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From the 1970s control over migration within China became increasingly a local function. Non-governmental groups and governmental ones acting on behalf of non-state clients gained control over rural-urban mobility. Migration control stopped being a state function in the early 1980s. State controls over migration to cities remained officially in place, but by the 1990s they were increasingly at odds with the reality that much smaller groups had more influence over migration. 

A statist language has persisted, stressing that rural-urban migration is different in China because the household registration system bars rural people from cities and creates groups like the “floating population.”
 Journalists and observers within China and without have also tended to follow suit in adopting this language.
This paper, drawing especially on evidence from the Chengdu plain, traces how non-state groups wrested control of migration from the state. The story that unfolds is intended as an alternative to the emphasis often given to household registration practices in discussions of migration to Chinese cities. Rural-urban migrants might legally be “floaters” or “transients” but their relationships with other groups are more important than their bureaucratically-mandated status for their urban livelihoods. Loss of state control over migration to cities originated in the countryside, so the paper begins with rural reforms and then goes on to describe links between these reforms and out-migration. 
Rural reforms and the foundations of out-migration

Reforms came early to Sichuan. Some reform efforts came very early. The Great Leap famine prompted Huzhou County communes to close their canteens and return pigs to private hands, and other Sichuan counties followed suit. The rural unit of production was lowered to the team. From April 1959 some places granted production responsibility to households (baochan dao hu) and groups (baochan dao hu). These illegal reforms were ended a year and a half later by provincial leaders.


Less than two decades later, when similar reforms by rural leaders were again undertaken, provincial authorities were more receptive. Three counties on the Chengdu plain became famous nationwide for their responsibility systems and divisions of labor – reforms that began prior to their designation by the province as experimental sites.
 These rural reforms lay the foundation for later out-migration.
Agricultural extension


The large-scale migration from rural to urban areas that began in the 1980s had its origins in changes in the countryside in the 1970s. The first of these changes were increases in agricultural efficiency that freed up rural labor and influenced rural organization in important ways. 

Farm mechanization boomed in the 1970s in the western Sichuan plain. Management of tractors was delegated to lower administrative units from the Cultural Revolution. In 1967 tractor management was handed down to communes. By 1978 production teams managed 63% of all hand-pulled tractors in rural parts of Chengdu.
 

After a national meeting in July 1969 on agricultural technology each Chengdu county set up its own farm tool factory.
 The first half of the 1970s was an active period for setting up farm tool factories on the Chengdu plain. In 1970 the Chengdu farm tool industry bureau was formally established, with 14 enterprises directly under it. By late 1972 Wenjiang Prefecture already had 17 farm tool enterprises, with 3,955 workers employed.

In rural areas belonging to Chengdu City, kilowatts of energy for farm use tripled between 1957 and 1965, increased twenty-fold between 1965 and 1979, and then only slightly more than doubled between 1979 and 1989.
 Water pumps for agricultural use also increased twenty-fold between 1965 and 1978, but only 50 percent more were added by 1989. In the period 1965 to 1978 Chengdu’s number of large-scale tractors went up 10 times, and less than one-third more were added by 1989.

By the late 1970s the plain had so many tractors (and not enough other vehicles) that they were driven on roads for transportation and were a major cause of rural traffic accidents.
 Just after leaving his post as Sichuan governor in 1980, Zhao Ziyang cited tractors on roads as evidence that mechanization was not a priority. Plenty of manpower was available and Zhao was already warning of the social consequences of more surplus rural labor.

At that time, most of these extra farmhands produced by mechanization were not yet leaving the countryside. Some were absorbed by industries related to agricultural mechanization, such as farm tool factories and repair stations. Others went to work in factories that utilized increased agricultural products as inputs.
Rural industrialization

Rural leaders on the Chengdu plain responded to advances in farm productivity by matching their two product – more agricultural goods and idle labor. With a capacity to produce greater amounts of farm products and byproducts, team, brigade, and commune leaders built factories for processing the surplus after state quotas had been met. Light industry grew rapidly in Sichuan from the mid-1970s, especially in sectors that used agricultural inputs. These included food processing, feed manufacturing, paper-making, and construction materials. 

Increased power sources helped run rural factories. Small-scale electricity stations proliferated in rural Sichuan. Small rural units, even groups of households, constructed hydroelectric stations and biogas power sources. These energy sources powered some farm machinery but more importantly were also channeled into rural industry.


In the period 1975 to 1980, light industry as a whole in rural parts of Chengdu grew 139.89 percent. In the following five-year period growth slowed to 62.66 percent.
 Paper production tripled (in tons produced) from 1965 to 1978, then tripled again from 1978 to 1985.
 
This growth occurred in commune and brigade enterprises (shedui qiye), later known as township and town enterprises (xiangzhen qiye). For the province as a whole, output from these factories quintupled between 1976 and 1979.
 By 1986 processing of agricultural byproducts accounted for 77.8% of light industrial output by Chengdu TVEs, which also produced 42% of the city’s processed food and 68% of construction materials.
 

Assessing the growth of rural industry in the 1970s and 1980s can be difficult because many sources highlight the boom in TVEs from the mid-1980s.
 Yet the earlier boom was important for rural society and politics because it was the product of organizational efforts by local leaders, who had found new roles in the post-Cultural Revolution countryside. 
Local leaders staffed their factories with surplus rural people who were created from farm mechanization and natural population growth. In a north China county that also experienced much rural growth in the 1970s, the industrial workforce tripled between 1964 and 1978. Most new workers were hired on contract.


Rural leaders’ legitimacy was changing to hinge on their ability to ensure the well-being of the village. An ethnography of a village on the outskirts of the Chengdu plain describes how the prosperity of collective enterprises in the 1980s weakened leaders’ dependence on the party-state for legitimacy. Rural industrialization transformed local leaders into “job-providing patrons.”
 
The rise of organized migration

The building of factories in the Sichuan countryside did not lead directly to out-migration, but it did contribute to rural urbanization. From the 1970s many factories appear to have located in small towns. While small towns have been more famous for their marketing functions, Fei Xiaotong argues on the basis of southern Jiangsu data that industry drove their growth from the mid-1970s.
 Many workers did not live in town but commuted to the new factories from their farm houses.

Others did move to towns. In the wave of rural house building that started in the late 1970s on the Chengdu plain, many villagers constructed their new homes closer to roads and shops than to fields. One-third of agricultural households in Chengdu built new houses in the first half of the 1980s.
 Paved streets lined with cinemas, teahouses, restaurants, and new two-story houses sprung up in small communities across the region. Some towns collected money from new residents to pay for new facilities, like roads and shops.


Traditional marketing systems were reviving strongly by the early 1980s in Sichuan. Marketing places designated by administrative boundaries drawn after 1949 were criticized for being inaccessible for many villages, and the old ones with their periodic schedules were re-instituted.
 Market space in rural towns within Chengdu City nearly doubled between 1978 and 1983.
 As one reporter put it, writing of movement to small towns, “This is a law of economic development; this transfer is not due to human intentions.”
 By the time more official actors approved of opening towns to rural people in 1984, many were already there. 
Labor export by local leaders to nearby cities

By the mid-1980s rural surplus workers were growing faster than local jobs. In some places in Sichuan, rural industry slowed down at this time. But villagers still expected their cadre-patrons to help them find work.

The urban-rural connections that had been developing provided a solution to this problem. Urban labor was by no means lacking, especially since the return of sent-down youth. But rural workers could be hired at much lower costs. Urban managers had always preferred hiring rural labor on temporary contracts, and were hiring increasingly more in this way after the Cultural Revolution chaos.
 Peasants recruited for urban jobs in the 1970s more than matched the flow of city youth being sent the other direction.

By the mid-1980s Chengdu city authorities allowed enterprises in certain sectors to hire from rural areas in order to solve labor shortages, and Chengdu firms officially took in 1600 rural workers in 1985.
 Chengdu factories would contact rural county or town labor bureaus about recruitment. In one town outside Chengdu a labor export office was set up in 1986, one year after a factory in the city requested labor from the area. In the next two years the town sent 2,214 workers to 21 units in Chengdu.
 In some places the link between rural industrial decline and labor export was direct. One township that had quick TVE growth in 1978 to 1984 saw them decline thereafter, and migration started right away.

Certain government agencies were particularly early in organizing migration. Branches of the All-China Federation of Women linked rural women to distant jobs from the early 1980s. In Sichuan branches of this organization would help move women from poor regions to the basin where they could do domestic work for prospering and busy families.
 A fulian branch in one urban district of Chengdu set up domestic service introduction offices, mostly for rural women coming into the city.


Entrepreneurial organization by local leaders could lead to migration simply because of the nature of certain industries. Construction teams, for example, would often take jobs in distant places. This form of employment was local but it was also often migratory, as Sichuan construction teams worked on nearby housing construction as well as on industrial construction projects farther inland and on the coast. A Sichuan survey found that almost every township had a TVE in construction.
 In 1986 Xindu County had 15 construction teams that had taken 20,000 workers across six provinces.


The similarity between rural leaders’ purposes in organizing migration and in setting up local industries is striking. Labor export was a continuation of leaders’ new roles in providing for rural people, but now in changed circumstances. Descriptions of village enterprise leadership and of organized out-migration both point to how local leaders were aiming to satisfy villagers’ demands for employment.
 This form of migration developed out of the leadership styles that emerged with rural industrialization. Acting more on their clients’ behalf than on the state’s, these leaders were taking control over migration away from central authorities. 
Export to more distant places

As coastal demand for labor increased, leaders in rural Sichuan were ready to supply it. A Chengdu plain survey found that numbers of people employed locally increased in the early 1980s but then were falling by 1987 and into 1990s.
 From the mid-1980s there was also much mixing of farming with seasonal migration. In parts of Sichuan where agriculture was less profitable, the change to migration seems to have come earlier.


In 1987 Chengdu was clearing out migrant workers, so migrant source areas had to find new outlets for labor. Even provincial authorities knew that rural areas needed such outlets. One provincial official provided a town with contact information for a factory in Guangdong that needed workers. The town labor office, together with relevant county offices, sent a team to Dongguan to set up relations. They arranged 50 young women to go to Dongguan first.
 By 1998 the town had 15,788 natives working in Guangdong.


Administrative units’ new horizontal links to units in other provinces helped the flow of information. By the end of 1987 Chengdu had cooperative relations with 80 cities and 15 prefectures across the countries.
 Counties and districts were also connected to units elsewhere.

Organized out-migration in some industries achieved very large scales. Construction is a good example. By the early 2000s, Huzhou County had organized 37 construction teams and sent 120,000 workers out for projects.
 In another Sichuan county, the county construction company signed a ten-year contract in Beijing and brought 7,000 workers there for the projects.


Suining City, located in the heart of the Sichuan basin, started training rural labor for export in 1985. Less than 10 years later the city had given training to 35,000 and sent 550,000 out to jobs.
 Township and town governments set up 68 employment managements stations by the mid-1990s. But governments were not acting on behalf of the state in these activities. Only in 1991 did the provincial government designate Suining a site for experiments in rural labor reform.


Other official organs also worked against official policies on population mobility. As early as 1983 the Beijing City fulian set up a domestic work introduction agency that was connected to provincial branches of the association. By 2002, 130,000 jobs had been found through this organization.


In some places, sending units took serious responsibility for their migrants. Two weeks after seeing off its first batch of teenage girls to leave for the coast, one town organized a team to fetch the girls back because villagers were feared for their plight amidst urban danger and immorality. Villagers were eventually convinced that working in coastal cities was fine, but in the 1980s young women sent out would live in a dormitory shared by a female cadre from home who would watch over them and manage their relations with the factory.
 The town would negotiate hard when factories wanted female labor, as they usually did, because hurting the home sex ratio was unpopular.
 In organizing migration, rural leaders were thinking more of their constituencies than their official positions.
Other small groups take over migration

This exporting of labor set the basis for Sichuan’s out-migration boom from the late 1980s. In 1987 Chengdu was estimated to have a “floating population” of 530,000, 65 percent of whom were ex-farmers.
 In the same year, 1.6 million rural Sichuanese were working in other provinces.
 By 1993, according to one report, there were ten million Sichuanese migrant workers, 5.5 million of them out of the province.
 According to the 2000 census, 3.5 million Sichuan-registered people were staying in cities of other provinces.
 But as urban reforms deepened, alternatives to governmental routes to migration emerged and spread quickly.
Pre-reform social links, now with different consequences

One source of migration networks came from connections between specific rural and urban places that had been established before reforms. Some migration links between specific places and within particular occupations re-emerged.
 Traditional migration paths, while less used after 1949, returned periodically. These played an important role during the famine of the Great Leap Forward, providing people in hardest hit areas with a channel of escape. The option of going to the northeast, along paths established by early generations, saved many Shandong people from famine.
 Many went to Heilongjiang, which received about 250,000 illegal movers per year from the early 1950s to the early 1970s. Between 1949 and 1983, not counting the 1.8 million sent home, Heilongjiang saw a net gain of 4.9 million illegal migrants, or 7.4 million if their natural growth is included. A large portion of these followed old routes from Shandong.


Earlier send-down campaigns had effects the significance of which changed with reforms. Sending urban, educated youths (zhishi qingnian) to the countryside was intended in part to keep down city populations. But these campaigns set up links between urban and rural places. After returning to cities, many sent-down youth (as well as sent-down cadres) did not forget their temporary rural homes and neither did their hosts forget them.
 As rural labor loosened, villagers took advantage of their friends and acquaintances in cities to help them find urban jobs or set up shops in town.


In the 1980s state farms in Xinjiang were hiring many rural people from Sichuan, among other places. Some farms (bingtuan) had earlier connections to Sichuan, which laid the path for later migrant workers. At least one of these units that received disproportionate numbers of Sichuanese in the 1980s had links to Sichuan both through laogai settlers
 and through rural girls permitted to enter to marry sent-down youths from Shanghai who could not find wives.

Urban responses to rural growth

Another source of non-governmental power over migration was in the rise of horizontal connections across regions and between countryside and city. These developed in response to rural economic growth.

An unintended consequence of rural industrial growth was an increase in input prices for urban industry. Expanding rural enterprises took raw materials that urban factories needed. New establishments were said to be squeezing out the old, the small squeezing out the big.
 While demand for inputs rose outside of Chengdu, state materials procurement prices could not remain static and still meet quotas. Urban factories had to compete with rural ones for inputs. 


Responses in Chengdu to this situation seem to have differed from responses to similar situations in other places. In some places, like Shanghai, cadres continued through the mid-1980s to pour resources into factories that were decreasingly productive. Raw materials shortages meant factories operated far below capacity, and yet workers were fully compensated. In Shanghai this constituency was too important and raw materials were locally scarce. Sichuan, on the other hand, was resource-rich.
 
In the early 1980s, factories in Sichuan cities were setting up direct contacts with rural factories. Enterprises would link up with each other. Urban factories would set up shop outside of town, in “material bases” (ziyuan jidi) where they could easily get badly needed inputs. In exchange, they would provide rural workshops with equipment, technical knowledge, and sometimes capital. An urban paper factory, for example, made arrangements with a commune for a pulp factory, so that this input could be more readily obtained.
 Some factories in Chengdu had more workers employed in home workshops in the countryside than in main factories in the city.
 A Chengdu tea factory in 1980 obtained seeds from outside the province to help suburban communes grow their raw materials.
 Chengdu experienced a shortage of tea leaves, even though TVEs were producing more of them: production teams were the culprits taking tea leaves away from the state.
 City factories had previously received their supplies from higher administrative units, but now they were in direct contact with rural suppliers.

Not just industry but also sales and services saw direct urban-rural links rise in the early 1980s. Urban marketing companies wanted to sell goods to rural people who had money to spend. With their new freedom rural people, in turn, sold agricultural produce in cities at prices above the state’s but offered more varieties of fresher produce.
 Hotels in Sichuan towns were expanding, as long distance traders needed more places to stay.
 As old circulation channels between town and country were being restored, non-state transactions in some goods in Chengdu exceeded those in state commerce.
 The city’s service sector, powered by rural labor, was also reviving. Chengdu service shops reached their pre-CR numbers by early 1980.
 By 1985, 160,000 employees of 50 supply and marketing companies in Chengdu were spearheading horizontal trading.
  
New migrant networks and leaders


Rural growth and urban responses to it promoted urban-rural interaction. Goods, often accompanied by the people selling them, followed new circulation paths. By the late 1980s, migrants themselves had as many contacts and as much access to urban job information as rural governmental actors. The old rural leaders’ roles in migration were less necessary for migrants and potential migrants than a few years earlier. Rural people could get the help of relatives, friends, and co-villagers in pursuing urban careers. Once migration got started, social networks could maintain it.

A 1988 Sichuan survey found 67 percent of migrants obtained jobs through friends or family. By 1993 only three percent of migrants had jobs arranged through formal organizations.
 Many left for several years without ever changing their household registration status. More recent surveys continue to find that about 70 percent of Sichuan out-migrant obtain work through the assistance of friends and relatives.
 Evidence of the use of social networks for migration can be found in a pattern in which villages have either many out-migrants or none.


Similar trends can be observed in other parts of China. A survey of migration in the lower Yangtze region found that three-fourths of migrants were self-organized and only 13.6 percent went through formal organizations, including employment introduction agencies.
 Despite lack of formal organization, these migrants do not wander in search of work: over half of them had jobs arranged before leaving home.


In places where government-sponsored migration had been common, returnees took over government roles and set up private job introduction services with prices slightly lower than in government-run services.
 Informal labor markets for migrants appeared in urban areas, too. One such market in Chengdu met for several years before a labor introduction station was set up there in 1992.
 Even then, the official agency could handle only a fraction of the recruitments occurring on the site.

Traditions of local specialization, described as “mobility strategies” by G. William Skinner, re-emerged in the 1980s as the basis of some migration networks.
 In one Anhui county that had organized official migration of women as domestic workers in the 1960s and 1970s, local cadres in the early 1980s encouraged unofficial migration. After two locals became rich from selling dried duck in other provinces, the county started specializing in migration for that industry. The county was historically famous for dried duck, and those marketing it outside capitalized on name recognition. The county was exporting fewer housemaids because their migrants could now take part in more lucrative enterprises. By 1995 one town had 6,500 of 11,000 of its migrants workers engaged in the dried duck business.


Increasingly from the late 1980s a new set of leaders, coming from within the ranks of migrants, was taking over the roles played by rural cadres in organizing migration. Some of these new leaders employed other migrants directly. A school teacher from Sichuan who went to Beijing in 1988 with 30 RMB became a millionaire within ten years through the garbage industry. At one point this entrepreneur had 40,000 people working under him, including 5,000 with whom he had hometown or other personal links.
 The Wenzhou tailoring business in Beijing is another example of this kind of migrant leadership at work on a large scale.


Other leaders provided information and contact networks that helped fellow townsmen find work away from home.
 These networks snatched away the functions of formal labor exporters, so that by the 1990s the latter were complaining about the difficulty of recruiting rural labor.
 Government roles already were less necessary for migrants.

Urban plight of rural migrants

The legal status of migrants in cities is often blamed for their difficulties. While temporary stays can be approved and lengthened, obtaining urban residence remains difficult. According to one report, changing household registration status requires passing through seven units.
 The career and life fates of most migrants are wrapped up in networks beyond state reach. These are the groups, not the state, that both exploit and support migrants.
Problems in the city

Migrants to Chinese cities find themselves at the mercy of employers, landlords, and local officials. Many migrants are very poor, work at especially low wages in poor conditions, and are in no position to demand better treatment because they can be replaced by any of the millions other rural surplus laborers. Labor laws and unions are largely irrelevant. Not only are working conditions often dangerous, but factories have sometimes fired workers for getting sick on the job.


Some urbanites and intellectuals blame migrant ignorance for their problems: if only they knew more about labor laws, they would not have difficulties. But the problem is with law enforcement, not with migrants’ knowledge. Many migrant workers indicate a desire to sign labor contracts with employers, but construction bosses refuse to sign contracts with workers and those who insist are not hired.


Worse than low wages is non-payment. Besides the underground factories in which this occurs, employers owing wages in arrear is common in industries with many migrant workers. Wage arrears, which have become prominent in the media recently, have long been a problem particularly for migrant workers. Because arrears tend to be concentrated in the construction industry, which is debt-heavy and dominated by migrant workers, migrants especially suffer from arrears problems. In 2001 Beijing construction firms withheld four billion RMB in migrant workers’ wages.
 

Police and other local administrative departments are supposed to carry out official goals of managing city populations. During periodic campaigns to “clean up” cities, local authorities obey more central leaders. Shanghai in 1998 reportedly sent home 142,000 “three withouts” people (sanwu renyuan), and Beijing in 1999 cleared out one million before the fiftieth anniversary of the revolution.
 
At most other times, however, urban authorities act less for state goals. Local officials have enriched themselves from the energy and vulnerability of migrant workers. From at least the mid-1980s cities were selling permits to migrant workers, allowing them to stay in the city at the right price. By 1989 rural people could acquire urban household registration in Guangdong through college education there, marriage to specific categories of professionals, or purchase of a home with foreign exchange.
 Local reforms of this sort aimed at attracting elite talent and wealth, and they continued up and down the coast especially from the mid-1990s.
For most rural migrants to cities, urban mobility reforms meant the rise of permits, licenses, and fees. Kinds and amounts of fees charged to migrant workers have varied greatly across the country. In Beijing, one migrant vendor paid 5,500 RMB per year, another 16,500. A Shenzhen office said in 2002 that migrant workers pay about 700 RMB per year, and about nine percent of their income goes to purchasing temporary residence cards.
 In Sichuan, even though identification card fees were set by the province, towns were charging much higher prices.
 Migrant construction workers complained that, even though they have all the required permits, they are afraid to walk around outside the construction site because they might be charged fees.
 In Guangdong, one migrant worker caught without his identification card on his person was held by police for 41 days in a repatriation center (qiansong zhan). He was finally released when co-workers paid police 500 RMB for his dormitory fee.




The function of household registration has changed from being part of a system of migration control to assisting local departments in fund raising. Cities are no longer able to sustain control over who enters and works, because other elements in the system have crumbled. But they are able to make some money from persistence of those institutions.
Support in the city

Migrants have also found support in urban groups. Suburban peasants-turned landlords enjoy extra income from excessive rents on rooms let to migrant workers, but they also act in support of them. Landlords are reported to cooperate with migrant-tenants by using their identification cards to purchase items migrants cannot and by helping them hide from police when necessary.
 When migrants are also illegal, neither landlords nor migrants want the state to interfere. In some residential areas with many migrants intermediaries have emerged who make deals between migrants and local government offices, for example for sending their children to school in exchange for money.


Officials have also acted as patrons for migrants. Fees can be exploitative but they are also the price with which migrants buy urban rights. Local officials do not want to kick out entrepreneurial groups who bring in tax and other revenue; they are a source of income for themselves so officials have incentives to help them avoid more central authorities.


Migrants get help from each other. In factory areas, migrants from a common hometown depend on each other for finding jobs, surviving when unemployed, borrowing money, and getting around authorities.
 Migrants have built schools together for their children who frequently cannot enter regular schools without paying big fees. As many as 40,000 children were enrolled in 200 of these schools in Beijing in 2000.
 Schools for migrant children are an example of how formal exclusion from urban citizenship has given migrants some autonomy from the state, because they have to provide services for themselves.


In some situations, migrants can get help from no one. Power has devolved to such small groups that individual migrant families sometimes must defend themselves with coercion. Before lunar new year, 2004, migrant workers returning home on trains from Beijing with their wages were carrying metal piping from construction sites in order to protect their earnings.

Support from hometown groups


Sending area governments’ loss of control over out-migration did not mean they became uninvolved with migrants. On the contrary, especially in places like Sichuan migrants have remained a valuable resource that local leaders still want to tap. The rise of remittance economies and return entrepreneurship have given sending regions incentives to attempt to sponsor their migrants.


A 1993 survey of several provinces found that rural migrant workers remitted 40 to 70 percent of their incomes.
 Recent estimates indicate that migrants from the countryside send home a total of 600 billion RMB annually.
 A 1999 survey from Sichuan and Anhui found that migrants on average brought or sent home 2,853 RMB per year, earned in an average of 9.56 months of work per year.
 Anhui province in 2001 had a revenue of 30 billion RMB, while the income of its 7.7 million out-migrant workers was 26 billion.


The sheer scale of these remittances has ensured that important home groups supported their migrants, in order to maintain or increase the flow of remittances. They do this by training labor to make them competitive and providing assistance at destinations. In one city where 22 percent of the rural labor force has left, 34 towns and townships have set up labor development offices and the city runs an employment training center for out-migrants.
 One Sichuan county’s rural credit association received so many remittances that it offered to pay transportation fares for migrant workers.
 In some places, remittances have become linked to agricultural cycles. Local governments want new year remittances in order to buy fertilizer and seed for planting.

While organized out-migration in the 1980s was undertaken mostly by units of county-size and smaller, Sichuan’s provincial government has become intensely interested in maintaining the competitiveness of Sichuanese workers in other parts of the country. In 2002 Beijing and Guangzhou requested workers from Sichuan counties but were discouraged by the quality of the labor pool. As much as 75 percent of Sichuan out-migrants have lower middle school education or less. Provincial authorities are now seeking a better training program for this important “export.”

Another way for sending area governments to gain from their migrants is for them to return home and start businesses based on what they learned while away. Most return migrants go back into agriculture.
 An optimistic report suggests 30 percent of Sichuan returnees establish enterprises,
 while another puts the figure at 4.4 percent.
 A reasonable estimate, suggested by one source, is that returnee entrepreneurs make up two to three percent of all of Sichuan’s rural out-migrants.
 These proportions are small but significant. By the mid-1990s 300,000 migrants had returned to Sichuan to start businesses.
 Just as out-migration tends to be concentrated in certain areas and not others, returnee business has become especially important to certain places. One county in southeastern China had 12,000 returnees set up 2,000 firms in 1993-94.
 

When migrants work outside their income is not taxed at home, so rural leaders have much to gain from returnees creating local enterprises. Rural cadres campaign for entrepreneurial migrants to return. Local leaders provide successful natives with incentives to return, including tax breaks and preferential access to land, factory space, credit, raw materials, water, and electricity. They also help returnee business by using county office branches in coastal provinces to promote their products.

Conclusions

Who is the “floating population”? The term conjures up images of the destitute and political opinions of them as undesirable law-breakers or as helpless victims. It implies that China’s migrants are somehow special, because of legal regulations. The term’s normative implications make it resemble the term “marginal” that was used, with disgust or sympathy, to describe rural-urban migrants elsewhere. Critiques of the “myth of marginality”
 apply just as well to the fiction of the floating population. It is a political term, more suited to ideological purposes than to social analysis.

Rural-urban migrants in China are not so different from their counterparts across the developing world. Their legal status is not a big obstacle to building urban lives. Migrants everywhere face difficulties entering cities, and in contemporary China they are not especially bigger.


I have attempted to pull together two sets of information into a single story about reform of migration controls. One set shows how rural leaders in the 1970s and 1980s, perhaps acting like corporate units, organized villagers into enterprises. Another set shows how rural leaders in the 1980s and 1990s organized out-migration at first and then tried to sponsor migrants once social networks took over organization. 

By the mid-1970s rural leaders, at least on the Chengdu plain, were setting up factories for extra village laborers. As local job opportunities diminished, these leaders started sending rural workers first to nearby urban factories and later to more distant ones. By the late 1980s cadres lost control of this migration, as migrants themselves had the tools to perpetuate it. Sending area governments, now at higher administrative levels, responded to remittance incentives and the promise of return entrepreneurship by attempting to cultivate and promote their migrant labor force. 
These reforms bumped their way up the administrative hierarchy, from smaller units to bigger ones. Leaders closer to the center followed those farther from it. Leaders at village (or team or brigade) to township (or commune) sizes first mobilized labor for local and short-distance migration. As migrants were sent farther, counties and then cities (or prefectures) followed. Since the 1990s provincial authorities have been involved in promoting migrants. Central authorities have eventually reformed some aspects of mobility. 
Migration control has received less official reform than many other functional areas. But non-state networks have long since wrested control over migration away from the state, and local representatives of the state have followed them rather than their administrative superiors. When provincial and other local governments have attempted to manage migration, they have sought to benefit themselves and their constituents rather than to satisfy directives sent down by more central leaders. I have discussed non-state actors more than changes in state policies on migration, because these reforms originated outside the state.
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