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ABSTRACT After reviewing domestic and foreign studies of population migration, this paper analyzes the
background of formation of migrant workers and its limitations from the perspective of the urban-rural dual
structure. The researchers attempt to transform approaches of Chinese migration research with the concept of
new urban migrant. Then get out of the idea of urban-rural dual opposition, and regard migration as an approach to
social development. This paper also points out that researchers give priority to urban social reconstruction
triggered by new urban migrants through social integration, which would result in the decomposition of the urban-
rural dual structure, and eventually realize a harmonious urban-rural society. On this basis, this paper discusses the
theoretical and strategic significance of the research approach of “new urban migrant”.

INTRODUCTION

Understanding “Differences”: Experience
From Foreign Migration Studies

Migration is a prevalent phenomenon around
the world during urbanization. In the early 19th

century, the developed European countries rep-
resented by Britain first entered into moderniza-
tion, and urban-rural labor transfer was complet-
ed over a century. British geographer Ravenstein
wrote two papers to discuss inter-county migra-
tion in Britain, and judge the migration type of
each area based on population gain and loss-
absorption or dispersion, so as to obtain a na-
tional picture and sum up the rules of migration
(Ravenstein 1876). In 1889, Ravenstein applied
this method to demographic data of over 20
Western countries in an attempt to prove that
“different countries have similar migration move-
ments under similar conditions” (Ravenstein
1889). In the first half of the 20th century, numer-
ous farmers were expelled out of rural areas to
look for nonagricultural jobs in urban areas with
the great economic development of the U.S.
(Blaine 1965). Except rural-to-urban migration,
developed countries are also destinations of
large-scale transnational migration. With the de-
velopment of traffic and information technolo-
gy, a large population is going from underdevel-
oped regions to the West in the age of globaliza-

tion and time-space compression. According to
the data from the United Nations, the number of
transnational migrants the world rose sharply
from 154 million in 1990 to 214 million by the end
of 2008, setting a new historical record.

In developing countries, industrialization and
urbanization have also driven large numbers of
farmers to migrant to cities. For example, some
developing countries in Latin America entered
rapid urban population growth after World War
II. In these countries, the proportion of urban
population was 22% in the 1920s, much lower
than half of the average level of the North Amer-
ican countries, and 31% in the 1940s, but rose
rapidly to 64% in 1980, equivalent to the average
level of the North American countries in the 1950s.
In particular, the urban populations of Mexico
and Brazil quadrupled from 1950 to 1980 alone,
and that of Chile doubled (Ma and Chen 1985).
In this process, a tremendous rural population
migrated to cities spontaneously and gathered
in the few biggest cities. Michael P. Todaro
thought that rural-to-urban migration in devel-
oping countries depended on the rural-urban
“expected” income differential, and probability
of finding an urban job (Todaro 1969).

Migration is an objective social phenome-
non in all countries whether in developed coun-
tries or developing countries. Migration has
brought people of varying backgrounds togeth-
er in cities. Wirth noticed the important role that
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migration played in the formation of urbanism
and regarded such heterogeneity arising from
social flow as an important feature of urbanism
(Wirth 1938). Such concern about differences is
not only a hotspot of discussion in the field of
migrant research but can also be used as a thread
for understanding thoughts of migrant research.
Among numerous studies based on cases from
different countries and regions, scholars are con-
cerned about diversified “differences”, includ-
ing those between urban and rural areas, occu-
pational, class, gender, racial and ethnic differ-
ences. Since these “differences” interwoven in
reality, most scholars analyze their important im-
pacts on migrants’ lives and urban society along
the thread of a certain type of differences com-
bined with other types.

Racial and ethnic differences are a type of
differences hardly avoidable by scholars during
research. Ethnic differences show in language,
religion, race and culture, while racial difference
is above all a biological concept. Racial and eth-
nic differences are a common feature of all coun-
tries and regions at different stages of social and
economic development. Scholars once thought
that due to the force of industrialization and
modernization, the importance of ethnicity will
drop gradually in an ethnically diversified soci-
ety. Because people’s loyalty and identity will be
guided to the national state other than internal
racial and ethnic group (Deutsch 1966). However,
the reality is that these two aspects are often close
to certain institutions, culture and ideology. These
two aspects become an important mechanism of
social distinction and hierarchy. Racial and ethnic
differences have even been internalized into peo-
ple’s daily lives and become a system of beliefs
after distinction were abolished.

Foreign scholars often regard racial and eth-
nic differences as a social structure of modern
society. They focus on ethnic hierarchy, discrim-
ination, and cultural-social integration in their
studies. This approach is especially prominent
in studies on communities of migrants of differ-
ent ethnic groups. Some scholars place it under
the framework of global economic and national
influence from a structural perspective. They
think that the distinction of migrants based on
racial and ethnic differences will bring a new ur-
ban social structure, and migrant communities
will become “marginalized” and passive victims,
and the “ghettoes” of the “underclass” (Mar-
cuse 1993; Wilson 1987). Other scholars regard
it as a functional field with a positive “incuba-

tion” action from a post-modernistic and behav-
iorist perspective, and stress the “social field”
across geographic, cultural and political bound-
aries established by migrants, thereby regarding
migrant communities as a “melting pot” that pro-
motes urban integration (Zhou 1992; Portes 1996;
Davis 2004). Although scholars have different
views on the social integration effect of migrant
communities, all of them regard it as a product of
the social distinction mechanism and discuss the
integration issue thereof.

While much attention is paid to rural-to-ur-
ban migration differences in Chinese migration
studies, foreign scholars lay more stress on eco-
nomic, occupational and hierarchical discus-
sions. While industrialization and urbanization
provide the possibility and opportunity to strive
for a decent life (Blaine 1965)  to numerous farm-
ers, the gathering of migrants may also result in
the dilemma of infinite labor supply (Lewis 1954).
Lipset and Bendix  find that the expansion of
urbanization creates different scenarios of flow
for farmers in town and urban residents with the
same conditions when studying the impact of
rural migrants on urban occupation structure in
industrial society – Rural migrants descend to
the underclass, while the local underclass has
an opportunity to realize an occupational up-flow
(Lipset and Bendix 1959). Blau and Duncan pro-
pose a similar view that migrants with a rural back-
ground are disadvantaged in social and econom-
ic status. They are often at the worst occupation-
al level, while urban residents and migrants with
an urban background will naturally not have worse
occupational status due to better educational and
training conditions after rural migrants have oc-
cupied the underclass (Blau and Duncan 1967).

Nevertheless, according to many scholars
from the perspective of urban-rural differences,
rural migrants are not more disadvantaged than
urban residents are. Hagen Koo (1978), Calvin
Goldscheider et al. (1987) think that rural-to-ur-
ban migration is highly selective based on a
study on developing countries. It finds out that
a considerable part of rural migrants are from  rural
upper-middle class  rather than from unskilled
underclass groups as imagined, and they have
sufficient education and resources to compete
for better jobs with urban residents. So the un-
derlying role of rural migrants does not exist. In
particular, there will be limited systematic differ-
ences between them and urban residents. Edu-
cation and skills affect the occupational attain-
ment of rural migrants and urban residents in
both formal and informal sectors.
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Some scholars think that things differ among
developing countries. Michael P. Todaro divides
the whole migration process in developing coun-
tries into two stages (Todaro 1969)  : Unskilled
rural migrants first find jobs in traditional sec-
tors in town, and then find jobs in modern sec-
tors after a period (within a generation or for gen-
erations) of struggle and adaptation. Half a cen-
tury later, the underdeveloped Asian countries
and regions, such as Korea, Taiwan and Japan,
completed transformation along this path suc-
cessfully, where rural residents not only could
find stable jobs in cities, but might also go back
to rural areas to deal with nonagricultural occu-
pations (Speare 1971). On the contrary, the Latin
American countries did not get through the Lewis
turning point, where economic and social devel-
opment became stagnant. Large numbers of mi-
grants gathered in traditional urban sectors, and
they were unable to flow upward even for gener-
ations (Borges 2005).

In general, developed Western countries,
East Asian countries and Latin American coun-
tries showed three patterns of change in urban-
rural differences during the industrialization pe-
riod. The Western countries completed rural-to-
urban migration rapidly, and urban structure ful-
ly duplicated the urban-rural dual structure in a
short period, but such differences were eliminat-
ed with economic development soon.  The East
Asian underdeveloped countries showed dis-
tinctly selective rural-to-urban migration, urban
structure showed the tendency of elitism, and
there were no significant systematic differences
between rural migrants and urban residents. In
the Latin American countries, rural-to-urban mi-
gration tended popular, and urban structure was
seriously differentiated, which could not be elim-
inated with economic development.

With focus on “differences”, foreign schol-
ars have proposed a number of migration re-
search paradigms that reflect the universality,
diversity and complexity of the migration issue,
which help us reflect on the common and special
features of this issue in China. As other coun-
tries in the world, the large-scale migration in
China is an inevitable outcome of industrializa-
tion and urbanization, resulted in the high heter-
ogeneity and liquidity of cities. That makes the
Chinese case of migration most special is the
existence of the urban-rural dual structure, which
makes urban-rural differences structural differ-
ences involving identity, fairness and segrega-

tion. Although the urban-rural differences of
China are special, similar differences are also
prevalent in foreign migration but often appear
in other forms and become a hotspot of foreign
migration research. Based on the understanding
of the common and special features of the Chi-
nese case of migration, the researchers are able
to review the course of migration research in
China and think about the future development
direction.

RESEARCH  ON  URBAN-RURAL
 DIFFERENCES  AND  MIGRANT

WORKERS

The large-scale migration arising from indus-
trialization and urbanization in China begun in
the 1980s, in which urban and rural migrants were
the main force of migration. The implementation
of the household contract responsibility system
released considerable rural surplus labor, and the
easing of policies made it possible for farmers to
flow. In the meantime, the booming industrializa-
tion in the coastal regions gave direction for the
shift of such surplus labor. “One million migrant
workers going to Guangzhou” is an authentic
depiction of the migration rush then. The large-
scale group of Chinese migrant workers rose in
the late 1980s, and expanded sharply after the
beginning of the 1990s and peaked in the mid
1990s. They were mainly from the sparsely pop-
ulated and underdeveloped central and western
regions, and went to major cities and the devel-
oped coastal regions mainly. The migration rush
not only created new problems in urban and ru-
ral areas, but also caused migrant workers to face
role change and urban adaptation.

The large-scale population flow from rural
areas to urban areas since the 1980s is regarded
as an important feature of China’s social trans-
formation It has always been a hotspot of aca-
demic concern in China and also a serious social
problem to be addressed by governments at all
levels. Studies in this field are significantly ori-
ented to countermeasures and applications. The
commitment to a series of social problems aris-
ing from the flow of migrant workers through
research reflects the unity of problem awareness,
practice awareness, social care and humanistic
care in the academia. The initial focus of schol-
ars was the so-called “migration rush”. Some
papers discussed the causes, features, social
actions, historical process of the “migration
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rush”, and the problem of rural labor transfer,
and studied its motivations, pathways, organi-
zational pattern, influencing factors, consequenc-
es, etc. Subsequently, these studies expanded
to involve many aspects related to migrant work-
ers, such as the urban-rural dual structure, in-
dustrial and agricultural comparative advantag-
es, China’s urbanization background, rural de-
velopment, migrant workers’ role change and
urban adaptation, etc. On one hand, scholars
pointed out that the massive cross-regional flow
of migrant workers was rational and realistic. They
agreed that migrant workers contributed greatly
to urban construction, economic development
and rural urbanization. On the other hand, they
made an in-depth analysis of various social prob-
lems arising from the flow of migrant workers,
such as the centralized distribution of migrant
workers, backward supply of urban public prod-
ucts, incomplete social security system based
on household registration, fairness and efficien-
cy of the distribution system, adaptation and
integration of migrant workers, etc.

Different from foreign migration studies, both
the academia and the government attribute the
above social problems to urban-rural differences,
and think that such differences are the product of
the urban-rural dual structure. Therefore, in both
research and practice, the urban-rural dual struc-
ture is regarded as both the cause of migration
problems and the subject of reform. The urban-
rural dual structure reflects the household regis-
tration barrier between urban and rural areas, the
different systems of resource allocation in urban
and rural areas, and the resulting differences in
social identity and status between urban and ru-
ral residents. This research approach is close to
China’s special institutional environment.

Scholars acknowledge that the “strategy of
giving priority to heavy industry” under the
planned economy had resulted in serious urban-
rural segregation, which combined with indus-
trialization and urbanization after the beginning
of reform.  This created a socioeconomic phe-
nomenon that scholars termed as “semi-urban-
ization”—rural migrant population cannot be-
come civilized (Wang 2006), as such,  the term
“migrant worker” has emerged in academic stud-
ies on migrant population. The term “migrant
worker” stresses the perception that a dual struc-
ture related to household registration is dupli-
cated in urban social compensation due to the
institutional restrictions in household registra-

tion and identity (Chen  2005). It consists of the
following key points:

1) Migrant population enters cities and towns
from rural areas mainly, especially to major
cities in the Pearl River Delta, Yangtze Riv-
er Delta, and Beijing-Tianjin-Tangshan re-
gion, which have become the focus of the
issue.

2) The household registration system and
policy distinction are the main reasons why
migrant population can hardly realize eco-
nomic and social integration (Li 2009). As a
basic system for urban-rural segregation,
the household registration system divides
people urban and rural residents, and dif-
ferent social classes, restricted migration,
and made it institutionally impossible for
migrant workers to share the services, rights
and resources available to urban residents.

3)  Migrant population generally lives at the
bottom of urban society (Zhu 2003). Due
to the existence of such system, migrant
workers are often “marginal” in cities. How
to overcome or mitigate a series of social
repulsions that lead to “marginalization”,
such as the wage level and labor environ-
ment of migrant workers, social security,
protection of rights, identity change, and
entitlement of urban public services, has
become the focus of research.

After a period of strict control over the “mi-
gration rush” and “blind migration” in the 1980s,
population flow policies became orderly since
the beginning of the 1990s. Competent authori-
ties established agencies for migrant population
management and coordination, and promulgat-
ed management policies on household registra-
tion, employment and social security to realize
the orderly management of migrant population.
Since 2003, documents of the central government
have recognized the status and role of migrant
workers in China’s modernization as industrial
workers, and stated that the reform of the house-
hold registration system in major cities should
be promoted, and the conditions for farmers to
work and live in town eased many times. Thus,
migrant workers are put into the framework for
addressing issues concerning farmers, rural ar-
eas and agriculture at the state level in prepara-
tion for a household registration reform based
on the urban-rural dual structure. The outline of
the National Eleventh Five-year Plan points out,
that “Migrant workers who already have stable
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jobs and residences in cities should be allowed
to become urban residents gradually”.

During the period of the Tenth and Eleventh
Five-year Plans, the temporary residence permit
was cancelled in major cities, and replaced by
the residence permit and corresponding regis-
tration admission policies, such as Beijing, Shang-
hai, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Hangzhou, Zheng-
zhou, Wuhan and Shenyang. In the meantime,
the state encouraged rural population to settle
in small cities and towns, and required mega-
cities to establish a mechanism for controlling
excessive rapid population growth by economic
means from the source of industrial restructur-
ing. After the 18th National Congress of the CPC,
the issue of migrant workers has been placed on
the level of urban and rural coordination in ur-
banization, industrialization and agricultural
modernization in an effort to address deep social
problems concerning farmers, rural areas and
agriculture, including problems associated with
migrant workers. Such policy evolution has fully
embodied the state’s resolution to address the
issue of migrant workers by breaking down the
urban-rural dual structure.

It is a frequent academic topic that if rural
population should be allowed to go to town,—
local or non-local, along with the de-agricultur-
alization. Put it in different way, should migrant
population be accepted as urban permanent res-
idents or not, should implement a small town
development strategy or a major city centralized
development strategy.  If it is necessary to con-
trol the size of urban population, so that many
studies calculate “the maximum possible capac-
ity of a city”, “acceptable migrant population”,
“the social cost of civilization of migrant work-
ers”, etc. quantitatively in an attempt to elimi-
nate government concern and doubt. The re-
searchers found an interesting thing that when-
ever the academia makes a call to improve the
current situation of vulnerable groups, the cen-
tral government would respond actively and is-
sue a guiding document in a high-keyed manner.
But corresponding policies of local governments
would be conservative, such as “selective ur-
ban admission” and “comprehensive social se-
curity”, which are in fact inconsistent with aca-
demic care. These policies and some relevant
studies mainly aim at how to improve their tem-
porary residence in cities other than their devel-
opment as resident population. When look back
at the past 30 years, the researchers can see that

though farmers were to be prevented from going
to town, they managed to do this; though city
size was to be controlled, cities did grow and
population broke through limits repeatedly. The
conflicts between the ideals and reality always
remind us of the difficulty of institutional reform.
The conflicts result in a simplification trend of
this issue-oriented academic research field. Many
scholars will focus on the urban-rural dual struc-
ture, neglecting the complexity and diversity of
the migration process itself. Is easing or cancel-
ing the urban-rural dual structure all of China’s
migration research? If no, can the researchers
understand the urban-rural dual structure other-
wise? How should the researchers deal with the
relationship between migration and the urban-
rural dual structure? As time elapses, emerging
trends of migration will bring a huge challenge
to the research of migrant workers from the per-
spective of the urban-rural dual structure.

INTRODUCTION  OF  THE  CONCEPT
OF  NEW  URBAN  MIGRANT

Migrant workers are in fact part of employ-
ees in migrant population, and initially meant rural
residents employed by urban state-owned or
collective industrial enterprises (in such indus-
tries as construction, mining and machine mak-
ing) to do forefront physical labor in contrast to
regular workers. From the early studies on the
“migration rush”, the concept “migrant worker”
has become the identity of every rural migrant
from the research perspective of the urban-rural
dual structure (Chen 2005). Researchers have also
used the concept “migrant worker” to refer gen-
erally to farmers who work or do business in town
(Li 1999; Wang and Qin 2002), or even the whole
of migrant population (Li and Tang 2002).

First, the composition of migrant workers is
complex. In particular, the group is experiencing
a process of sharp expansion and differentiation
with the deepening of economic transformation
and restructuring. As early as 1991, the authors
noticed the fact of differentiation migrant work-
ers, and began o investigate the sub-group of
urban casual workers (Zhou 1994). Moreover,
through over 30 years of urban and rural migra-
tion, some migrant workers have turned from
underclass workers to migrants specializing in
technology, investment or business in cities
through their own efforts. Migrant workers “now
belong entirely to three different social classes,
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namely employers with a considerable produc-
tive capital, self-employers with a small produc-
tive capital, and salary earners living completely
on employment” (Li 1996). Many other migrant
workers no longer live temporarily in cities but
tend to live permanently and have the tendency
of whole-family migration. There is also a group
of “new-generation migrant workers”, who have
almost no farming experience, and have stronger
identification with urban areas than with rural
areas. The real existence of these types of differ-
entiation show that “migrant worker”, as a gen-
eral concept, “cannot be regarded as an essen-
tial substance, but as a temporary, variable con-
nection established by members (identified by
household registration) under a specified rela-
tionship of acceptance and rejection.” (Wang
2009) Such expression has obvious limitations
in face of the real differences and diversities in
today’s group of migrant workers.

Some scholars have attempted to expand the
connotation of the concept migrant worker by
proposing the issue of “civilization of migrant
workers” It means that migrant population are all
endowed with the attributes of “farmers” because
they are in a non-citizen state, and then identi-
fied as “migrant workers”. From the citizen and
non-citizen perspective, scholars think China’s
urbanization process has two stages: 1) Farmers
migrate to cities and become migrant workers,
namely the “non-agriculturalization” process of
farmers; and 2) Urban migrant workers turn to
citizens in occupation and identity, namely the
“civilization process” of migrant workers (Liu
2006). The civilization of migrant workers in-
cludes four aspects: 1) In occupation, they turn
from migrant workers on secondary informal la-
bor markets to nonagricultural workers on pri-
mary formal labor markets; 2) In social status,
they turn from farmers to citizens; 3) They are
further cultured and civilized; and 4) Their ideol-
ogy, lifestyle and behaviors are urbanized. In the
civilization of migrant workers, great importance
is attached to the classification and differentia-
tion of the class of “migrant workers” (Gu et al.
2006). Many scholars are particularly interested
in “new-generation migrant workers” or “second-
generation migrant workers” (Wang 2001; Zhang
2009). New-generation migrant workers are more
urbanized and civilized. But they can “neither
return to rural areas nor be integrated into cit-
ies”. The civilization of migrant workers is fo-
cused on how farmers become citizens theoreti-

cally. But it can be practically regarded as an
attempt to deal with the new trends of migrant
workers. Researchers use the concept “civiliza-
tion” to include all migrants other than migrant
workers in the scope of research, including pri-
vate business owners, self-employers and white-
collars. Whether studies on this topic have ful-
filled the purpose or not, it shows the conceptu-
al limitations of the expression “migrant worker”
in migrant population studies (Wang 2007).

In addition, migrant workers are only part of
the huge migrant population in Chinese cities at
all tiers. Experience from developing countries
has also shown that rural-to-urban migration is
not the only form of urbanization, and those mi-
grants from towns and small cities to major cities
and from major cities to metropolises are also
integral parts of urban migrant population (Sim-
mons and Ramiro 1972; Kim 1982; Kemper 1971).
“Migrant workers are no longer all from rural ar-
eas, while more and more workers are migrating
from small cities to major cities, from cities in
underdeveloped regions to cities in developed
regions, and from economically depressed cities
to economically active cities.” (Li 2002). Second,
the fact of differentiation of migrant population
is an academic common understanding, which
includes “labor in the economic underclass”,
white-collars and quasi-white-collars striving to
flow upward, small business owners who “would
return home after earning enough money”, and
migrants who “have got middle class or above
economic and social status” (Zhai and Hou 2010).
In industrial enterprises, “migrants are likely to
stand out and compete with locals” (Li 2006). A
scholar points out that Chinese studies on mi-
grant population are excessively based on “spe-
cial cases”—the unique household registration
system of China makes it impossible for migrant
population to migrate permanently (Zhu 2004).
In fact, even if the household registration sys-
tem is excluded or eliminated thoroughly, vari-
ables and mechanisms that affect the social sta-
tus of migrant population, and differences from
locals and social integration will still exist. The
authors think that the practice of studying the
topic of migrant population by origin (rural-ur-
ban) or identity (farmer-citizen), and social poli-
cies for migrant population should be improved.

In recent years, the academia has noticed
perspectives out of the urban-rural dual struc-
ture, and begun to break away from the concept
of “migrant worker” to discuss the differentia-



NEW URBAN MIGRANTS  59

tion and diversification of migrant population,
and include other migrant groups neglected in
past studies on migrant workers in the scope of
research. Chen Yingfang (2004) once raised an
objection to the use of such concepts as “mi-
grant population” and “migrant worker”, and tried
to describe the rural-urban migrant group as “new
urban migrants”, and associate their rights and
interests with “citizenship”. Zhu Li (2003) refers
migrant population collectively to new urban
migrants, and divides them into intelligent, cap-
ital and physical labor migrant population, but
he is concerned mainly about the subsistence
and social status of physical labor migrant pop-
ulation, namely migrant workers. Wen Jun (2005)
also focuses on physical labor migrant popula-
tion and call them “new labor migrants”, which
refer to “a group of migrants who have engaged
mainly in simple reproduction focused on phys-
ical labor, but have received stable jobs and fixed
residences in cities, and are subjectively willing
to live in cities permanently.” Zhang Wenhong
(2008) and Lei Kaichun (2009) regard all migrant
population as new urban migrants, and study
white-collars in them mainly. Lu Wei(2005) thinks
that “the settlement of new migrants should nev-
er be limited to the improvement of living condi-
tions for migrant workers, but should be extend-
ed to the essence of urban inhabitation and liv-
ability, thereby extended to the perspective of
China’s urbanization, industrialization and mod-
ernization.” Li Zhigang (2013) regarded floating
groups, nongmingong, Shuzu and Yizu, as new
urban migrants, and he found that new urban
migrants can be divided into three different
groups: labor migrants, intellectual migrants and
investor migrants.

With the deepening of industrialization, in-
dustry shift has begun orderly, and a scattered
layout of industrial development is taking shape;
Tier-1 and 2 cities are seeking industry upgrad-
ing and developing the service economy; with
the rollout of new countryside building, China’s
urbanization will be increasingly diversified and
occupational differentiation will be increasingly
significant. Today’s social and economic envi-
ronment has changed dramatically from the back-
ground in which the term “migrant worker” was
created. First, the urbanization process is being
accelerated and urbanization provide the main
impetus to economic development in future; sec-
ond, the proportion of urban migrant population
keep rising based on research findings,; third,

migrant population varies greatly in human cap-
ital and deals with extensive occupations, such
as engineer, white-collar, private business own-
er, self-employer, industrial worker and casual
worker; fourth, the distribution of migrant popu-
lation in different classes is scattered; fifth, the
social flow of migrant population in cities is a
fact (The researchers think that the social flow
of migrant population is shown largely in the
transformation from the outside into the system,
and this cannot be noticed in the context of “mi-
grant workers”.); sixth, the household registra-
tion system and segregated security system will
remain; seventh, liberalization reform has largely
broken down the institutional barrier to popula-
tion flow and helps to  strip off institutional ben-
efits. These are the realistic foundation on which
the researchers propose the concept “new ur-
ban migrants”.

AN APPROACH:  MIGRATION
AS  A MODE  OF  DEVELOPMENT

The concept “new urban migrants” reflects
the sensitivity of the academia to China’s new
migration trends. This concept breaks through
the possible limitations in subjects of research
from past concepts, and pays attention to the
complexity and diversity of the migrant group
itself. Also, it includes the dynamism of the mi-
gration process into the scope of research. There-
fore, this concept can help scholars focus on the
migrant groups that are willing to settle in desti-
nation cities, and also help to adjust migration
policies on the practical level to include migrant
population not covered by rural-to-urban migra-
tion in the scope of policy application. However,
there is still no common understanding on how
to adjust China’s approach to migration research
in the academia. In many cases, scholars use this
concept to describe new problems arising from
migration only without using a new research
approach to analyze and explain such problems.

The authors think that the greatest theoreti-
cal function of the concept “new urban migrant”
is to break away from the approach of urban-
rural dual opposition, and enable us to focus on
urban society. The urban-rural dual structure
based on the household registration system is
an institutional design in China’s special devel-
opment background, and is so close to national
and regional society and economic development
on the macroscopic level, and people’s daily lives
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on the microscopic level that it has been inter-
nalized into an important fact of China’s social
structure. Pay attention to migration processes
in other countries. Various “differences” always
exist objectively whether in domestic or interna-
tional migration, such as institutional, ethnic and
radical differences that interact with one anoth-
er. Foreign scholars mostly take it as a mecha-
nism of social distinction and an embodiment of
social structure. They are concerned not only
about how to break down a certain segregation
mechanism but also about analyzing how these
mechanisms are created and how migration has
affected the multi-cultural composition of urban
society in their studies. So they want to think
about and explore the evolution of these mecha-
nisms. This research approach has broken
through the scope of applied research dominat-
ed by how to solve “migration problems”, and
can include more extensive topics in discussions
to show the diversity of the migration process.

This research approach of foreign scholars
enlightens Chinese migration studies greatly. The
authors think the urban-rural dual structure is a
Chinese characteristic but can hardly be elimi-
nated through policy reform as a mode of social
composition. In anthropology, social structure
has certain continuity and can hardly be over-
whelmed by human interference. But it will change
with institutional reform, industry restructuring
and people’s daily lives. The migration process
that covers many changing factors is a modern-
ization and transformation process of the urban-
rural dual economic and social structure itself. In
other words, migration is a mode of social devel-
opment. The term “new urban migrant” provides
an effective way of illustrating this mode of de-
velopment (see Fig. 1).

To begin with, the starting point of urbaniza-
tion process is the expansion and upgrading of

the urban economic structure that attracts a sub-
stantial population flow into cities that flow pro-
motes  cross-regional balance spatially. Then,
new urban migrants realize the inter-generation
flow through labor reproduction and occupation-
al flow. Third, the local society accepts new ur-
ban migrants to realize a structurally social flow.
Finally, urban society is restructured.

When this macroscopic process comes to the
urban level, our perspective is diverted to the
“social integration” of new migrants in cities
(DeWind and Kasinitz 1997). The terms “social
integration” and “new migrant” mean that under
the same conditions (for example, institutional
and economic environment), new urban migrants
and local residents with the same background
(for example, education) will enjoy equal oppor-
tunities to find jobs of the same pay level and
enter the same level in the social structure. Since
urban migrant population has reached 200 mil-
lion, it is more necessary to study a mechanism
for giving full play to migrants’ talent and pro-
moting their integration into urban society.

 First, the urban life of migrant population
tends to be permanent, home-based and settled,
indicating that migrant population has been in-
tegrated into urban society in some way and to
some extent.

Second, social integration is an important
idea for understanding and an important method
for solving urban society problems, so social
integration is also a social process and an ulti-
mate goal.

Third, social integration includes two pro-
cesses of economic and structural integration.
Economic integration means that migrants with
different human capitals have equal opportuni-
ties to find jobs with local residents and realize
intra- and inter-generation occupational flow to
ascend economic status. And structural integra-
tion (Gordon 1961) means that after gaining the
corresponding economic status, migrants have
sufficient opportunities to make social connec-
tions (for example, intermarriage) with local resi-
dents of similar classes. For the migrant group,
social integration enables them to cross the
boundary of their own group, and get free from
discrimination by local residents, which is shown
as the approximation in identification and the
mutual tolerance of cultural customs. For indi-
vidual migrants and their families, social integra-
tion enables migrants and local residents to span
social space segregation, and enhances com-

Fig. 1. Illustration of “migration as a mode of de-
velopment”
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munications in schools, workplaces and neigh-
borhoods. This process appears as the narrow-
ing of social distance, and the mutual respect of
behaviors and habits.

The researchers have found that domestic
scholars often compare “mentality”, “culture”,
“identity”, “behavioral habit”, etc. to “economic
integration”, and pay attention to their interde-
pendent and interactive relations when study-
ing the social integration of urban migrant popu-
lation. These studies think that relevant foreign
theories and experience lay stress on culture, and
the “integration and penetration among cul-
tures”, and are influenced to put acculturation
side by side with economic integration (Yang
2009; Zhang and Lei 2008). Let us look at the
migrant integration theory of Milton M. Gordon
(1961) Although Gordon (1961) defines structur-
al integration and acculturation as the two pro-
cesses of integration, he thinks that “once struc-
tural integration is realized, all other types of in-
tegration will take place” In the U.S.,  the struc-
tural integration of the whole society has not
taken place due to complex radical relations, but
intra-race acculturation has so largely (Alba and
Nee 1997).

In fact, the background of relevant foreign
studies differs somewhat from China’s. On one
hand, subjects of foreign studies on the social
integration of migrants are international migrants
(especially those from developing countries)
based on race differences, while Chinese stud-
ies on the social integration of urban migrant
population obviously based on class differenc-
es. On the other hand, international migration
studied abroad occurs at the stage of developed
industry, while China is in a period of moderniza-
tion and transformation. So this paper proposes
the term “new urban migrant” and deducts a so-
cial integration process suited to China’s practi-
cal conditions—economic integration occurs
ahead of structural integration and makes struc-
tural integration possible. Cultural differences are
the outcome that “members of different classes
are bound by their respective habits and at-
tributes to enter fields of different tastes, and
demonstrate their class status by selecting dif-
ferent lifestyles” (Bourdieu 1984). Also cultural
differences will change with the situation of so-
cial integration, and reflect on the relationships
between individuals and families, and between
individuals and groups (Liu 2003).

In sum, the term “new urban migrant” has
not only deepened our understanding of the

mode of social development but can also deduct
the perspective of “social integration” for new
urban migrants. Such a theoretical turn attempts
to put the change in the composition of urban
society, and the structural relationship between
migrants and local residents at the core of re-
search, and lay a foundation for the research of
the issue of new urban migrants. Generally, the
process of migration can be divided into three
stages. In the early stage, researchers want to
know the basic situation of new urban migrants
and its impacts on urban society. They figure
out what has happened. In the mid stage, they
attempt to define the ultimate goal of urban so-
cial integration. Also, they focus on what should
happen. In the late stage, scholars describe the
process of urban social integration (Pay atten-
tion to how does it happen. As subjects, migrants
can be fit into the above three topics on the mac-
roscopic, mid-scopic and microscopic levels;
therefore, there is not only macroscopic demon-
stration, but also influence by mid-scopic and
microscopic variables in practical research, mak-
ing the empirical research of the issue of new
urban migrants more vivid.

In addition, the researchers should pay par-
ticular attention to the chronicity and continuity
of social integration of migrants in this research
approach. Based on foreign experience in migra-
tion research, a new group of migrants can only
be regarded as the first generation, or somewhat
as 1.5th generation for their settlement process,
and they are often the starting point of the inte-
gration process (Rumbaut 1994; Zhou and Cheng
2009). This is the important background for our
study on new urban migrants. Large-scale mi-
gration has occurred in China for just three de-
cades. Although “new-generation migrants” and
“second-generation migrant workers” have be-
come hotspots of academic concern, new-gen-
eration migrants discussed in foreign migration
studies are not entirely the same as Chinese coun-
terparts (Hirschman 1994). Most of early Chinese
migrant workers flew but did not migrate Most
of new-generation migrants are willing to settle
and the social integration process of new urban
migrants has just begun. However, the increas-
ingly clear tendency of urban settlement and fam-
ily-based migration, and the inter-generation re-
production of migrants in cities shown in today’s
migrant group indicate a good beginning of ur-
ban social integration (Lieberson 1973). Thus,
the researchers must pay attention to the elimi-
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nation of the urban-rural dual structure for a rel-
atively long period.

CONCLUSION

A scholar proposed that China was entering
a migration age, and thought that measures
should be taken to accept these new urban mi-
grants. So that migrants who are willing to settle
and develop in cities can settle and be finally
integrated into urban society. The period of over
30 years is not long for this process, and it is
right time to extend China’s migration research.
The researchers should realize the deep influ-
ence of the past agriculture and non-agriculture
classification in household registration, and lo-
cal and non-local dual opposition in cities on
research thinking and analysis. For example, there
are often serious deviations and errors in sample
selection in studies on urban society flow. The
researchers should also recognize that migrant
worker or migrant population is not the migra-
tion phenomenon unique to China. That promot-
ing the shift of the term “migrant worker” to “new
urban migrant” means migrant population stud-
ies should draw on migration research from de-
veloping and underdeveloped countries, and
social theories on migration from developed
countries. On this basis, focus should be placed
on the migration issues that have accumulated
for over 30 years, especially the integration is-
sue of urban society.

This paper proposes the research approach
of “new urban migrant”, regards migration as a
mode of social development, and pay attention
to the urban society restructuring arising from
migration, while the final vision of urban society
restructuring is a harmonious urban-rural soci-
ety. This approach places the structural relation-
ship between migrants and local residents at the
center of research. It is not limited to a single-
direction macroscopic process, and also trace
from social mentality and group interaction to
the hierarchy of social structure from the mid-
scopic and microscopic perspective. These ori-
entations are used to explore the authentic qual-
ities of China’s urban society in the period of
transformation, thereby helping to understand
the truth of urban social integration.

This research approach is also inspiration on
the practical level. The authors think that a “sus-
tainable” approach to urban migration should
also be established. Researchers should under-
stand the development pattern of the urban-ru-

ral dual structure as a type of social structure,
and the chronicity and continuity of social inte-
gration of migrants. Then develop policies for
new urban migrants who are willing to settle in
cities to be integrated into cities, and promote
the realization of the ideal state of thorough la-
bor flow, occupational flow and social flow in
the long run.
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