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Back to Homeland: A Study on the Mechanisms of Older
Migrant Workers’ Return to County-Level Areas

Supervisor: Jiao Changquan

Team Members: Liu Zeqian, Jiang Ruxue, Liu Dawei, Guan Chenqing, Li Zimu, Yang
Zhenkai

Abstract: As the first generation of migrant workers ages, the group of older migrant
workers has become an important part of Chinese society. The question of their future has become
a significant practical and social issue. This paper mainly investigates Y Village in Fengning
Manchu Autonomous County, Chengde City, Hebei Province, with additional research conducted
in Z Village and Xingyi City, Guizhou Province. Through in-depth interviews and data sorting,
the author has gathered primary data to summarize the phenomenon and explore the underlying
causes.

The study suggests that older migrant workers are often pushed back to their county-level
regions by the urban labor market's exclusion. Despite the rural areas providing production and
living security for these workers, their strong inclination to work is evident due to the wage
disparity between rural and urban workers, the instability of agricultural production, the
consumption predicament caused by their children, and their low willingness to retire in the
countryside. Therefore, the main type of return to the county for older migrant workers is to rely
on the land ownership provided by rural collectives for their subsistence, while actively seeking
possible work opportunities within the county. This shapes a "semi-urban and semi-rural" family
life pattern based on a production mode of "part-time labor and part-time agriculture,” with the
main aspects being semi-city and semi-work, and the supportive aspects being semi-countryside
and semi-agriculture. In addition to the main type, there are also supplementary types based on
wealthier conditions and variant types of passive urbanization when there is no possibility of
returning to the countryside.

Overall, the return of older migrant workers to their county-level regions continuously shapes
the county into a new, overall economic and social space, reshaping social space and restructuring
social forms, signifying an important societal trend for the future. The county space is centered on
the county town, supported by townships as nodes, and based on villages as the foundation, with
the county town and townships serving as the main production spaces, and villages as the main
living spaces while also providing some supportive production. This internal hierarchy is distinct
yet highly integrated.

Keywords: Older Migrant Workers, Semi-urban and Semi-rural, Part-time Labor and
Part-time Agriculture, County Space
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