it 
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isn't a problem. So long as they can learn some skills and have a better future, that 

is enough. They are happy and so we are (Wei Pinan, female, 45 years old in 2004, 

from Sanjiao Cun). 

Some parents did obtain benefits from their children's "better future". Wang 

Xiasheng's son finished college and got a good job in DaHan (a large city in 

Liaoning province). Wang stayed in DaHan with her son for half a year and feel 

very good (Wang Xiasheng, female, 50 years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun). 

This shows that individuals shared both material and non-material benefits with 

their households. This could be true in other ways: 

I supported my son's wish to work outside. If he didn't work outside, he would 

have felt bored in the village, and he would do nothing and learn nothing. I might 

have felt bothered if he had been hanging around every day. And I would also have 

worried that he would get into fights or quarrels with others if he had too much 

time on his hands (Deng Xinhua, male, 58 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun, he 

had two sons). 

Migration could bring higher status to the migrant's household. Some young 

interviewees said that if they did nothing at home, they would be blamed for being 

lazy, but if they returned home from migration for a holiday, they were not blamed. 

One reason was that their migration could also bring prestige for their households. 

Successful migrants brought more prestige. For example, Huo Wuzai worked in a 

township government. It was not easy to get such a good job. Many fellow villagers 

admired Huo, and they often helped Huo's family for example by working on his 

land if needed. Huo said, "If I need help, I can easily get more than 10 people to 

help me" (Huo Wuzai, male, 47 years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun). 

The pooling of benefits meant individuals and their households usually agreed on 

the migration decision. So individuals might be encouraged or constrained in their 

decision-making by costs and benefits to themselves or to their households. For 

example, to maximise the household's benefits, the household and individual often 

agree that it may be necessary for its members to migrate or work in agriculture, 

depending on their situation. Household members encouraged migrants by giving 

195 



or lending them money, using their social networks to find jobs and helping 

migrants to take care of children. At the same time, due to the shared budget, 

individuals could understand the difficulties of their household and did not make 

inordinate demands on their parents. For example, an interviewee said that though 

he did not like working in a restaurant, he still did so for two years. That was 

because his father wanted him to do the job since it provided free accommodation 

and food, and eased his father's burden of supporting him (Mei Kongjun, male, 29 

years old in 2004, interviewed in a noodle factory in Xinzhou). 

However, the individual's interests did not always coincide with these of the 

household. In the chapters three and four, I discussed in detail the material and 

non-material costs and benefits of migration for the individual. Household members 

may have different perceptions of costs and benefits. For example, young people 

may not think security problem is a serious concern, while their parents do. A 

migrant may suffer from boredom in the cities, but their household members will 

not experience the feeling. Individuals may put a high priority on learning skills; 

while their households may think what is important is earning more money in case 

the migrant marries soon and needs the money. When migrants go to work in cities, 

their household members often have to do more agricultural work than they did 

before. Migrants may not consider this "cost" as it does not impact directly on them 

but household members will be aware of it. Young migrants thought "opening their 

eyes to the world", "having fun" or even "freedom" in cities were benefits, their 

parents may not think the same. This is supported by much of the literature. For 

example, Jacka observed that two types of daughter were recognised by parents, the 

"filial daughter" and the "rebellious daughter" (Jacka, 2006: 166). The rebellious 

daughter is the daughter pursues her own benefits, not those of her parents. 

These different costs and benefits sometimes caused the parents to disagree with 

their children about migrating, or to have different opinions on detailed questions, 

like where to go and how long to stay. How such differences are settled may partly 

depend on power of relationships. If young people had no money and they wanted 

to migrate, they had initially to ask for money from their parents whereas if they 
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could raise money, they could go. According to my interviewees, villagers 

generally tend to make agreements by talking things over. They seldom just run off 

to the city or threaten suicide. 

There were some cases where the balances of costs and benefits were different for 

the household and the individual but the household forced the individual member to 

follow its wishes. For example, Zhang Haohan thought it was too hard to work in 

construction, and wanted to change his job or have a break. But his parents thought 

he just want to avoid hardship. During the interview, his mother kept criticizing his 

laziness and said, "why can't you do it when others can?" Zhang Haohan thought 

his mother was unfair, but he did not have any idea of what he wanted to do (Zhang 

Haohan, male, 22 years old, from Sanjiao Cun). Zhang may be forced by his 

household to migrate for its material benefits. 

By contrast, some cases show the household stopping young members from 

staying away. For example, Bian Aiguo forced his son to leave work in coal mine. 

He said that when his son found a job in a coal mine with high pay, he immediately 

asked him to quit the job because he himself worked in a coal mine before and he 

thought it was very dangerous (Bian Aiguo, male, 70 years old in 2004, from 

Zuotou Cun). 

To sum up, the household may encourage its members to migrate or constrain 

them from doing so according to its perception of the benefits. Although generally 

the process was peaceful, in some cases, individuals were coerced. 

6.4-1.2 Emotional ties 

When interviewees explained why they did not migrate to distant cities, one 

reason they gave was that they wanted to be able to come home easily to look after 

their households. There were many such cases in my fieldwork. Luo Geng's wife 

was deaf and dumb. She could not communicate with other villagers without Luo 

Geng's help. Luo decided to stay at home to look after his wife rather than 

migrating (Luo Geng, 35 years old in 2004, from Liulin Wan). Luo Liu's story also 

showed the influence of household needs 

My parents divorced long ago. I am unmarried and still live with my father. 
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When my father was young, I often worked in construction as he didn t need my 

help. Now he is old, 65 years old, and I worry that he may not look after himself 

well. So I don t want to migrate. If I didn t have this problem, I would migrate (Lou 

Lill, male, 40 years old in 2004, from Liulin Wan). 

Emotional ties could constrain migration, but in some cases, they encouraged it. 

For example, 

In 1993, my son was studying in senior middle school; he was a boarder in 

Xinzhou. You know, studying was really hard in senior middle school because of 

college entrance. He was thin and could not eat well in school. My daughter had 

not got a job, so I thought why not sell clothes in Xinzhou? On the one hand, I 

could look after my son; on the other hand, I could resolve my daughter s work 

problem. Of course, if business was good, I could earn money too (Zhao Shangjin, 

female, 51 years old in 2004). 

Another case reflected the emotional ties between husband and wife. Bian 

Huanggeng worked in construction. After he was promoted to be a team leader, he 

asked his wife to live with him, and he also applied a position for her in the 

construction team, cooking meals for workers (Bian Huanggeng, 38 years old in 

2004, from Zuotou Cun). 

Emotional ties among household members harmonized individual and household 

decisions. In my fieldwork, there were many cases where love and care was shown 

among household members. For example, many young people said that their 

parents did not expect them to earn much money for them, they just wanted them to 

take care of themselves, learn some skills and have a better future. This attitude was 

illustrated by a grandmother. 

I hope my grandchild can have better life in the future. No matter how poor we 

are, we are willing to support him to go to college, and even study overseas, if only 

he can (Zhang Qiaoxian, 55 years old in 2004, her older grandchild was nine years 

old, from Donglou Cun) 

A young person said: 
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I feel, and so do my friends, no matter how hard we suffer from the hard work, we 

should give a better life to our parents. At least, we shouldn't let them suffer from 

hard work. If I get money, I can hire a person to take care of them specially (Rao 

Deting, male, 21 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun). 

Interviewees did not often talk directly about how they loved their spouses, 

probably due to shyness. But we can see it indirectly. For example, Long Dahua 

said she often worried about her husband's working conditions, wondering if it was 

cold and if he needed warm clothes (Long Dahua, 39 years old in 2004, from 

Sanjiao Cun). Hu Wenhu said that his wife always got new clothes for him and 

their child, but not as many for herself (Hu Wenhu, 30 years old in 2004, from 

Zuotou Cun). 

6.3-1.3 Household work and labour division 

To maintain a household, certain basic tasks have to be performed. For example, 

the children and old people must be taken care of. Household work and the labour 

division have a great influence on migration. According to Jacka, the traditional 

gender divisions of labour in rural China were that men did the "outside" work and 

women did the "inside" work. The meanings of "outside" and "inside" varied in 

different parts of China and also changed over time. For example, women usually 

did the domestic work within the home and men did the most of the agricultural 

work in rural China, but more women worked in agriCUlture as well in south China 

whereas fewer did so north China. Women also worked in nearby townships or 

villages in commerce, but generally they travelled shorter distances than men did 

(Jacka, 1997: 21-25). 

In my fieldwork, the prevailing labour division was usually that the male adult 

was the "money earner" and was expected to earn money to support his household. 

He was expected to do whatever could bring the most income for him, whether in 

agriculture or migration. His wife focused on the maintenance of her household 

which included cooking meals, washing clothes, taking care of children and parents, 

looking after poultry or pigs and helping her husband, for example by working in 

agriculture. Children often helped their parents. Children before marriage had less 
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responsibility for household work than their parents. The division of labour was not 

strictly fixed. Various factors influenced this pattern such as workload and 

household structure. For example, when a householder worked outside the village, 

most agricultural work was done by women or old people. When a woman had a 

baby, the husband did more domestic work. When a household had several children, 

the children's roles were not exactly same. 

I have one older brother and three younger brothers. The five of us have different 

jobs now. My older brother joined army after leaving school, and now drives taxies 

in Kelan. I work in my village and have never worked in cities. My first younger 

brother followed our older brother and learnt to drive. My second and third 

younger brothers are janitors in Kelan. How did we each chose own jobs? Actually, 

it wasn't difficult; we did not even consider this issue seriously. After my older 

brother graduated from junior high school, he firstly helped our dad working in 

agriculture before joining the army. We have 30 mu of land and it was not easy for 

my parents to work it. The four of us still were in primary or junior high school, 

though we also helped our parents, we couldn't do much. That was the reason that 

my older brother worked in agriculture. After I graduated, there was a chance to 

join the army. Myoid brother and I were available to join. However, our three 

younger brothers were still in school, so one of us had to stay to work on the land 

with parents. I did not want to join army or work in other cities, so I stayed in our 

Village. Actually, there are so many in our family there is always somebody who 

wants to stay in village, while somebody else wants to go out. At the same time, we 

couldn't have everyone staying at home, or everyone working in the cities, 

otherwise, we'd have too much labour or too little. When my three younger 

brothers graduated, since our older brother was working in Kelan, they all 

followed him one by one. I later became the head of our village and am less likely 

to migrate (Zhang Haoshi, male, 44 years old in 2004, from Shangcun). 

Due to the labour division within household, women have fewer opportunities to 

migrate than man. The general pattern of migration in my fieldwork was that the 

husband migrated, leaving his wife and other household members behind. His wife, 
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and his parents if they were stilI around, were responsible for the agricultural work 

and taking care of children and old people. At the busiest season, if the wife and 

other household members could not do everything on their own, the husband would 

come back to help, and then migrate again. Children had fewer constraints, but 

when household work was really heavy, they were asked to help. For example, in 

Liulin Wan and Shang Cun, young people often asked by their parents to help 

cultivate holdings of nearly 50 mu of land. Other work could also constrain 

migration. For example, Huo Qimeng's father built a new house in 2000, and since 

Huo's older brother worked in Taiyuan, he had to help his father to build the house. 

(Huo Qimeng, 22 years old in Dagou Cun) 

In my fieldwork, taking care of household members including children and old or 

sick people was one the most important factors influencing migration. There were a 

lot of cases where neither men nor women could migrate because they were "taking 

care of children or parents". Wives took the main responsibility but grandparents 

often helped to take care of a child. If the wife was not available, or there was too 

much work for the wife and parents together, the husband would not migrate. For 

example, Long Duhua's son had epilepsy. Because she could not take care of him 

on her own, her husband did not migrate. When her son was better, her husband 

then migrated (Long Duhua, 39 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 

6.3-1.4 Migration support 

The household as a whole possesses more resources than a single household 

member does. Money, job information and social networks are very important for 

supporting migration. As young people usually had no independent income when 

they migrated they relied heavily on the money that their parents gave or lent them 

for travel and basic living costs. Many migrants also borrowed money from parents 

or other relatives to set up their own businesses. For example, Zhao Huaicai 

borrowed 40,000 yuan to rent a shop to sell clothes (Zhao Huaicai, female, 29 years 

old in 2004, interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). Many interviewees said the 

parents and relatives were their first choice when they needed to borrow money. A 

poor household usually lacks such funds for migration. For example, an interviewee 
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said that she wanted to be taxi driver, but since her household did not have money 

even to buy a second-hand car, she still worked in agriculture (Xi a Tianlen, 42 

years old in 2004, from Dagou Cun). Social networks and information were an 

important support for migrants. 

Parents' help in the household for their children was also an important form of 

support. In my fieldwork, when a man's parents were in good health, they did not 

need their children to look after them, and they would also help with grandchildren. 

The man could then migrate without worrying about his household. 

6.3-1.5 Relevant nonns 

In a household, there are norms related to the roles in household members 

according to their positions. Traditionally, the roles within a household was "father 

guides son and husband guides wife" (fu wei zi gang, fu wei qi gang). In 

contemporary China, although these roles have been discarded, their influences still 

influence the new norms. For example, the household head in rural Shanxi is still 

the father or husband and when there is a big decision for the household to make, 

like building a house, it is usually the household head who has the power to decide. 

Wives and children are expected to respect the household head and children should 

be filial to their parents and listen to what they say. These models have an influence 

on migration. For example, Zhao Xuanli, a villager in Donglou Cun, said that her 

son wanted to work in Beijing. Afraid she that she would not agree, he gave her 

advertisements for jobs in Beijing, hinting that he wanted to go there. Since Zhao 

thought her son was still young, she would not allow him to go. Instead, in the last 

few years he has worked in a restaurant in Xinzhou. (Zhao Xuanli, 48 years old in 

2004, from Donglou Cun, her son, 19 years old). Another case was Wei Helin. His 

son did not work hard in Xinzhou and was always changing jobs. Wei did not like 

this and warned his son many times. However, his son didn't change. Wei was so 

angry that he wanted frighten his son into reforming himself by threatening to 

disown him. (Wei Helin, 66 years old in 2004, from Sanjiao Cun). 
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I discussed some household norms relevant to migration in chapter five. When 

individuals behaved as norms required, their households would understand them 

and support them. For example, 

My son now works in Beijing with his wifo. I look after his little son. I don't 

generally intervene in his lift. As long as he works hard and doesn't do bad things, 

that is OK Actually, my son is really good He first got a job in Taiyuan, working 

very hard After four years there, he got a job opportunity in Beijing, setting up 

curtains in a factory. Then he tried to get a job for his wift. If he wants to live in 

Beijing long term, that is OK But I know it would be hard to get this chance, if he 

could, of course it would be good (Wei Shubao, female, 49 years old in 2004, his 

son is 29 years old, from Zuotou Cun). 

To sum up, households encourage or discourage migration on the basis of the 

common benefits, emotional ties, household work and labour division, migration 

support and norms. At different stages of the household cycle, these factors may 

exert different influences on migration. 

6.3-2 Agreement and disagreement between the individual and the household 

As has been shown above, the decisions of individuals about migration may be 

affected positively or negatively by the household. Here I discuss how individuals 

made their decisions in the context of encouragement or discouragement from their 

households. I show that generally in my fieldwork, individuals made the same 

decisions as their households. 

When I asked my interviewees, "who decided whether you would leave home or 

stay, yourself or your parents, or other household members?", the responses 

included 1) "I decided by myself, the other household members agreed with me, 

they had no clear idea what was best to do", 2) "I made the decision by myself, and 

my parents/spouse agreed with me", 3) "My parents/spouse and I decided together", 

4) "My parents/spouse suggested what I should do, and I agreed with them, so I did 

it", 5) "I insist on going/staying, even though my parents or other household 

members opposed me", and 6) "my parents forced me to stay/leave, even I didn't 

like it" 
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Responses one to four indicated there were no serious conflict between individuals 

and their household members over the decision. No matter who had made the 

decision, the other party agreed with. Many interviewees said that they did not feel 

too much pressure from household members, they made decisions freely. 

Responses five and six show conflict in decisions between individuals and 

household members. Few people checked responses five or six in my fieldwork. 

Most checked one, two, three or four. 

The head of household, usually male and less than 50 years old tended to give the 

answer one. For example, 

I work in construction in Taiyuan. My dad has been deadfor some years, my mom 

lives with me and my wifo. I have a four-year-old daughter, and my mom and wifo 

are looking after her. They don't have any idea about what I should do or what is 

better to do. They usually support me whatever I want to do, no matter whether I 

migrate or work in agriculture (Sun Haoren, male, 32 years old in 2004, from 

Zuotou Cun). 

When I interviewed his wife, she said the same. 

My husband works in construction. It is very hard My main task is to take care of 

our daughter and I can't do much in agriculture. My mom-in-law helps me. My 

husband works very hard He always said we should earn more money to pay off 

our debt and get a better life. I will support him whether he works outside or in our 

village. But J want him 10 change jobs, because construction work is too hard 

When / tell him my opinion, he said, that is OK, don't worry (Ding Meili, Sun 

Haoren's wife, 28 years old in 2004, from Zuotou Cun). 

Young people and women generally gave answers two, three or four. Many 

young migrants, especially if unmarried, gave answer two. For example, 

I myself wanted to go 10 cities to work, or at least, have a look. But J didn t have 

any good idea where to go and what 10 do. My parents supported me. Later, my 

father helped me to find a job in Taiyuan and I worked with his friends (Zhao 

Daxue, female, 24 years old in 2004, interviewed in a noodle factory in Xinzhou). 

Married women tended to discuss whether they should migrate with their 
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husbands. For example, 

My first migration was in 1993, when I was 39. Many people from our village 

wanted to sell clothes in Xinzhou, I wanted to, too. So I discussed it with my 

husband. He supported me. He worked in a hospital, and could look after himself 

My son boarded in senior middle school. So we didn t have to worry about him 

either. My daughter had finished school, and could help me to sell clothes. So my 

working in Xinzhou didn t influence my home too much (Wei Binfu, 55-years old, 

interviewed in a market in Xinzhou). 

People who gave answer four were often those who personally wanted to migrate 

but who considered their households' situation, and followed the wishes of 

household members. But unlike with five and six, this was often voluntary. For 

example, 

Before 1983, I had worked in Taiyuan for three years until I got married I like to 

work outside, and don ~ like work such as washing dishes and cultivating the land 

After marriage, my husband said it would be OKfor me just to stay at home. At that 

time, I was pregnant, it was better for me to stay at home. I thought my husband 

Was right, so I stayed at home, until now. Now my husband is willing for me to work 

outSide, but we don t have any idea where I should work (Xia Tianlen, 42 years old 

in 2004, from Dagou Cun). 

A few people checked answers five and six - "I insist on going/staying, even 

though my parents or other household members opposed me" and "my parents 

forced me to stay/leave, even I didn't like it". One case was that Zhang Huwang 

who found out on a business trip that there were many good job opportunities in 

Sichuan. The family was unhappy because Sichuan is far from Shanxi. After Zhang 

had stayed there a few months, his father himself went to Sichuan and found him, 

and said if he didn't come back with him, he would commit suicide. So Zhan 

Xiatian had to come back with his father (Zhan Xiatian, male, 46 years old in 2004, 

from Donglou Cun). 

My interviewees told a story of a young man who defied his parents and 

migrated. When he had just finished junior middle school he wanted to work in 
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Xinzho~ but his parents thought he was too young. He disagreed and thought his 

parents were using an excuse to stop him. He ran away to Xinzhou by himself 

without telling his parents. but had to come back a few days later after his money 

had run out. The relationship between him and his parents subsequently became 

very tense (The young person was male, name was not clear, about 16 years old, 

from Donglou Cun). 

Such cases were rare. The general situation was that when an individual and 

parents/spouses had conflicting ideas about migration, the household did not 

usually coerce its members or ask them not to migrate. They usually gave the 

individual time to think things over, or allowed them to have a try. When unmarried 

girls wanted to go on working in cities they were often allowed to. For example, 

I have worked in a shop as cloth seller for seven years. I am now 26 years old and 

still Single. Most of my female .friends of the same age have married. I want to 

marry a city resident. and then I could leave my village. However, it is not easy to 

find a city resident. My parents have asked me many times to go home and marry a 

rural resident. Recently. they have been pushing me harder. I know they are doing 

it for my own good. But if I could find a good husband in cities. they would 

certainly be happy. I can still stay in Xinzhoufor a while, but not too much longer, 

if I am still not married (Yu Haili, female, 26 years old, interviewed in a market in 

Xinzhou). 

Another case that I have mentioned in chapter five was that of Wei Facai's son 

who wanted to migrate. The general norm in his village was not to migrate. His son 

asked him many times if he could go. Wei finally agreed that his son could go on 

condition that he only went for a short time and things were difficult, he should just 

carne back (Wei Facai, 50 years old in 2004, his son, 22 years old, from Liulin 

Wan). 

My interviewees indicated that individuals and their household members usually 

had the same general ideas about migration. But when it came to the details of 

what to do, where to go and how long to stay, individuals sometimes disagreed with 

their household members. For example, a young person named Feng Xiaogang 
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aged 19, wanted to go to a large city, while his mother just wanted him to work in 

Xinzhou (Feng Xiaogang, male, 19 years old in 2004, from Donglou Cun). Another 

case was that of Zhao Daxue. Her mother wanted her to be a teacher, but she did 

not like the idea, and she got a job in a noodle factory (Zhao Daxue, 24 years old in 

2004, interviewed in a noodle factory in Xinzhou). 

Such differences were generally discussed within the household. For example, 

After [left senior middle school, I didn't know what kind o/job I should look/or 

or where I should go. I just wanted to go to a city rather than staying at home. My 

parents were in favour of me working outside. One of my father's friends runs a 

small restaurant in Taiyuan. I lilce Taiyuan, but I didn'l know iflhe job was good 

My father lold me thaI as we had friends there, and we wouldn't need to worry 

about problems /ilce accommodation, security and whether I would be paid I 

thought he was right. So withfather's introduction, [wen/to Taiyuan to work there 

(Zhao Daxue, 24 years old in 2004, female, interviewed in a noodle factory in 

Xinzbou). 

In a few cases parents forced their migrant children to follow their ideas. For 

example, as mentioned before, Bian Aiguo thought working in coal mine was too 

dangerous, so asked his son to come back (Bian Aiguo, male, 70 years old in 2004, 

from Zuotou Cun). 

The household usually agree with individual member's decisions on migration 

because the same factors influenced them all: common benefits, emotional reasons 

and shared nonns. However, the nonn that women should not migrate was 

beginning to break down in some of my villages, at least in relation to young 

women. Many people now accepted it as a norm that unmarried women should 

migrate but older ideas tended to prevail for married women. Married women 

seldom complained that it was unfair that their husbands could migrate, while they 

could not. Sometimes individuals had different perceptions of costs and benefits 

from those of their households. Thus although individuals and their households 

usually agreed on migration decisions there were a few cases in my fieldwork 

where they held different ideas. 
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6.4 Conclusion 

This chapter discusses the influence on migration on three institutions: the labour 

market. social networks and the household and considers how people are influenced 

by these institutions as they make their decisions. 

Before economic reform, there was no labour market and migration was strictly 

controlled by the hukou and other systems. After economic reform, the development 

of the labour market in China encouraged migration. People began to try migration 

and compared it with other ways of earning money. Social networks widened rural 

people's opportunities for employment. Seeking jobs by using social networks is easy, 

quick and costs little. It also influences the pattern of migration, for example by 

encouraging chain migration. The household can encourage its members to migrate 

or discourage them from doing so because of common benefits, emotional ties, labour 

division, migration support and relevant norms. On the whole, its members make 

decisions that are consistent with what the household wants. 

Generally, these three institutions influence migration decision-making in two ways: 

1) they directly influence migration through their own powers or resources. For 

example, before economic reform, migration was strictly controlled by government 

and free migration was forbidden; social networks could enlarge people's job 

opportunities. Today the household can use its power or control over its members' 

position to influence their migration. 2) Institutions can influence migration indirectly. 

For example, during period of strict control of migration, the norm of villagers was to 

work hard in agriculture. Social networks can save costs of migration in money and 

time. Households can support their members for example with money and 

information. The influence of institutions may encourage or discourage migration. 

When the institutions are strong, the influence may extent to permission or 

prohibition. 
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 

The purpose of this thesis, as explained in chapter one, is to analyse systematically 

how rural people make their decisions to migrate or not to migrate according to their 

costs and benefits and attitudes, norms and institutions relevant to migration and to 

add to the understanding of migration decision-making. The data was collected from 

people with a nearly pure peasant background and low educational level who tend to 

engage in circular migration over short distances, leaving their families behind and 

doing low status jobs in cities in poor areas of Shanxi. This thesis therefore adds to 

knowledge by looking at migration among the rural poor of Shanxi province, where 

little migration research has been done, by studying on a group whose migration is 

largely over short distances to small and medium sized cities within the same 

province and by taking the migration decision as its central concern. In this chapter, I 

will first recall the main findings of my research in relation to the costs and benefits 

of migration and the attitudes and norms and institutions relevant to migration, 

showing how I contribute to migration decision-making empirically and then I 

consider the shortcomings of my thesis and propose some points for future research. 

Costs and benefits of migration 

In chapters three and four, I empirically analysed the perceptions of costs and 

benefits of migration that were generally regarded as important by my interviewees. 

These costs include the material costs of migration to the cities such as living costs 

and opportunity costs, the non-material costs such as hardship in cities and emotional 

pressures, and transaction costs like wage refusals. The benefits include higher 

incomes, social status, self-improvement, the attractions of cities and the possibility 

of finding a spouse. The analysis of these costs and benefits show the effects of these 

factors on migration decision-making, and the findings generally support some of the 

macro-approach research on migration in China discussed in the literature review in 

chapter one, for example, it is clear that people tend to migrate to urban areas for 

higher income. However, my research shows in detail what the perceptions of these 

costs and benefits are, how these costs and benefits influence migration, and how 

209 



these factors interact in the calculations made by migrants/rural people. For example, 

though higher income in cities encourages people to migrate, most rural people set a 

high importance on the "actual wage" they themselves will receive rather than simply 

on higher wage rates in cities. Although migrants' social status in cities was lower 

than that of urban residents, since rural people compare the status gained from a 

sojourn in the city with their status in the village, they thought it worth migrating to 

realise higher status. However, when they migrated long-term and found it was really 

difficult to get higher status they expected, they might change their minds. The high 

expenses in cities discourage migration, however, my research further indicates 

migrants can adopt measures to decrease some costs, for example by sharing 

accommodation. I show how people seek the benefits of migration to achieve 

particular goals and how perceptions of costs are formed. For example, the high costs 

of house building, and of education for children and marriage force peasants to 

migrate to raise money to cover these costs. Moreover the norms of hard work mean 

that people do not fear it, especially in the short-term. In addition, I analyse how costs 

and benefits may change, for example, the acquisition of skills was strong aspiration 

for young migrants, but this reduced when they found out how difficult it was in the 

course of migration. 

The characteristics of my interviewees implied some special costs and benefits. For 

example, transport costs for my interviewees were not particularly significant because 

they just migrated to nearby cities. Looking for spouses was an important motive for 

those from Dagou Cun, because remoteness of their village made it hard for 

unmarried males to find wives nearer home. Shang Cun villagers regarded 

agricultural income as higher than wages in cities because they lived in a remote area 

and were involved in sheep rearing. All of the above findings suggest that perceptions 

of costs and benefits of migration were not simply influenced by macro-factors such 

as income, but also by the detailed situation of migrants, and other factors like social 

norms. 

The outcome of migration decision-making based on cost benefit analysis supports 

the theory of rational choice: people migrate because they think it is worth doing so. 
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Hardly anyone in my fieldwork thought migration or non-migration would not benefit 

them benefit, stiB engaged in it, especially in the long term. My research shows some 

follOwing features of decision-making. 1) Migrants' or rural people's information 

about costs and benefits was often from relatives, friends, acquaintances and their 

persona] experiences, and often limited to nearby cities. They made decisions on the 

basis of this information and often made new decisions when they got new 

information or when their aspirations or own situations changed. 2) In different stages, 

people may have different costs and benefits, and the most important costs and 

benefit may decide what people do. For example, the aspiration to learn skills was 

very important for young migrants, and if the balance of other costs and benefits was 

not too bad, they would choose to migrate. 3) The balance of the costs and benefits of 

migration can be changed by a conscious choice. For example, by enduring more 

hardship for example by sharing accommodation people can increase their benefit by 

saving money. Far from passively accepting costs and benefits; they can take 

measures to change them, for example by using social networks. 

Attitude and norm analysis 

In chapter five, I examined and analysed attitudes and norms relevant migration in 

my fieldwork villages. Though attitude and norm analysis as an approach has been 

employed in some research on migration, it has not been widely used in research on 

migration decision-making in China, and let alone Shanxi. So my contribution here is 

frrst to show what attitudes and norms relevant to migration exist in my fieldwork 

villages and then to demonstrate how they influence migration. 

Attitudes and norms relevant to migration relate to many issues - whether to go, 

how to go, what to do in cities and gender and age issues. Although some attitudes 

and norms were common to the different fieldwork villages, others could be different. 

On the whole, attitudes and norms relevant to migration are connected to issues 

around what people are expected to do or what they should do, and they are 

embedded in people's views of migration. Attitudes and norms make it easier for 

people to come to decisions about migration, what they should do or expect to do and 
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how they should do it. They consider attitudes and norms as to whether they should 

migrate; whether to chose migration, agriculture or sidelines; what is appropriate for 

them given their age or gender, and how to they migrate or find jobs and what to do 

in cities. Thus. attitudes and norms function as a short cut that can guide people on 

what they should do, even if they lack information on the costs and benefits of 

migration. In addition, to some degree, people have to act in accordance with 

attitudes and norms. This is because norms themselves are rules or regulations. If 

people do not want to be sanctioned, or if they want approval, it is better for them to 

follow norms. The influence of attitudes and norms is important, especially for 

people who lack sufficient information or other support, because their migration 

largely depends on their community or social networks. People who are likely to 

return to their village after some years of migration are also unlikely to defy the 

norms of their community. 

Aside from the above direct influences, attitudes and norms can influence the 

perception of costs and benefits of migration and even the way people calculate costs 

and benefits. For example, people from Shang Cun wanted more benefits or 

guarantees before they would migrate, while Donglou villagers would migrate if 

benefits were even a little higher than costs. In their turn the costs and benefits of 

migration also influence the formation of attitudes and norms. In addition, other 

factors such as policy and the particular village circumstances may cause attitudes 

and norms to change. 

However, attitudes and norms constitute an imperfect guide to decision-making and 

may mislead people if, for example, they are out of date. In making decisions people 

may consider a combination of attitudes and norms with the expected costs and 

benefits. 

So when attitudes, norms, and costs and benefits are all considered together, one 

new characteristic of decision-making can be added: people not only make their 

decisions by thinking carefully about costs and benefits, they may also act 

spontaneously on the basis of attitudes and norms. These routes may be not come 

into conflict because people often take attitudes and norms as a background or guide 
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to migration, and think about costs and benefits in this context, taking all these 

factors together. So my contribution here is to indicate the way attitudes and norms 

work on migration decision-making and the interaction between attitudes, nonns, and 

costs and benefits. However, because these findings are from the data gathered from 

six villages they may be not have validity for other migration decision-making. This 

will be discussed in my examination of the shortcomings of my research in the last 

section of this chapter. 

Institutional analysis 

In chapter six, I use analyse how institutions relevant to migration influence 

migration decision-making. Unlike attitude and norm analysis, institution analysis is 

not a new field in relation to migration on China. Many studies have already looked 

at institutions such as the labour market, social networks and households and their 

strategies. My findings are generally consistent with these previous studies, for 

example, before economic reform, individuals rarely migrated and planned migration 

involved very few people who migrated under strict controls. After economic reform, 

people migrated quite freely; social networks facilitated migration; and households 

could help their members to migrate or prevent them from doing so. My contribution 

here is mainly an empirical study of the detailed response of people to these 

institutions in which I find that these institutions influence decision-making not only 

directly, but also through attitudes and norms, and the cost and benefits of migration. 

This is showed as below. 

Before economic reforms, few people migrated because free migration was strictly 

controlled. Not only was it prohibited by the government, there were various 

difficulties in living and working in cities. In these circumstances, the ordinary social 

norm was that agricultural work was natural; migration was not even considered. 

After the economic reforms, people began to think about migration, but compared the 

benefits from the different ways of earning a living: agriculture, sidelines and 

migration. New norms were slow to develop, people still remained suspicious of 

migration and even if they tried it, they were prepared to return if they failed. Social 
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networks helped people by enlarging their opportunities of employment and saving 

on the costs of migration. Households have a powerful influence over the individual's 

migration decision. The household may see it as appropriate or inappropriate for a 

household member to migrate according to the individual's position in the household, 

their age and gender and the division of labour within the household. Common 

benefits, emotional ties and mutual aid give the household an interest in the migration 

decision of its members and give the individual an interest in complying with the 

wishes of senior members of the household. The household may therefore encourage 

or discourage its members to migrate according to the circumstances, but on the 

whole, the final decision will be based on a consensus. 

All three of these institutions may "encourage" or "discourage" migration. When 

these influences of these institutions are strong enough, one may say that they 

"allow" or "prohibit" it. 

When all of the factors- costs and benefits, attitudes, nonns and institutions - are 

considered together, there are three ways that people make their decision to migrate 

or not to migrate. They may think carefuHy about costs and benefits of migration, 

they may spontaneously follow attitudes and norms, and or they may be 

encouraged/allowed or discouraged/forbidden to migrate by institutions relevant to 

migration. These three ways are cOMected: institutions can influence attitudes and 

norms, and then influence costs and benefits. and institutions can also influence costs 

and benefits of migration directly. Attitudes and norms can influence the costs and 

benefits of migration. in turn. they can also be influenced by costs and benefits. 

This thesis has focused on certain aspects of migration decision-making among a 

particular group in a particular time and place. Inevitably, it is far from 

comprehensive. 

1. Since the fieldwork was conducted in a small part of Shanxi province, its 

findings may not hold good for other areas. As my interviewees were involved 

mostly in agriculture. they are probably quite different even from other 
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migrants in Shanxi. To get a fuller picture of migration decision-making in 

China, many case studies carried in different regions and among different 

socio-economic groups are required. 

2. This thesis has focused mainly on labour migration. My data shed little light on 

decision-making in marriage or other migration for family reasons. I also 

collected less data on female migration decisions than on male ones because 

female migration was less prevalent. Nonetheless, the subject merits future 

research. 

3. This thesis is an empirical study of decision-making. It is still far from 

achieving a general model of decision-making, for which much more research 

would be necessary. For example, theoretically, an analysis of the costs and 

benefits of migration analysis should cover all the considerations of migration. 

Potential migrants just need to calculate their costs and benefits in order to 

decide whether to migrate or not. As showed in chapters three and four, people 

do make their decisions as this way. However, their costs and benefits, or the 

way that people perceive and calculate these costs and benefits are influenced 

by attitudes, nonns and institutions relevant to migration, which have been 

discussed in chapters five and six. 

So far, I have briefly summarised my contribution to migration decision-making: I) 

I gathered empirical data on and have discussed the detailed costs, benefits, attitudes, 

nonns and institutions relevant to migration and their influences respectively which 

few previous studies have done and 2) I have tried to analyse the connections 

between them, giving special attention to how attitudes, norms and institutions 

influence the costs and benefits of migration, thus adding to the understanding of the 

nature of migration decision-making. However, since my fieldwork was conducted in 

small part of Shanxi, these contributions may be applicable only to Shanxi or even 

only to a part of that province. 

215 



Bibliography 

Adams, John (1995), Risk, London: UCL Press Limited. 

Allport, G. W. (1935), "Attitudes", In C. Murchison (ed.), Handbook of social psychology 

(VoI.2). Worcester, MA: Clark University Press. 

Anderson, Elizabeth (2000), "Beyond homo economics: new development in theories of 

social norms", Philosophy and Public Affairs 29, No.2 170-200. 

Bai, Nansheng and Song Hongyuan (2002), Huixiang haishi jingcheng: Zhong guo nongcun 

waichu laodong/i huiliu yanjiu (Return or migration -the studies on return migrants in rural 

China), Beijing: China Economic and Financial Press. 

Banister, Judith (1997), "China: internal and regional migration trends", in Thomas 

Scharping (1997) (ed.) Floating population and migration in China: the impact of economic 

reforms, Hamburg: Institut fUr Asienkunde. 

Beck, Ulrich (1992), Risk society: towards a new modernity, (translated by Mark Ritter), 

London: SAGE Publications 

Beynon, Louise (2004), "Dilemmas of the heart: rural working women and their hopes for the 

future", in Arianne M. Gaetano and Tamara Jacka (eds), On the move: women in rural-to­

urban migration in contemporary China, New York: Columbia University Press. 

Bhandari, Prem (2004), "Relative deprivation and migration in an agricultural setting of 

Nepal", Population and Environment, 25, 5: 475-499. 

Bogue, D. J. (1969), Principles of demography, New York: Springer. 

Bohner, Gerd and Wanke, Michaela (2002), Attitudes and attitude change, Hove: Psychology 

Press Ltd. 

Bourdieu, Pierre (1977), Outline of a theory of practice, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press. 

Bourdieu, Pierre (1979), Algeria J 960: the disenchantment of the world, the sense of honour, 

the kabyle house or the world reversed, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Bourdieu, Pierre and LoIc J.D. Wacquant (1992), An invitation to reflexive sociology, 

Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Brown, Lawrence A. and Sanders, Rickie L. (1981), "Toward a development paradigm of 

migration, with particular reference to their world settings", in Gordon F. De Jong and Robert 

216 



W. Gardner (eds), Migration decision making: multidisciplinary approaches to microlevel 

studies in developed and developing countries. New York: Pergamon Press. 

Byerlee, D. (1974), "Rural-urban migration in Africa: theory, policy and research 

implications", in International Migration Review, 8:543-66. 

Caldwell, J. C. (1968), "Detenninants of rural-to-urban migration in Ghana", Population 

Studies, 22: 361-377. 

Chan, A. (1998), "Labour standard and human rights: the case of Chinese workers under 

market socialism", Human Rights Quarterly, 20: 886-904. 

Chan, Kam Wing (1999), "Internal migration in China: a dualistic approach", in Frank N. 

Pieke and Hein Mallee (1999), Internal and international migration, Chinese perspectives, 

Richmond: Curzon Press. 

Cheng, Gang and He Lei (2005), "The investigation of migrants' survival condition in Pearl 

River Delta" (Zhujiang sanjiaozhou nongmingong shengcun zhuangkuang diaocha), China 

News Daily, January 2, 2005. 

China Agriculture Yearbook Committee (2004), Zhongguo nongye nianjian (Agriculture 

Yearbook in China), Beijing: Chinese Agriculture Press. 

China Labour Bulletin (2005), "China's Catch 22: When it costs more to claim wage arrears 

than the wage arrears are worth", in China Labour Bulletin,S October 2005 [onlineJ. 

Available at: http://www.china-
labour .org.hklpubl ic/contentslarticle?revision%5fid= 175 86& item %5 fid= 17585 [Accessed 4 

July,2006J 

Christiansen, Flemming (1990) "The ambiguities of labour and market in periurban 

communitites in China during the refonn decade", in Jorgen Delman, Clemens Stubbe 

0stergaard and Flemming Christiansen (eds.) (1990), Remaking peasant China: problems of 

rural development and institutions at the start of the 1990s, Aarhus: Aarhus University Press. 

Christiansen, Flemming (1990), The de-rustication of the Chinese peasant: peasant 

households reactors to the rural reforms in China since 1978, Leiden: [s.n.]. 

Christiansen, Flemming (1995), "Creative borrowing: how the Chinese appropriated dualism 

and transmuted it", in S0ren Clausen, Roy Starrs and Anne Wedell-Wedellsborg (eds) (1995), 

Cultural encounters: China, Japan, and the West: essays commemorating 25 years of East 

Asian Studies at the University of Aarhus, Aarhus: Aarhus University Press. 

Connell, J., D. Dasgupta, B. Laishley and M. Lipton (1976), Migrationfrom rural areas: the 

evidence from village studies, Delhi: Oxford University Press. 

217 



Connell, lohn and Biplab Dasgupta (et al) (1976), Migration from rural areas: the evidence 
from village studies, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Croll, Elisabeth (1994), From heaven 10 earth: images and experiences of development in 
China. London: Routledge. 

Datta, Samar K. and Nugent, Jeffrey B. (1989), "Transaction cost economics and contractual 
choice: theory and evidence", in Nabli, Mustapha K and Nugent, Jeffrey B (eds) (1989), The 

new institutional economics and development. Oxford: North-Holland. 

DaVanzo, Julie (1976) "Differences between return and nonreturn migration: an econometric 
analysis", International Migration Review, 1 O( 1): 13-27. 

DaVanzo, Julie (1981), "Microeconomic approaches to studying migration decisions", in De 

De long, Gordon F. and Robert W. Gardner (eds), Migration decision making: 

multidisciplinary approaches to microlevel studies in developed and developing countries. 
New York: Pergamon Press. 

Davin, Delia (1998), "Gender and migration in China", in Flemming Christiansen and Zhang 

Junzuo (1998) (eds), Village inc. Chinese rural society in the 1990s, Richmond: Curzon. 

Davin, Delia (1999), Internal migration in contemporary China, Basingstoke: Macmillan. 

Davin, Delia (2005), "Marriage migration in China: the enlargement of marriage markets in 

the era of market refonns", Indian Journal o/Gender Studies, No. 12:173-88. 

De Jong, Gordon F and Gardner, Robert W. (1981), "Introduction and overview", in Gordon 

F. De long and Robert W. Gardner (eds), Migration decision making: multidisciplinary 

approaches to microlevel studies in developed and developing countries. New York: 
Pergamon Press. 

De long, Gordon F and James T. Fawcett (1981), "Motivations for migration: an assessment 

and a value-expectancy research model", in Gordon F. De long and Robert W. Gardner (eds), 

Migration decision making: multidisciplinary approaches to microlevel studies in developed 

and developing countries. New York: Pergamon Press. 

De long, Gordon F, Kerry Richter and Pimonpan Isarabhakdi (1996), "Gender, values, and 

intentions to move in rural Thailand", The International Migration Review, 30, 3: 748-770. 

Department of Comprehensive Statistics of National Bureau of Statistics (1999), Xin 

Zhongguo wu shi nian tong}i ziliao huibian (Comprehensive statistical data and materials on 

50 years of new China), Beijing: China Statistics Press. 

218 



Du, Lirong (2004), Chengshi mingong shengcunbaogao (An investigation of migrants' lives 

in cities), Beijing; China Contemporary Economic Press. 

Elster, Jon (1989), The cement of society: a study of social order, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Foote, N.N., J. Abu-Zughod, M.M. Foley and L. Winnick (1960), Housing choices and 

constraints, New York: McGraw-HilI. 

Gaetano, Arianne M. and Jacka, Tamara (eds) (2004), On the move: women in rural-to-urban 

migration in contemporary China. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Gardner, Robert W. (1981), "Macrolevel influences on the migration decision process", in 

Gordon F. De Jong and Robert W. Gardner (eds), Migration decision making: 

multidisciplinary approaches to microlevel studies in developed and developing countries. 

New York: Pergamon Press. 

Giddens, A. (1984), The constitution of society: outline of the theory of structuration, 

Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Gmelch, George (1980), "Return migration", Annual Review of Anthropology, 9: 135-159. 

Goldstein, Alice and Sidney Goldstein (1987) "Migration in China methodological and 

policy challenges", Social science history 11: I (Spring 1987): 85-104. 

Goldstein, Sidney (1990), "Urbanization in China, 1982-87: effects of migration and 

reclassification", Population and development review, Vol.16 No.4, pp.673-70 1. 

Goodman, John L. (1981), "Infonnation, uncertainty and the microeconomic model of 

migration decision making", in Gordon F. De Jong and Robert W. Gardner (eds), Migration 

deCision making: multidisciplinary approaches to microlevel studies in developed and 

developing countries. New York: Pergamon Press. 

Graves, Nancy B. and Theodore D. Graves (1974), "Adaptive strategies in urban migration", 

Annual Review of Anthropology, 3: 117-151. 

Gu, Shengzu and Jian Xinhua (eds) (1994), Dangdai Zhongguo renkou Iiudong yu 

chengzhenghua (Migration and urbanization in contemporary China), Wuhan: University of 

Wuhan Press. 

Guilmoto, Christophe Z and Frederic Sandron (2001), "The internal dynamics of migration 

networks in developing countries", Population: An English Selection, 13, 2: 135-164. 

219 



Guilmoto, Christophe Z. (1998), "Institutions and migrations: short-term versus long-term 

moves in rural west Africa", Population Studies, 52, I: 85-103. 

Haberkorn, Gerald (1981 ), "The migration decision-making process: some social­

psychologicaJ considerations", in Gordon F. De Jong and Robert W. Gardner (eds), 

Migration decision making: multidisciplinary approaches to micro level studies in developed 

and developing countries. New York: Pergamon Press. 

Hagerstrand, T. (1962), "Geographical measurements of migration", in J. Sutter (ed.) (1962), 

Human displacements, Hachene: Editions Sciences Humaines. 

Harbison, Sarah F. (1981), "Family structure and family strategy in migration decision 

making", in Gordon F. De Jong and Robert W. Gardner (eds), Migration decision making: 

multidisciplinary approaches 10 microlevel studies in developed and developing countries. 

New York: Pergamon Press. 

Harker, Richard, Cheleen Mahar and Chris Wilkes (eds) (1990), An introduction to the work 

of Pierre Bourdieu, London: Macmillan. 

Hsu, Jui-ying (2006), The lives of migrant women workers in Taiwanese-funded enterprises 

in Kunshan. Jiangsu, unpublished PhD thesis, Leeds, University of Leeds. 

Huang, Jianhui (2002), Ming Qing Shanxi shangren yan}iu (Research on merchants in Shanxi 

in the Ming and Qing Dynasty), Taiyuan: Shanxi Economics Press. 

Huang, Jianhui (2002a), Shanxi piaohaoshi (The history of traditional banks in Shanxi), 

Taiyuan: Shanxi Economics Press. 

Huang, Ping (1997), Xunqiu shengcun: danggai Zhongguo nongcun waichu renkou de 

shehuixue yan}iu (A search for survival: a sociological study of rural-urban migration in 

contemporary China), Kunming: Yunnan People's Press. 

Hugo, 1. Graeme (1981), "Village-community ties, village norms, and ethnic and social 

network: a review of evidence from the third world", in Gordon F. De Jong and Robert W. 

Gardner (eds) ( 1981), Migration decision making: multidisciplinary approaches to 

microlevel studies in developed and developing countries. New York: Pergamon Press. 

Jacka, Tamara (2006), Rural women in urban China, gender. migration and social change, 

London: M.E. Sharpe, Inc. 

Jacka, Tamara (2006), Rural women in urban China: gender. migration. and social change. 

London: M.E. Sharpe. 

220 



Jing, Xiaoyu (1996), "Jiangsu laodongli yaosu liudong de jiaoyichengben fenxi" (The 

analysis of transaction costs of migrants in Jiangsu), Zhejiang daxue xuekan (Academic 

Journal o/Zhejiang University). No.1 :47-51. 

Kang Laiyuan (2004), "Nongmingong xinli yu qingxu wenti diaochajiqi tiaoshi duice" (The 

investigation of mental and emotional problem of migrants and countenneasures), Qiushi 

(Seeking/acts), 2004. No. 7:85-88. 

Keeney, Ralph L. (1982), "Decision analysis: An overview", Operations Research, 804-S0S. 

Knight, John and Lina Song (2005), Towards a labour market in China, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Knight, John and Song Lina (1999). The rural-urban divide: economic disparities and 

interactions in China. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Kutner, B., Wilkins. c.. and Yarrow P. R. (1952). "Verbal attitudes and overt behaviour 

involving racial prejudice". Journal o/Abnormal and Social Psychology, 47, 649-652. 

Landa. Dimitri, "Rational Choices as Social Nonns", Journal o/Theoretical Politics, 18 (4): 
434-453. 

Lee, Everett (1966). "A theol)' of migration". Demography, 3(1): 47-57. 

Lewis, W. A. (1954). "Economic Development with Unlimited Supplies of Labour", The 

Manchester School. 22: 139-191. 

Li, Cheng (1998). "Surplus rural labourers and internal migration in China", in Borge Bakken 

(1998) (oo.), Migration in China. Denmark. NIAS Publishing. 

Li, Qiang (1995), "Guanyu chengshi nongmingong de qingxu qingxiang ji shehui chongtu 

wenti" (The problem of migrants' feelings and social conflict), Society Research, 1995, 

No.4:63-67. 

Li, Qiang (2004), Nongmingong yu Zhongguo shehui /enceng (Urban migrant workers and 

social straJijicalion in China). Beijing: Social Sciences Academic Press. 

Li, Zeng (2004), "Chengshi nongmingong de shehuixinli tanxi" (The analysis of migrants' 

social psychology), Lanzhou xuekan (Academic Journal in Lanzhou), Vol, 139, No.4, 2004, 

p189-191. 

Li, Zhang (2002), "Urban experiences and social belonging among Chinese rural migrants", 

in Perry Link, Richard P. Madsen and Paul G. Pickowicz (eds) (2002), Popular China: 

Unofficial culture in a globalizing society. Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 

221 



Lin, Nan (2001), Social capital: a theory of social structure and action, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Lipset, S. M. (1955), "Social mobility and urbanization", Rural Sociology, 20:220-228. 

Liu, Huailian (2005), Zhongguo nongmingong wenti (The problems of labour migrants in 

China), Beijing: People's Press. 

Liu, Ling (2001), "Chengshi Ii de cunmin: Zhongguo da chengshi nongcun wailai renkou de 

zhuangkuang he ziwo ganshou" (Villagers in the city: presentation and self-perception of 

rural migrants in Chinese metropolises), in He Lanjun and Li Hanlin (eds) (2001). Dushi Ii de 

cunmin - Zhongguo dachengshi de liudong rekou (Villagers in the city - rural migrants in 

Chinese metropolises), Beijing: Central Edition Press. 

Lu, Kun and Cao Zhenwu (eds) (1990), Zhong guo shixian jianzhi (The annals of the cities 

and counties of Shanxi), Taiyuan: Shanxi People Press. 

Ma, Tianrong (2004), "Xinzhoushi nongcun laodongli zhuanyi qingkuang diaoyan baogao" 

(Survey report of rural migrant labour in Xinzhou), in Ma Tianrong and Fu Wanmin (et al) 

(eds), Xinzhoushi nongcun jingji dadiaocha jiliao huibian (A collection of surveys of the 

agricultural economy in Xinzhou), Xinzhou: Xinzhou Government. 

Mabogunje, A. J. (1970), "Systems approach to a theory of rural-urban migration", 

Geographical Analysis, 2(1): 1-18. 

Mallee, Hein (1996), "In defense of migration: recent Chinese studies of rural population 

mobility", China Information (1996), 10 (3/4): 108-140. 

Mallee, Hein (1997), "Rural household dynamics and spatial mobility in China", in Thomas 

Scharping (ed.), Floating population and migration in China: the impact of economic 

reforms, Hamburg: Institut fUr Asienkunde. 

Mallee, Hein (1998), Rural labour mobility in China, in Flemming Christiansen and Zhang 

Junzuo (eds), Village inc. Chinese rural society in the 1990s, Richmond: Curzon. 

Mallee, Hein (2000), "Agricultural labour and rural population mobility: some observations. 

In Loraine A. West and Yaohui Zhao (eds), Rural labour flows in China, Berkeley, Calif: 

Institute of East Asian Studies, University of California, Berkeley. 

Massey, D. S. (1990), "Social structure, household strategies, and the cumulative causation of 

migration", Population Index, 56: 3-26. 

McAdams, Richard H. (1997), "The Origin, Development, and Regulation of Norms ", 

Michigan Law Review, Vol. 96, No.2 (Nov., 1997): 338-433. 

222 



Mei, Jinping (2003), Buquedingxing, /engxian yu Zhong gong nongcun laodongli quji liudong 

(Uncertainties, risks and intra-migration in China), Beijing: China Economic and Financial 
Press 

Mendonsa, Eugene L. (1982), "Benefits of migration as a personal strategy in Nazare, 

Portugal", International Migration Review, 16(3): 635-645. 

Mincer, J. (1978), "Family migration decision", Journal 0/ Political Economy, 86: 749-773. 

Murphy, Rachel (2002), How migrant labour is changing rural China, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

National Bureau of Statistics of China (2005), Zhongguo tongji nianjian (China Statistical 

Yearbook), Beijing: China Statistics Press. 

North, Douglass C. (1990), Institutions, institutional change and economic performance, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Office under Xinzhou Government (2006), Government Report in 2006, Xinzhou 

Government. 

Petersen, William (1958), "A general typology of migration", American Sociological Review, 

23(3): 256-266. 

Population Census Office of Shanxi Province (2002), Shaanxi province 2000 nian renkou pu 

cha zi liao (The 2000 population census o/Shanxi Province), Beijing: State Statistical Bureau. 

Population Census Office under the State Council and Department of Population Statistics 

(2002), Zhong guo 2000 nian renkou pu cha zi liao (The 2000 population census 0/ the 

People's Republic o/China), Beijing: State Statistical Bureau. 

Pratkanis, Anthony R., Breckler, Steven J and Greenwald, Anthony G (1989), Attitude 

structure and junction, Hillsdale: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc. 

Qiu, Yinyin and Sheng Jianwu (2002), "Wugong Iiudong renkou de shenghuo kuangkuang 

diaocha ji xintai fenxi" (A survey on labour migrants' living conditions and an analysis of 

their feelings), Chengshi Wenti (City problems), Vol. 108:74-76. 

Radcliffe, Sarah A. (1992), "Mountains, maidens and migration: gender and mobility in 

Peru" in Sylvia Chant (ed.), Gender and migration in developing countries, London: 

Belhaven Press, 30-48. 

223 



Ravenstein, E. G. (1889), "The laws of migration", Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, 
52: 242-305. 

Rosenzweig, Mark R. and Oded Stark (1997) (eds), Handbook of population and family 

economics, Volume I B, Oxford: Elsevier. 

Sato, Hiroshi (2003), The growth of market relations in post-reform rural China: a micro­

analysis of peasants, migrants and peasant entrepreneurs, London: RoutiedgeCurzon. 

Scahill, John H (1993) "Meaning-construction and habitus", in Clive Beck and Barbara 

Houston (eds), Philosophy of Education, Champaign: University of Illinois at Urbana­

Champaign. Also available at htql:llwww.ed.uiuc.eduiepsIPES­

Yearbook/93 docs/SCAHILL.HTM [Accessed 20 May, 2007]. 

Schulze, R, Artis, J and Beegle, J. A. (1963), "Measurement of community satisfaction and 

decision to migrate", Rural Sociology, 28:279-283. 

Shanxi Agricultural Investigation Team (2005), Jiakuai Shanxi nongcun shengyu laodongli 

zhuanyi de duice sikao (Ideas on the measures of speeding up rural labour migration in 

ShanxI) [online]. Available at: http://www.sannong.gov.cnlfxyc/QXijfxl200602080096.htm 

[Accessed 3 July, 2006]. 

Shanxi History Research Institute (1994), Shanxi tongzhi: renkou zhi (Almanac of Shanxi: 

population history), Beijing: China Press. 

Shanxi History Research Institute (1997), Shanxi Tongshi (General history of Shanxi), 

Beijing: China Press. 

Shanxi Statistical Bureau (1985), Shanxi tongji nianjian (Shanxi Statistical Yearbook), 

Beijing: China Statistics Press. 

Shanxi Statistical Bureau (1999), Shanxi tongji nianjian (Shanxi Statistical Yearbook), 

Beijing: China Statistics Press. 

Shanxi Yearbook Committee (2005), Shanxi nianjian (Shanxi Yearbook), Beijing: Annals 

Press. 

Shaw, R Paul (1975), Migration theory and fact: a review and bibliography of current 

literature, Philadelphia: Regional Science Research Institute. 

Shryock, Jr. Henry. S. (1964), Population mobility within the United States, Chicago: 

Community and Family study Centre, University of Chicago. 

224 



Simon, Herbert A. (1982), "Theories of bounded rationality", Models of hounded rationality, 
London: MIT Press. 

Sjaastad, Larry A. (1962) "The costs and returns of human migration", Journal of Political 
Economy, Vol. 70 (Supplement): 80-93. 

Solinger, Dorothy J. (1997), "Migrant petty entrepreneurs and a dual labour market", in 

Thomas Scharping (1997) (ed.), Floating population and migration in China: the impact of 
economic reforms, Hamburg: Institut fUr Asienkunde. 

Solinger, Dorothy J. (1999), Contesting citizenship in urban China: peasant migrants, the 

state, and the logic of the market, Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Song, Lina (1998), Rural-urban labour migration in China: the institutional framework, 

incentives, determinants and processes, unpublished PhD thesis, University of Oxford. 

Stark, Oded (1984), "Rural-to-urban migration in LDCs: a relative derivation approach", 
Economic Development and Cultural Change, 32 (3): 475-486. 

Stark, Oded and J. Edward Taylor (1989), "Relative deprivation and international migration", 
Demography,26: 1-14. 

Tang, Bin (2002), "Shuangcong bianyuanren: chengshi nongmingong de ziwo rentong de 

xingchen he shuihui yingixang" (The marginalized groups: the identity of migrants and social 

influences), Journal of South- Central University for Nationalities (Humanities and Social 

Science), Vol 22:37-8. 

Taylor, R. C. (1966), "Migration and motivation: a study of determinants and types" in 1. A. 
Jackson (ed.), Migration. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Todaro, M. (1969), "A model of labour migration and urban unemployment in less developed 

countries", The American Economic Review, Vol. 59:138-48. 

Todaro, M. P. (1976), Internal migration in developing countries: a review of theory, 

evidence, methodology, and research priorities, Geneva: International Labour Office. 

Triandis, Harry C. (1971), Altitude and altitude change, Chichester: Wiley. 

Wang, Chunguang (2003), "Xinshengdai nongcun renkou Iiudong de waichu dongyin he 

xinwei xuanze" (Causes and behavioral selection of rural migration in the new generation), in 

Li, Peilin (2003), Nongmingong: Zhong guo jincheng nongmingong de jingji shehui fenxi 

(Economic and social analysis of the migration of rural people in China). Beijing: Social 
Sciences Academic Press. 

225 



Wang, Hongchun and Ruan Yisheng (2004), Zhong guo mingongchao de }ingjixue fenxi 

(Economic analysis of the rural migration wave in China), Beijing: China Commerce and 
Trade Press. 

Wang, Ying (2004), Zhongguo mingongchao-guanyu dagongzuo shengcun zhuangkuang de 

diaocha baogao (Migration waves- an investigation of migrants' survival conditions in 

China), Beijing: Changzheng Press. 

Webster's New International Dictionary of the English Language (1955), 2nd ed.; Springfield, 

Mass.: G. C. Merriam Company. 

Wen, Jun (2001), "Cong shengcunlixing dao shehuilixing: dangdai Zhongguo nongmin 

waichu jiuye dongyin de shehuixue yanjiu" (From survival rationality to social rational 

choice, sociological research on the causes of migration for survival among contemporary 

Chinese peasants), Shehuixue yan}iu (Sociology Research), 6: 19-30. 

Wicker, A. W. (1969), "Attitudes versus actions: the relationship of verbal and overt 

behavioural responses to attitude objects", Journal of Social Issues, 25(4): 41-78. 

Willis, Kenneth G. (1974), Problems in migration analysiS, Farnborough: Saxon House. 

Willis, Katie and Brenda Yeoh (eds) (2000), Gender and migration, Cheltenham: Edward 

Elgar Publishing Limited. 

Winters, Paul, Alain de Janvry, and Elisabeth Sadoulet (2001), "Family and community 

networks in Mexico-U.S. migration", The Journal of Human Resources, 36 (l): 159-184. 

Wiseman, Paul (2005), "Chinese factories struggle to hire", in USA Today [online]. 

Available at: http://www.usatoday.com/money/worldl2005-04-II-china-labor_x.htm 

(Accessed 20 May, 2006]. 

Wolpert, J. (1966), "Migration as an adjustment to an environmental stress", Journal of 

Social Issues 22:92-102. 

Wong, Linda and Ka-ho Mok (1995), "The reform and the changing social context", in Linda 

Wong and Stewart MacPherson (eds), Social change and social policy in contemporary 

China, Aldershot: A vebury. 

Wood, Oliver G. Jr. (1964), "Evolution of the concept of risk", The Journal of Risk and 

Insurance, Vo1.31, No.1. (Mar., 1964): 83-91. 

Wright, Caroline (1995), "Gender awareness in migration theory: synthesizing actor and 

structure in southern Africa", Development and Change, 26: 771-791. Also in Willis, Katie 

226 



and Brenda Yeoh (eds) (2000), Gender and migration, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing 
Limited. 

Wyon, J. B. and J. E. Gordon (1971), The Khanna study: population problems in the rural 

Punjab, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. 

Xiang, Biao (2005) (translated by Jim Weldon), Transcending boundaries, Zhejiangcun: the 

story of a migrant village in Beijing, Leiden: Brill. 

Xiang, Biao and Tan Shen (2005), Does migration research matter in China? A review of 

migration research and its relations to policy since the 1980s, Working paper, No. 16, Centre 

on Migration, Policy and Society, University of Oxford. 

Xu, Feng (2000), Women migrant workers in China's economic reform, London: Macmillan 
Press Ltd. 

Yan, Deming (2004), "Dangdai Zhongguo nongmingongjieceng tezheng fenxi" (An analysis 

of the stratification features of rural migrant workers in contemporary China), Zhongzhou 

Xuekan (Academic Journal ojZhongzhou), September Vol. 5:9-13. 

Yang, Xiushi and Fei Guo (1999), "Gender differences in determinants of temporary labor 

migration in China: a multilevel analysis", International Migration Review, 33, 4: 929-953. 

Zelinsky, W. (1971), "The hypothesis of the mobility transition", Geographical Review, 61: 

219-249. 

Zeng, Shaoyang and Tang Xiaoteng (2004), Shehui bianqianzhong de nongmin liudong 

(Migration during social transaction), Nanchang: Jiangxi People's Press. 

Zeng, Yinchu (2005), "Nongcun shengyu laodongli zhuanyi he eryuan jingji 

zhuanxin" (Rural surplus labour migration and transition in the dual economy), in 

Ji Baocheng and Yang RuiIong (eds), Zhongguo renmin daxue jinjijazhan 

yanjiubaogao (Research reports on Chinese economic development from the People's 

University of China), Beijing: China People's University Press. 

Zey, Mary (1998), Rational choice theory and organizational theory: a critique, London: 

Sage Publications. 

Zhang, Hongsheng and Rong Zhongxia (2005) "Woguo yingjin kuaijiang gongshangbaoxian 

yinru anquan shengchan jianduguanlijizhi" (Injury at work insurance should be introduced to 

production supervision soon in China), in Xinhua.net, July 13, 2005 [online] Available at: 

news.xinhuanet.com/newscenter/2005-07 113/content 3216098.htm [Accessed 20 May, 2006]. 

227 



Zhang, Mei (2003), China's poor regions, rural-urban migration, poverty, economic reform 

and urbanization, London: RoutledgeCurzon. 

Zhang, Xianfang (2004), "Woguo laodongli liudong yu qianyi de jingji fenxi" (An economic 

analysis oflabour migration in China), Gansu nongye (Gansu Agriculture): Vol. 211 (12): l3. 

Zhang, Zhiyu (eds) (1990), The annals of Kelan, Beijing: Culture and Art Press. 

Zhao, David Xiangsheng (2001), From dreams to reality: a case study of rural-urban 

migration in the Pearl River Delta, unpublished Ph.D thesis, Essex: University of Essex. 

Zhao, Shukai (2000), "Organizational characteristics of rural labour mobility", In Loraine A. 

West and Yaohui Zhao (eds) (2000), Rural labour flows in China, California: University of 

California. 

Zhou, Haiwang (2002), "Shanghaishi wailai xifu jiqi zinil de hukou zhengce yangjiu" 

(Research on the household registration policy in relation to married rural migrant women 

and their children in Shanghai), in The centre of cultural development for rural women in 

Beijing, Hujizhidu yu niixing liudong (The hukou system and women's migration), Guizhou: 

Guizhou People's Press. 

Zhou, Xinshu (2005), "Nongmingong xiang chengshi liudong de dongyin: tuila Iilun de 

xianshi jiedu" (The causes of rural-urban migration: applying pull-push theory), Rural 

Economy, No. 10:104-10. 

Zipf, G.K. (1946), "The PIP2 hypothesis on the intercity movement of persons", American 

Sociological Review, 11: 677-686. 

228 



Appendix. List of interviewees 

If migrating Migration 
Marriage in 2004 (at work or work Migration 

Interviewees Age in status in Educational least one in village in Sending Destination in 
number Name Sex 2004 2004 level in 2004 month) 2004 village 2004 

No fixed 
1 Sun Dajie M 57 V JMS Y Transport DonglouCun destination 
2 Zhu Haitian F 5S V PS N Agriculture Donglou Cun 
3 Van Tiancai M 64 V JMS N Agriculture DonglouCun 
4 Zhen Shengli M 38 V SMS Y Insurance seller DonglouCun Xinzhou 
5 DengXinhua M 58 V PS N A~iculture Donglou Cun 
6 Wei Xiaobai M 59 V JMS V Carpenter Donglou Cun Xinfu Qu 

Private brick 
7 ZhouYuwen M 49 V College Y factory Donglou Cun XinfuQu 
8 Zhao Xuanli F 48 V JMS Y Brick factory DonglouCun XinfuQu 
9 Zhang Xinwei M 48 V PS V Brick factory Donglou Cun Xinfu Qu 

10 Din~ Dianwei M 39 V JMS V Pig factory DonglouCun XinfuQu 
11 Zhuo Tianxin M 35 Y JMS V Pig factory DonglouCun XinfuQu 
12 Zhen Wenmin~ F 19 Y SMS Y Student DonglouCun XinfuQu 
13 Rao Deting M 21 Y College Y Student DonglouCun Taiyuan 
14 ZhuangLili F 18 Y SMS Y Student DonglouCun Xinfu Qu 
15 Zhong Dianting M 53 V SMS N Village cadre DonglouCun 
16 Zhan Xiatian M 46 Y SMS N Village cadre Donglou Cun 
17 Zhang Qunting M 25 N SMS Y Construction DonglouCun Xinfu Qu 
18 Wang Huiping M 49 Y JMS N Agriculture Donglou Cun 
19 Wei Helin M 66 Y PS N Agriculture Sanjiao Cun 
20 Wei Geidi M 47 Y SMS N Village cadre Sanjiao Cun 
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If migrating Migration 
Marriage in 2004 <at work or work Migration 

Interviewees Age in status in Educational least one in village in Sending Destination in 
number Name Sex 2004 2004 level in 2004 month) 2004 village 2004 

21 Long Dahua F 39 Y PS N Agriculture Sanjiao Cun 
22 Shi Zhexue F 43 Y JMS N Agriculture Sanjiao Cun 
23 Wei Pinan F 45 Y JMS N Agriculture Sanjiao Cun 

Changzhi (a 
24 Lang Dongshen M 36 N PS Y Construction Sanjiao Cun city in Shanxi) 
25 LongGuli M 19 N JMS Y Construction Sanjiao Cun Xinzhou 
26 Zhang Haohan M 22 N JMS Y Security Sanjiao Cun Xinzhou 
27 Jing Buhuan M 48 Y JMS Y Construction Sanjiao Cun Taiyuan 
28 Ji Guifang M 40 N SMS Y Construction SanjiaoCun Xinzhou 
29 LianA Shancai M 68 Y Illiterate N Agriculture Sanjiao Cun I 

30 Liu Kexing F 45 Y JMS N Agriculture Zuotou Cun 
31 Sheng Yangfu F 30 Y JMS N A~iculture Zuotou Cun 
32 DinAMeili F 28 Y JMS N Agriculture Zuotou Cun 
33 WeiShubao M 49 Y Illiterate N Agriculture Zuotou Cun 
34 Bian Aig,!o M 70 Y PS N Aniculture ZuotouCun 
35 ShiXinwei M 46 Y SMS Y Construction ZuotouCun XinfuQu 
36 Shi Jianguo M 50 Y JMS Y Construction Zuotou Cun Taiyuan 
37 Sun Haoren M 32 Y PS Y Construction ZuotouCun Taiyuan 
38 HuHuaxia M 30 Y JMS Y Construction ZuotouCun Taiyuan 
39 Sun Duanlian M 36 N JMS Y Construction ZuotouCun Xinzhou 
40 Wei Guojia M 31 Y JMS Y Taxi Driver ZuotouCun Xinfu Qu 
41 Hu Ximing M 40 Y JMS N Village cadre Dagou Cun 
42 Zhuo Shenzhou M 48 Y JMS Y Agriculture DagouCun 
43 HuoQimeng M 22 N JMS Y Factory DagouCun Taiyuan 
44 Zhao Beichu M 37 Y JMS N Agriculture DagouCun 
45 Xia Tianlen 

-~---
F 42 Y JMS N A~culture DagouCun 
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If migrating Migration 
Marriage in 2004 (at work or work Migration 

Interviewees Age in status in Educational least one in village in Sending Destination in 
number Name Sex 2004 2004 level in 2004 month) 2004 villa2e 2004 

Town 
government 

46 Huo Wuzai M 47 Y JMS Y clerk DagouCun Xinfu Qu 
47 Wang Xiasheng F 50 Y PS Y Unemployment DagouCun Xinfu Qu 

Xi' an (In 
Shaanxi 

48 Gan Jiangjun M 22 N JMS Y Seller Liulin Wan Province) 
49 Guan Shihao F 24 N PS Y Cashier Liulin Wan Kelan 
50 Li Huahua F 52 Y PS N Agriculture Liulin Wan 
51 LuoGeng M 35 Y Illiterate N Agriculture Liulin Wan 
52 Lou Liu M 40 Y PS N Agriculture Liulin Wan 
53 ZhengZhuti F 52 Y PS N Agriculture Liulin Wan 
54 Wei Facai M 50 Y PS N Village cadre Liulin Wan 
55 Rao Tianmeng M 36 Y JMS N Agriculture Shang Cun 
56 Lu Kanhao F 30 Y PS N Agriculture Shang Cun 
57 Mei Zhunshi M 48 Y PS N Agriculture Shang Cun 
58 Ren Caiqi M 30 Y Illiterate N Agriculture Shang Cun 
59 Zhang Haoshi M 44 N JMS N Village cadre Shang Cun 

Haiyuan Cun 
(had gotten 

60 Wei Menzhu F 33 Y JMS Y Noodle factory city hukou) XifuQu 
61 Mei Kongjun M 29 N JMS Y Noodle factory Houshe Cun Xifu Qu 
62 Zhao Daxue F 24 N JMS Y Noodle factory Gujia Guang Xifu Qu 
63 Fan Youtian M 45 Y JMS Y Noodle factory Taiping Cun Xifu Qu 
64 Shi Weiming M 36 Y JMS Y Noodle factory Ershilipu Cun Xifu Qu 
65 Li Gaocai M 35 Y JMS Y Clothes seller Dun Cun Xifu Qu 
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If migrating Migration 
Marriage in 2004 (at work or work Migration 

Interviewees Age in status in Educational least one in village in Sending Destination in 
number Name Sex 2004 2004 level in 2004 month) 2004 village 2004 

66 Huo Xufeng F 22 N JMS Y Clothes seller XizhangCun XifuQu 
67 Wei Binfu F 55 Y PS Y Clothes seller KuangCun Xifu Qu 
68 Zhao Huaicai F 29 Y JMS Y Clothes seller Xiaowang Cun XifuQu 
69 Yu Haiti F 26 N JMS Y Clothes seller Jiaojia Zhuang Xifu Qu 
70 Zhao Shangjin F 51 Y JMS Y Clothes seller GaoCun Xifu Qu 
71 Gui Yunfei M 28 Y Master Y Student Shanding Cun Beijing 
72 Bian Lianzhu F 25 N Master Y Student Yongxin Cun Taiyuan 

--

Notes: 1) I list all of names for individual interview but do not list all of names for group interviewees like town leaders' names 

2) I do not list the name of the household members of the people in this table, although I referred some names in the thesis. 

3) PS: primary school, JMS: junior middle school and SML: senior middle school. 
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