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Is China Abolishing the Hukou System?*

Kam Wing Chan and Will Buckingham

ABSTRACT In recent years, China has instituted a variety of refi
its hukou system, an institution with the power to restrict pop
muobility and access to state-sponsored benefits for the majority of
rural population. A wave of newspaper stories published in lai
understood the latest round of reform initiatives to suggest that the /
set to be abolished, and that rural residents will soon be “grantec
rights.” This article clarifies the basic operations of the hukou system
of recent reforms to examine the validity of these claims. We point ¢
confusion over the functional operations of the hukouw system ¢
nuances of the hukon lexicon have contributed to the owe
interpretation of the initiative. The cumulative effect of these ref
not abolition of the hukow, but devolution of responsibility for
policies to local governments, which in many cases actually
permanent migration of peasants to cities harder than before.

broader level, the hukou system, as a major divide between the ru
urban population, remains potent and intact.

The Chinese household registration system (hekou 7O or huji 7
passed its 50th birthday this year, has had a significant impact on m
of life for people living in the People’s Republic. Today it is quite ¢
students of China to consider the hukou, along with gender, age and
one of the main variables defining exogenous constraints on
behaviour in social and economic studies.'! In comparison with th
recording systems bearing the same name in Taiwan or Japan, t
system serves far more important functions, broadly dividing citize:
classes for a variety of purposes essential to the function of the
seripusly affecting the livelihood of hundreds of millions of ordin
Under this system, some 800 million rural residents are treated
second-class citizens deprived of the right to settle in cities and to 1

* We would like w thank useful comments and suggestions by Cai Fang, Carolyn Cart:
Tang, Jack Williams, Li Zhang and especially Dorothy Solinger, who read earlier
manuseript. Assistance with romanization of Chinese titles by Wing Qingfang is al
The work deseribed in this article was partially supportzd by a grant from the R
Counl of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China (Project No. CUI
For example, Kam Wing Chan, Ta Liu and Yunyan Yang, “Hukou and non-fm
comparisons and contrasts,” International Journal of Population Geography, Vol, 5, »
42548, Yougin Huang and William Clark, “Housing teniire choice in transitional 1
multi-level analysis,” Urban Studies, Vol 39, No. 1 {2002), pp. 7-32. Zhigiang Lio,
inequality: the hukow system in China,"" Jownal of Comparaiive Economics, Mo, 33 ()
57,
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a large survey by the National Bureau of Statistics in 2006, about one-third
rural migrant labour had some injury accident insurance cover.®® In general, 1
participation rate in these schemes is low, and coverage is still very partial,
less than similar schemes for urban workers.*” About 14 million out of mq
than 100 million rural migrant workers had also joined some form of pensi
scheme by the end of 2005.”" There are, however. serious guestions about 1
usefulness, or even ethics, of selling pension schemes to migrants because all 1
schemes require significant contribution by the workers and are not potat
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“Guowuyuan guanyu jichu jiaoyu gaige vu fazrhan de jueding” (“State Council’s decisions
reforms and development of basic education™), 29 May 2001, at httpiiwww.moe.edu.cnfed
website 18/info3313 htm, accessed 25 August 2007.

See, for example, Xinhua News, 20 December 2004 about Beljing's migrant schools, at http:/fw
china.org.enfenghsh/culture/1 15453, htm, accessed 7 January 2003. The figures cited are reportec
an organization of migrants’ schools in Beijing: see * Beljing daguimo qudi zhenggal mingong
xuexiao” (“Beijing launches large-scale campaign to close down migrants’ schools™), Xinjing
{New Beijing Posr), 28 August 2006, at http://news xinhuanet com/edu/2006-08/28/content_501 5
htm, accessed 18 August 2007,

“Beijing closes schools for migrant children in pre-Olympic clean-up,” 26 September 2006, ht
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Za Liang, “Internal migration: policy changes, recent trends, and new challenges,” in Zhao
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“Shanghai school for migrants shut down,” ABC News Intemational, 11 January 2007, ht
abenews.go.com/InternationaliwireStory?1id=2781935 accessed 12 January 2007.

National Bureau of Statistics, “Nongmingong shenghuo zhiliang diaocha zhiyi: laodong jiuve
shehui baozhang™ (“Quality of life survey of rural migrant labour 1: employment and so
security’’), http/iwww.cpirc.org.on/tsiftisi_cy_detail.asphid="7485, accessed 21 August 2007.
Du Yang and Gao Wenshu, “Zhongguo i yivuan shehui baozhang tixi you duovuan™ (“How
away 15 China from an integrated social secunty svstem’), Zhongguo laodong jingjixue (C)
Labour Economics), Vol. 2, No. 2 (2007), pp. 45-59.

“2006 mandu laodong he shehw baozhang shive fazhan tongj gongbao™ (“The 2006 repor
development and statistics of labour and social security™), at http:/f’www.molss.gov.cn/gb/ne
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Misconceptions and Complexities in the Study of
China’s Cities: Definitions, Statistics, and Implications

Kam Wing Chan!

Abstract: A noted American authority on wibanization and the household registration system
in China reviews and clarifies factors leading to misunderstanding and misconceptions
regarding the number of inhabitants of China’s major cities. Principal sources of confusion
linked to reliance on official statistical sources are the multi-layered meanings of the term
“eity” and, consequently. simultaneons publication and use of a multitude of official popula-
tion statistics for the country’s “cities.” Other complicating factors analyzed by the author
mclude the effects of the Chinese fukou (household registration) system and the rapid rate of
urban growth and change over the last three decades. Systematic population and per capita
GDP data for the years 2000 and 2005, all based on the multiple boundaries and systems for
five major cities (Beijing, Shanghai, Chengging. Guangzhoun, and Shenzhen), are collected to
illustrate both the countrywide situation and specific cases. Also included is a critique of sev-
eral studies and popular accounts of Chinese cities to highlight misstatements and areas of
misunderstanding based on inappropriate use of statistical data. Jowrnal of Economic Lifera-
fure, Classification Numbers: O18, 033, P20, R12. 2 figures, 6 tables, 130 references. Key
words: China, cities, mega-cities, urban population statistics. huksu system. househeld regis-
tration. per capita GDP. Begjing, Shanghai. Chongging. Guangzhou, Shenzhen.

INTRODUCTION

hich of China’s cities 1s the largest, how large 1s 1ts population, and which city has the
highest per capita GDP? As simple and elementary as such questions may seem, they
underlie the basic. fundamental 1ssue of measuring populations in urban studies of China that
use numbers  These studies range from “simple” analyses of urban trends in China (or even
1 the entire world due to Chma’s heavy weight in the global uwrban population). or learned
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« Strategic Point of View

— Small US market, but big in shaping Western views
of China

— US China scholars play an important role in directly or
iIndirectly generating these views.

— Do they have good access to the Chinese academic
and policy literature? This is crucial in the process of
generating understandings or misunderstandings.

 There is also a public/social mission of
scholarship (and its distributors, such as
libraries) in a market economy
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The Hukou system and Rural-Urban Migration in China: Processes and Changes - all 6 versions »
KW Chan, L Zhang - China quarterly, 1999 - JSTOR

... converted from blue-stamp holders.69 The formalization of the blue-stamp hukou was

a major step in the legalization of the commaodification of hukou in China. ...

Cited by 148 - Related Ardicles - Web Search - BL Direct

The Origins and Social Consequences of China’s Hukou System - all 2 versions »
T Cheng, M Selden - The China Quarterly, 1994 - JSTOR

The Crigins and Social Consequences of China's Hukou System. Tiejun Cheng. Mark

Selden. ... 19, 25, 111. China's Hukou System 647 unemployed workers. ...

Cited by 147 - Related Aricles - Web Search

Inequality Change in China and (Hukou) Labour Mobility Restrictions - all 10 versions »
JWHALLEY, S ZHANG - NBER Working Paper, 2004 - papers. ssrm.com

... which factors. We focus on the system of Hukou in China, or registered

permanent residence, which is location specific. Not having ...

Cited by 28 - Related Articles - Web Search - BL Direct

Hukou and Non-hukou Migrations in China: Comparisons and Contrasts - all 5 versions »
KW Chan, T Liu, Y Yang - Int. J. Popul. Geogr, 1999 - doi_.wiley.com

... The similar fortunes of most non-hukou migrants in China and Third World immigrants

to developed countries (both legal and illegal) further suggest some ...

Cited by 27 - Related Articles - Web Search - BL Direct

Chinese Rural Migrants in Urban Enterprises: Three Perspectives - all 7 versicns »

JKNIGHT, L SONG, J HUAIBIN - The Workers' State Meets the Market: Labour in China's .., 1999 - books google com
... labour in China was tightly controlled and restricted. This was achieved through

a combination of, inter alia, a household registration (hukou) system, commune ...

Cited by 78 - Related Articles - Web Search - BL Direct

Gender, hukou, and the occupational attainment of female migrants in China (1985-1990) - all 7 versions »
Y Huang - Environment and Planning A, 2001 - envplan.com

... Inthe following sections, | will first examine the sociocultural and institutional

contexts in China, focusing on gender and the hukou system, and their ...

Cited by 19 - Related Articles - Web Search - BL Direct

Institution and inequality: the hukou system in China - all 3 versions »

Z Liu _-Jc_:urnal of_Comparative Economics, 2005 - Elsevier
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participation rate in these schemes 1s low, and coverage 1s still very partial, far
less than similar schemes for urban workers.” About 14 million out of more
than 100 million rural migrant workers had also jomed some form of pension
scheme by the end of 2005.” There are, however, serious questions about the
usefulness, or even ethics, of selling pension schemes to migrants because all the
schemes require significant contribution by the workers and are not potable:
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