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Sustained Improvement of Rural Livelihoods in China’s Urbanization

WU Yemiao
(School of Public Administration, Nanjing Normal University)

Summary: Improving farmers’ livelihoods is a critical issue and an inherent objective within the context of China’s
urbanization. China’s urbanization has provided farmers with more employment opportunities and higher income levels, and
fundamentally transformed their lifestyles, offering experiences and ways of living that are markedly different from rural life.
However, despite these advancements, farmers’ lives in the urbanization process remain fraught with significant challenges. This
paper examines the key challenges facing the improvement of farmers’ livelihoods during the ongoing urbanization and proposes
policy implications to address these challenges.

This paper conceptualizes the urban lives of Chinese farmers as a structurally conditioned life trajectory, wherein their struggle
for survival and development in urban areas, alongside their aspirations for familial upward mobility, are fundamentally shaped by
policy-driven urbanization agendas. From a synchronic perspective, the analysis reveals three spatially differentiated modalities:
locally embedded practices in small towns, disembedded survival strategies in cities, and institutionally rooted integration in
county-level cities. Diachronically, during the early phase of rapid urbanization, farmers’ lives were largely managed as private
affairs, heavily relying on close-knit kinship and community networks to navigate urban challenges. However, in the current phase
of people-oriented, high-quality urbanization, there is a pressing need for institutionalized support to facilitate the improvement of
farmers’ livelihoods and their social integration.

The issue of farmers’ livelihoods in China’s urbanization process constitutes a structural problem that implicates the
relationships between urban residents and rural migrants, between state institutions and societal dynamics, and between urban
development and rural sustainability. It is primarily manifested in the structural tensions between urbanization and the citizenization
of rural migrant populations, the equalization of public services, and rural modernization. In the new development phase, the
structural contradictions between urbanization, citizenization of agricultural migrant populations, equalization of livelihood services,
and rural modernization have significantly compounded the complexity of improving farmers’ urban living conditions. This paper
examines solutions to the structural contradictions between China’s urbanization and the enhancement of farmers’ livelihoods in
five dimensions: contextual specificity, autonomous choice, structural transformation, modermn development, and urban-rural
integrated development. These approaches include further elevating farmers’ livelihoods within specific contexts, reintervening in
farmers’ living conditions under autonomous choice, optimizing farmers’ livelihoods amid structural transformation, reaffirming the
importance of farmers’ livelihoods in modemn development, and achieving better livelihoods for farmers through urban-rural
integrated development.

The primary innovations of this paper lie in three aspects. First, China’s urbanization is a process in which rural migrants
continuously enhance their livelihoods and achieve identity transformation; consequently, urbanization research must not “overlook™
farmers’ living conditions. Second, the urban living patterns of farmers in China’s urbanization manifest as three forms: localized,
disembedded, and rooted urban living. Third, China’s urbanization has entered a new phase emphasizing quality enhancement and
efficiency improvement, which necessitates precise identification of farmers’ livelihood needs and targeted resolution of fragmented,
uncertain issues in their daily lives.

Keywords: China’s Urbanization; Rural Livelihoods; Rural Migrants; Citizenization; Structural Transformation

JEL Classification: J61; L.31; Q48
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