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PREFACE

I t was winter in Beijing, and children in the courtyard of 

Shusheng School were playing in a mound of coal. I had just 

traveled for an hour and a half from Beijing’s imposing and 

ordered core out to the derelict periphery of Chaoyang District 

for my first ever visit to a migrant school. While I was expect-

ing poor conditions, I could not help but be taken aback by the 

state of disrepair and apparent lack of investment in physical 

plant. Coal was the school’s source of warmth in the winter and 

was now doubling as playground equipment.

I had come on an exploratory visit to investigate teachers’ 

working conditions in urban China’s migrant schools. I had 

learned of these schools— generally fully privatized, often with-

out official licensing, and almost exclusively populated by the 

children of rural- to- urban internal migrants— in my earlier 

research on labor politics. As a labor sociologist, I had an intu-

ition that viewing these schools as a workplace would likely 

capture important social dynamics of urban life beyond the 

employment relationship. Whereas my earlier work was largely 

concerned with workers in the manufacturing sector, I believed 

that focusing on reproductive labor would more effectively 

illuminate the social hierarchies embedded in China’s migrant 



x  Preface

labor regime. As I spoke with teachers in Beijing over the fol-

lowing weeks, I learned of the astonishingly bad working condi-

tions they faced: woefully inadequate facilities, long hours, pay 

below minimum wage, and huge class sizes.

But I found that teachers were often more concerned with a 

workplace problem I couldn’t have anticipated: the uneven 

abilities of their students. I quickly found that it was the norm 

for schools to have annual turnover rates of 25– 30 percent of 

the student body. Children moved from school to school and 

from city to countryside and back again with astonishing reg-

ularity. Parents were overburdened with the struggle to eke out 

a living, and much reproductive labor typically associated with 

the family— not least of which was emotional availability— was 

pushed onto the teachers. As I visited school after school, first 

in Beijing and then in Guangzhou and Chengdu, I realized that 

these conditions were national in scope.

I began to doubt that I could restrict the study to the work-

place as my focus was increasingly pulled out of the school. 

I found that in order to explain the stresses faced by teachers in 

China’s migrant schools, I needed a better account of the pro-

cess of capitalist urbanization. I could not understand high lev-

els of student turnover, pathetically low wages, or the intense 

emotional burden faced by teachers without grasping parents’ 

position in the labor market, the structure of the educational 

system at the national level, constantly evolving population 

control policies, and the perpetual pressure of spatial peripher-

alization derived from urban redevelopment. Furthermore, it 

became clear that for many working- class migrants, the ques-

tion of urbanization was for them a problem of uniting work 

opportunities with familial relations in space and time. Could 

they actually work and live in the city? These struggles with 

schooling revealed a radical disjuncture in China’s cities between 
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the triumphant global urbanism of capital and the highly seg-

mented and contingent urbanization of rural migrants. My ini-

tial intuition that the migrant school would capture important 

sociological aspects of life in the city was correct, but exploited 

and emotionally exhausted teachers now appeared as one fea-

ture of a broader process of population management and capi-

talist transformation. In essence, my research on China’s migrant 

workers shifted focus, without shifting sites, from the politics 

of the workplace to the politics of social reproduction amid 

rapid urbanization.

I came to accept this reorientation toward urbanization halt-

ingly as I worried about the risk inherent in trying to enter a new 

academic field. As I immersed myself in new literature, how-

ever, I came to the conclusion that there was a real opportunity 

to synthesize insights from my background in labor studies with 

those from education and urban studies. Despite the prevalence 

of Marxist theorization in urban studies, I found a capital- 

centric tendency in much of the literature. On the other hand, 

the work on migration that has extensively documented forms of 

social and economic exclusion in Chinese cities has been less 

attuned to processes of capitalist development. It seemed to me 

that a fuller account of the urbanization process needed to 

attend to the various sides of the problem— the urbanization of 

capital and its associated implications for labor and land mar-

kets, rural- to- urban migration, political exclusion and popula-

tion control, and state development strategy more broadly— and 

how they are negotiated. Given this particular intellectual tra-

jectory, it perhaps goes without saying that the study that fol-

lows is methodologically and disciplinarily eclectic.

This book has been a long time coming. I began preliminary 

research a decade ago, and writing was similarly drawn out over 

a number of years. As the project evolved and gradually became 
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more focused, I was aided by the help and insight of countless 

friends, students, colleagues, and family members. I have had 

the real pleasure of working with a number of excellent research 

assistants in China and at Cornell, including Dai Rong, Zhuang 

Han, Angela He, Sherry Hu, Ning Li, Andi Kao, Mo Ni, 

Magic Peng, Luise Yang, Lindsey Yuan, Hao Zhang, and Zhou 

Xianqin. This book benefited immensely from my collaboration 

with Christine Wen, who provided extensive insight and con-

ducted all of the interviews for the Guizhou portion of the 

research. My fieldwork could not possibly have succeeded with-

out guidance and help from friends and colleagues in China 

including Lü Tu, He Mingxiu, Niu Zhikui, Wei Jiayu, Zhao 

Wei, and Zhuang Ming. Back in Ithaca, I was afforded the 

opportunity to work in a wonderful interdisciplinary environ-

ment in the Cornell Center for Social Sciences China Cities 

Project, where I learned from Jessica Chen Weiss, Panle Bar-

wick, and Shanjun Li. Jeremy Wallace, the director of the proj-

ect, deserves special mention as a key source of inspiration who 

I have called on time and again for his expertise on China’s 

cities. I have benefited from a great number of colleagues 

around the world who have provided critical feedback on vari-

ous pieces of the project, including Joel Andreas, Kam Wing 

Chan, Jia- Ching Chen, Greg Distelhorst, Yige Dong, Jamie 

Doucette, Peter Evans, Richard Freeman, Diana Fu, Lingxin 

Hao, Patrick Heller, Elaine Hui, Christina Kim, Neema 

Kudva, Sarosh Kuruvilla, Ching Kwan Lee, Zach Levenson, 

Mike Levien, Thung- Hong Lin, Ralph Litzinger, Andy Liu, 

Kate Maich, Tom McEnany, Meng Quan, Jonas Nahm, Dan 

Nemser, Marcel Paret, Bae- Gyoon Park, Pun Ngai, Aziz Rana, 

Elena Shih, Ed Steinfeld, Wang Xiying, and Marty Whyte. 

The manuscript has been much improved following the gener-

ous feedback from three anonymous reviewers. Lowell Frye has 
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been a fantastic editor, expressing great enthusiasm and support 

for the project from the beginning and patiently and clearly 

walking me through the many steps of publication. I am very 

appreciative for Gregory McNamee’s wonderful editing work 

and the efforts of the Columbia University Press staff who man-

aged the design and production of the book. I would also like to 

acknowledge Critical Sociology and Modern China for allowing 

me to reprint portions of previously published articles, appear-

ing in chapter 1 and chapter 6, respectively. I am very grateful 

for research support from Cornell’s Center for Social Sciences, 

the East Asia Program, as well as my home, the School of Indus-

trial and Labor Relations.

My greatest debt of gratitude is to my family. My mother 

and father, Ellen and Stuart, have continually been a source of 

intellectual engagement and deep ethical grounding. I remem-

ber that my parents were the very first people I told of my plan 

to study teachers, and I was, as always, made more confident by 

their unwavering encouragement. Particularly given the topic 

of this book, I would be remiss to not acknowledge their pro-

found contributions with respect to reproductive labor. With-

out their help I quite simply cannot imagine how I would have 

managed to stay sane, let alone complete a book, over the past 

few years as my wife Julia and I struggled to negotiate intense 

work demands with raising two young children amid a pan-

demic. Similarly, my mother- in- law, Sabina, has been a source 

of reassurance and support, on numerous occasions dropping 

everything to hop on a plane to Ithaca to enjoy time with her 

grandchildren and rescue us from one crisis or another.

This project is considerably older than my two children, Noemi 

and Isaac. It may seem trite to point this out, but this has been 

a challenging period of history in which to raise children. And 

yet, as Julia and I often comment, it is impossible for us to 
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imagine surviving crises epidemiological and social alike with-

out them; they have taught us how to experience joy amid hard-

ship. Although the project predates them, Noemi and Isaac 

have also helped me to uncover new affective contours in the 

research. I always understood intellectually that it was hard for 

the parents I interviewed to face state- produced separation 

from their young children, but I did not really appreciate the 

complexity of juvenile emotional needs or the tragedy of choos-

ing between familial collocation and economic survival until 

my own children were born.

Finally, there are a million reasons why this book would not 

exist without Julia. There are all the normal and heroic things 

spouses do for each other— providing solace and happiness, 

dividing the emotional and physical labor of maintaining a 

household, and tolerating work- induced absences. But she has 

also made far and away the greatest intellectual contribution to 

the book, shaking me out of my grumpy foot- dragging on 

engaging seriously with biopolitics. Although it took years of 

sometimes anguished intellectual groping, she opened new 

theoretical vistas that radically changed how I see China and 

capitalist societies more broadly. I gratefully and lovingly dedi-

cate this book to her.



Some people look down on outsiders, as soon as we speak it’s, 

“Outsider! Ha ha, outsider!” They can’t live without outsiders.

— Shandong migrant in Beijing

During the summer of 2011, the Beijing municipal gov-

ernment launched an offensive against the children 

of migrant workers. Just weeks before the beginning 

of  the school year, bulldozers demolished at least two dozen 

migrant schools, putting thousands of children and their par-

ents in a desperate situation. Anyone enrolled in these largely 

unlicensed and privately run schools was there because they 

had been excluded from the public education system, a conse-

quence of their parents’ nonlocal hukou (household registra-

tion). Neighboring migrant schools would not be able to absorb 

all of the recently displaced students, and in any event the reg-

istration period had passed long before. Parents either had to 

scramble to find another migrant school willing to admit them 

at the last moment or send their children, possibly alone, to the 

poverty of the village. There was widespread condemnation, 

both domestically and internationally, of the wanton human 

INTRODUCTION
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destruction left in the trail of these demolitions. But the gov-

ernment provided only the thinnest and most perfunctory of 

explanations: these schools were not up to standard.

Over the next three years, it became increasingly clear that 

these school demolitions were not an aberration, but rather an 

opening salvo in a campaign to expel the “low- end population.” 

A common and ideologically entrenched cliché at the time 

held that China, and Beijing in particular, had too many peo-

ple, and that the city’s “carrying capacity” would be exceeded if 

public services were open to all PRC citizens.1 Nonetheless, 

China’s large cities have drawn in many millions of rural 

migrants in recent decades and continuously exceeded self- 

imposed population limits, while their economic expansion has 

been underwritten by mass inflows of this pliable and cheap 

labor. By 2014, however, the Beijing municipal government had 

deployed a whole array of techniques to apply expulsionary 

pressure on migrants deemed undesirable. Chief among these 

techniques was raising the bar of entry for public schools while 

continually strangling whatever space had existed for informal 

education. In popular discourse, this nativist crackdown came 

to be referred to as “population control via education” (    jiaoyu 

kongren ). Although migrants had long faced evictions 

and various forms of exclusion in Beijing, this new strategy 

focused my attention on the school as an increasingly important 

battle line in the city’s politics of urbanization.

Given the ratcheting exclusionary politics in the capital, 

I was surprised by significant discussion in some media in 2013– 

14 over the fact that the central government was moving to 

eliminate hukou barriers in pushing for “the urbanization of 

people.” 2 This latter term was an implicit acknowledgment that 

the peasantry had been increasingly urbanized as workers but 

not as full humans, for their rights to social services such as 
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public housing, health care, and education were abrogated upon 

arrival in the city. Within months of each other, the central 

government announced the National New Urbanization Plan, 

2014– 2020 (hereafter, “the plan”) and the State Council Opin-

ion on Advancing Reform of the Residency System. Much was 

made of the former’s effort to relocate 100 million people to 

cities within six years, while the latter eliminated the distinc-

tion between rural and urban hukou.

But the pro- urbanization rhetoric did not comport with 

what I had been witnessing in the preceding few years. In fact, 

these much- ballyhooed plans were quite explicit that “extra- 

large cities” were to be excluded from the reform efforts. The 

plan delineated a social geography in which an individual’s lev-

els of human capital would correspond to their location within 

the national sociospatial hierarchy.3 Building on efforts going 

back at least to the 1990s to relax urban hukou requirements in 

smaller cities, the plan envisioned that the bulk of the urban-

ization of people would occur outside the tier- one cities.4 Those 

“extra- large” cities with over five million people, on the other 

hand, were to strictly control their population growth.5 But the 

plan did not demand that these megacities close off human 

circulation altogether. Rather, they were encouraged to estab-

lish a “stratified hukou acquisition channel [ jietishi luohu tong-

dao ] for controlling the scope and rhythm of 

hukou acquisition.” This worked in tandem with the 2014 resi-

dency reform, which called for extra- large cities to establish 

point- based citizenship, a seemingly transparent method for 

quantifying and ranking human capital. In Beijing, Party Secre-

tary Guo Jinlong’s public statement hinted at the state’s inten-

tions: “permanent residents from outside of Beijing should enjoy 

social services as long as they fulfill their obligations” (emphasis 

added).6
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The state conceived of these obligations as contributing to 

the optimization of the urban population. At this moment in 

history, optimization referred primarily to two interrelated 

aspects. The first was that aspiring urbanites would need to 

advance the upgrading of the local economy. Although the 

shift from industrialization- led to urbanization- led develop-

ment had begun years earlier, Xi Jinping exerted great effort 

toward accelerating this trend after assuming full power in 

2013. The state saw the transition to an urban- centered economy 

as being likely to raise wages, increase domestic consumption, 

and catalyze less ecologically destructive forms of growth, all 

key features of economic “rebalancing.” In order to realize this 

transformation, cities wanted to selectively pull in the right 

kinds of labor that would allow them to realize this high- value- 

added, green service economy.

The second directly related aspect of population optimization 

was responding to the problem of a rapidly aging urban popula-

tion. The so- called one child policy had been intended to raise 

the quality of the population by allowing families and schools to 

focus on fewer children.7 But this policy, along with structural 

changes in the urban economy, had resulted in precipitously 

declining birth rates in cities. Given that city governments are 

largely responsible for financing health care and pensions, the 

aging of the population presented a serious concern. One way 

cities tried to address this was by pressuring young, highly edu-

cated, women to have children early, and to have two children.8 

In early 2015, at precisely the same time Shanghai was expelling 

those migrants deemed to be “low- end population,” an official 

from the city’s Health and Family Planning Commission pub-

licly called for Shanghainese to propagate, arguing, “two chil-

dren provided a family with the proper stability and social 
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development.” 9 But the megacities knew they could not count 

solely on an increasing local birth rate to buoy their working- age 

population, so an additional obligation of the newly admitted 

urban residents would be to provide an infusion of economic 

vitality to an increasingly geriatric demographic.10

There was a notable silence in state rhetoric about the tens 

of millions of people living in megacities who could not meet 

the standards for admission. This raised a series of pressing 

empirical questions that structured my research: What kinds of 

migrants could be “urbanized” in the places where they worked? 

Based on what had happened to migrant children in 2011– 2014, 

it was clear that a large swath of the migrant population was unable 

to meet the state- determined conditions for accessing education 

and other services in Beijing. What would happen to those who 

did not qualify? And what might be the implications for emergent 

regimes of migration, citizenship, and class in urban China? In 

other words, the central questions I aim to address in this work 

are: How does the state manage flows of people into cities? That is, 

how are people being urbanized?11 And what are the social conse-

quences of that approach?

MULTIPLE URBANIZATIONS

The literature on China’s urbanization has expanded impres-

sively in recent decades, with important developments in our 

understanding of how the metaprocess of spatial relocation and 

concentration has shaped and been shaped by the state, capital, 

and labor. With respect to the former, scholars have noted for 

many years the outsized role of the state in shaping the urban-

ization process in what has been sometimes termed “state- led 



6  Introduction

urbanization.” 12 That is, in contrast to liberal capitalist econo-

mies, the Chinese state has a much greater capacity to control 

land, movements of people, and the flows of investment that 

shape the urbanization process. You- tien Hsing, however, has 

revised this framework in arguing that the state is transformed 

by urbanization as much as the reverse, what she terms the 

“urbanization of the local state.” 13 As we will see in the project 

at hand, a whole host of national problems— economic develop-

ment, social welfare, stability maintenance— have increasingly 

come within the purview of urban governance.

Similarly, there is no question that capital has become more 

urbanized and that China’s economy is increasingly urban (rather 

than rural or industrial) in character.14 The Chinese state at all 

levels has of late focused on land and urbanization- led growth, 

particularly following the 2008 economic crisis, as manufac-

turing’s contribution to GDP peaked in 2012 and has fallen 

significantly since.15 In the absence of full privatization, this has 

still resulted in the commodification of land, urban redevelop-

ment and real estate speculation as well as infrastructure devel-

opment on a scale unprecedented in world history.16 In short, there 

is now ample evidence not only that capital is increasingly seeking 

profits via reorganization and intensified utilization of urban 

space, but also that the state at various levels is actively encourag-

ing this process and utilizing control over land as a macroeco-

nomic lever.17

Paralleling the literature on the urbanization of capital is 

research on migrant workers. While not explicitly framed as 

such, the phenomenon this body of work describes is the urban-

ization of labor. Labor scholars have extensively documented 

the highly exploitative and informalized labor regimes rural 

migrants are subjected to, as well as their general social isola-

tion in the city.18 In referencing their political agency, Pun Ngai 
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and Lu Huilin have referred to “unfinished proletarianization,” 

a condition that is heavily structured by migrants’ uneven inser-

tion into urban life.19 The spatial separation of workers’ rural 

social reproduction from the dynamic urban labor market has 

been essential to cheapening labor, which was seen by the state 

as their key comparative advantage in economic development.20 

This outsourcing of social expenses to the countryside is enforced 

first and foremost by the hukou, which has been the “secret” to 

China’s astonishing growth.21

From the late twentieth century until the present, the urban-

ization of the state, capital, and labor has proceeded apace— but 

the urbanization of people has lagged. The distinction between 

labor and people is critical. Whereas the former refers to humans 

simply in their capacity for economic production, the latter 

encapsulates a broader sense of need, for example, access to 

decent housing, health care, and education, as well as social life 

and leisure. In the absence of such provisions, one may be a 

worker, but they cannot fully develop and express their human-

ity. A spatial concept by definition, the urbanization of people 

indicates a process wherein humans relocate processes of pro-

duction and reproduction, in relative proximity to each other, 

from a rural to an urban space. While advancing this trend is 

a stated aim of the central government, important questions 

remain as to who will be urbanized in which spaces, why, and 

to what effect. The oft- repeated fact that China’s urban popula-

tion exceeded 50 percent in 2011, while symbolically important, 

is not helpful in understanding the politics and process of the 

urbanization of people.22

There is extensive literature on rural to urban migration in 

China that is quite relevant, even if it is not always framed as a 

problem of urbanization per se. A recurring theme in this research 

is the prevalence of various forms of exclusion, particularly for 
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rural to urban migrants. In addition to problems in the work-

place mentioned earlier, this phenomenon manifests in a vari-

ety of spheres including labor markets, urban social geography 

and housing as well as health and education.23 The relatively 

unique institutional arrangement of hukou is acknowledged to 

play a critical role in structuring this exclusion although there 

has been debate over the extent of its ongoing relevance.24 In a 

variety of institutional and social spheres, rural migrants’ inser-

tion into urban space is segmented and incomplete as citizen-

ship has come to be characterized by a “continuum of statuses.” 25 

This has resulted in migrant families resorting to all manner of 

sociospatial triage in reproductive activities, with the emer-

gence of a huge growing population of “left- behind children” in 

the countryside, as well as split families and recurrent circular 

migration.26

This view puts its finger on a critical aspect of China’s 

urbanization, namely the spatial severing of life and work for 

hundreds of millions of so- called peasant- workers. A common 

thread throughout is an emphasis on the ways in which hukou 

as well as other social and legal institutions serve to exclude 

rural migrants.27 While there is no doubt that this is the case, 

the migrant question in urban China is not simply one of 

exclusion. Rather, it is one of a simultaneous tethering and 

repulsion: inclusion as labor and exclusion as a full social 

being.28 In order to more fully capture how this political 

dynamic unfolds, it is necessary to incorporate in a holistic 

manner an analysis of the urbanization of capital, labor, and 

people, and to interrogate their interactions and imbrications 

rather than approach each in a segmented manner. Although 

any empirical perspective will necessarily be partial, I have 

attempted throughout to situate the urbanization of people as 

one moment in a broader process of state- managed capitalist 
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urbanization and to explore linkages between various features 

of the process.29

STUDYING SCHOOLING

There are numerous perspectives from which one could mean-

ingfully study the urbanization of people and its social conse-

quences: the workplace, the home, the government agency, the 

hospital, sites of leisure, the streets themselves. However, the 

school provides important insights that cannot be gleaned from 

other standpoints. As I will empirically demonstrate in the fol-

lowing chapters, schools serve as an index of a variety of social 

conditions: parents’ levels of education, position in labor and 

housing markets, and access to social services; processes of 

urban redevelopment and spatial reconfiguration; and social 

resistance are all reflected in the school. This is because the 

school is the institution of social reproduction par excellence— 

and here I refer to reproduction in a double sense.

The first sense is what might be considered the affirmative, or 

biopolitical, function of the school. At its best, the school is a 

space in which children are cared for and encouraged to develop 

physical, cognitive, and affective capacities that will allow them 

to realize their potential. From the perspective of the child, the 

parents, and society more broadly, these capacities are necessary 

to become a fully functioning adult (of course the specific capac-

ities, ideologies, and orientations that are inculcated vary widely 

across social settings). For capital, schooling is necessary to pro-

duce a workforce endowed with various technical and creative 

capacities, not to mention a degree of docility— note Foucault’s 

comment that disciplinary power oriented toward the body 

“dovetails” with population- oriented biopower.30 And it goes 
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without saying that the state employs the education system as 

one of the key institutions in the exercise of biopower, through 

which it delivers a variety of measures aimed at producing a bio-

logically and socially viable population. In short, this sense of 

the term refers to the intergenerational renewal of the popula-

tion, or “social reproduction” in the Marxist sense.

The second meaning, what we might refer to as “class repro-

duction,” is closely associated with Pierre Bourdieu.31 It refers 

to the maintenance of a particular organization of social domi-

nation across time.32 As argued in his work with Jean Claude 

Passeron and elsewhere, Bourdieu identifies schools as a key 

institution through which dominant groups are able to solidify 

domination— not, as much classical theory would have it, via 

direct political coercion or economic exploitation, but rather by 

establishing their particular cultural forms as legitimate.33 Paul 

Willis has similarly demonstrated that cultural patterns that 

emerge in schools profoundly influence where students end up 

in the labor market.34 One need not have a conspiratorial view 

of the state to understand the ideological effects of schooling, 

noted most famously by Louis Althusser.35 While the state, 

like capital, is concerned with producing people with market-

able skills, it must also be attentive to producing certain kinds 

of political subjects, ones willing to submit to relatively fixed 

forms of social hierarchy. This latter sense of reproduction is 

related to the first in that they both imply a process of subjecti-

fication. The former, however, emphasizes life- enhancing inter-

ventions, while the latter refers to a process of ensuring the 

relative stability of class domination. “Social reproduction” and 

“class reproduction” within the school are by no means mutu-

ally exclusive but are nonetheless distinct aspects of a social 

dynamic centered on shaping the capacities and subjectivities 

of children.
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In the context of the urbanization of people in contemporary 

China, the school holds further special meaning. As argued by 

a growing number of scholars, hukou, while still an important 

institutional obstacle, is in many ways less important than it 

used to be.36 Indeed, there is growing evidence that rural hukou 

holders are reluctant to transfer to urban hukou, since this 

implies trading the security of land for an uncertain, and per-

haps diminishing, safety net in the city.37 This is particularly 

the case in smaller, poorer cities with less robust social welfare 

systems. But as evidenced in my own work as well as survey 

research, education continues to be the greatest motivator for 

those who do wish to secure urban hukou.38 It is not coinciden-

tal that among the various benefits associated with urban citi-

zenship, the public school system— the primary channel for 

encouraging intergenerational social mobility— remains heav-

ily fortified. As shown clearly in the work on vocational edu-

cation by Terry Woronov and Minhua Ling, schooling for 

migrant youth in the city serves to reproduce social and eco-

nomic class domination.39 It is precisely because the education 

system is the most important bastion of urban privilege that it 

is so crucial for understanding the social meaning of China’s 

urbanization.

I am studying schools in something of an unconventional 

manner. Whereas I share a common concern with education 

scholars over questions of access and inequality, in this study 

the school is utilized as a window onto a broader process of 

urbanization. Scholars in urban studies, on the other hand, 

often advance a capital- centric understanding of urbanization 

that is largely concerned with land, while leaving the question 

of human subsistence and social life on the analytical mar-

gins.40 Migration scholars are very much concerned with the 

latter issues, but there is insufficient attention to how human 
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movement proceeds in its relationship to processes of capitalist 

development. My aim is to lower these various blinders in link-

ing together the study of urbanization, capitalist development, 

and labor markets— and the school is an ideal site to grasp 

the interaction of these various processes and empirically assess 

the social consequences.

STRUCTURING THE STUDY

The bulk of the data presented here is drawn from 206 semi- 

structured interviews with 245 people, including school admin-

istrators, teachers, parents of school- aged children, and civil 

society actors.41 After careful consideration, I decided against 

formal interviews with children, as this would likely have 

involved discussion of a traumatic set of issues (e.g., frequent 

relocation, school demolitions, absentee parents, decrepit learn-

ing conditions). This was a very complex issue, one that I wres-

tled with over a number of years. Ultimately, I felt that the vast 

social distance between myself and the children of migrant 

workers made it impossible for me to feel confident that I could 

interview them without the risk of inflicting emotional harm. 

Nonetheless, I frequently interacted informally with children 

during school visits, and both parents and teachers reflected on 

children’s experiences. The large majority of the empirical work 

was conducted in migrant schools (dagong zidi xuexiao 

)— private primary and middle schools in cities serving 

largely or exclusively nonlocal students— but I also visited and 

conducted interviews at several public schools to serve as refer-

ence points.

This book is largely focused on the city of Beijing. The capital 

city is by no means typical and should not be considered 
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representative, but there are other good reasons to subject this 

hugely important case to sustained analysis. To begin with, Bei-

jing is, in absolute terms, one of the largest migrant- receiving 

cities in the country, absorbing 5.4  percent of all internal 

migrants.42 But more important than its demographic weight is 

the political meaning of the city. In Beijing’s master plan (2016– 

2035), Xi Jinping himself has commented on the symbolic 

importance of the city: “Proper construction and management 

of the capital is an important aspect of modernizing the nation’s 

governance system and capacity. In various respects, Beijing 

serves as a representative and point of reference; we must be 

willing to take this on and bravely push forward, to strive to do 

our best in Beijing to make it a model for the entire nation.” 43 

This is not to suggest that other cities will or can perfectly emu-

late Beijing— rather, that the capital’s practices in population 

management (and beyond) delineates a norm to which other 

places can be compared. Indeed, I found in my own fieldwork 

that school officials and education NGOs in other parts of the 

country were able to reference how their approach differed from 

Beijing.

When I started my fieldwork in late 2011, there were roughly 

140– 150 migrant schools in Beijing, and I was faced with the 

challenging task of figuring out which ones to study. This was 

made all the more difficult because by far most schools were 

informal, so I could not simply get an official listing to aid 

me in case selection. In order to capture the range of possibility, 

I consulted with local experts and school administrators to select 

a diversity of schools. Based on students’ educational attain-

ment, physical plant, teacher and student recruitment, overall 

working conditions, government and/or foundation support, 

and various forms of official recognition, I decided to focus on 

three schools: high- end (Zhifan School), mid- range (Shusheng 
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School), and low- end (Yinghong School).44 This allowed me to 

understand the range of possibility within the migrant educa-

tion sector, and draw out common themes as well as differences 

(a more detailed and systematic account of the cases appears in 

the methodological appendix). Without an exhaustive database 

of every school, I cannot be certain that this is a representative 

approach, and it certainly relies on the subjective assessments of 

local experts and school administrators. But without compre-

hensive objective measures (to say nothing of the question of 

access), this approach was the best choice to assess the universe 

of possibilities within the city. Data collected in these three 

schools are the basis for chapters 3, 4, and 6. I also visited four 

public schools in Beijing to serve as points of reference. In gen-

eral, these public schools had very few nonlocal students, but 

one in Haidian was 87 per cent nonlocal. Interviews with prin-

cipals and teachers at these schools were quite useful in helping 

me to pin down the specificity of the migrant school. The data 

on school closures and demolitions in chapter  5 was indeed 

“selected on the dependent variable”; I specifically sought out 

schools that had either been shuttered or had been threatened, 

including Zhenhua, Jingwei, Mingxin, and Huangzhuang 

schools, all in Beijing.

This book presents material from a broader project that 

involved fieldwork and extensive interviews from sites beyond 

Beijing, including Guangzhou, Chengdu, and Guiyang.45 I ulti-

mately decided that Beijing itself was so complex that it had to 

be the centerpiece of the work. This focus allowed me to unpack 

the diverse forces at play in the migrant school and to assess 

the social consequences along a variety of dimensions, while 

keeping external factors such as education policies, economic 

structure, labor market conditions, and local political concerns 

relatively consistent.46 Nonetheless, the research from other 
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regions has deeply informed my perspective and has provided 

critical data points in formulating my conceptual apparatus. The 

comparison with Guangzhou highlighted the central impor-

tance of labor market dynamics in structuring the urban state’s 

population management regime. The research in Chengdu and 

Guiyang allowed me to grasp the stratified but interconnected 

nature of the sociospatial hierarchy, with Beijing (and, to a 

lesser extent, Guangzhou) occupying the apex. Interurban, 

interregional, and urban- rural relationships are central to my 

understanding of how the state manages flows of people. In 

the conclusion, I briefly summarize some key empirical find-

ings from Guangzhou and Guiyang and draw out the implica-

tions. In addition to the ethnographic and interview data, 

I  employ analysis of official documents related to hukou and 

school admissions policies from dozens of cities throughout 

the country.

SUMMARY OF THE ARGUMENT AND 
CHAPTER ORGANIZATION

I began with two key questions: How does the state manage 

flows of people into cities? That is, how are people being urban-

ized? And what are the social consequences of that approach? 

The answer to the first question is that the state is pursuing 

what I refer to as a just- in- time approach to the urbanization of 

people. This means that cities at the apex of the sociospatial 

hierarchy have developed an administrative framework that 

assesses human qualities, often assigning specific numeric val-

ues, which then serves as the basis for determining whether or 

not the individual in question will have access to state subsi-

dized social reproduction. This framework is oriented toward 
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optimization of the population, which in Beijing refers to con-

tributing to the city’s ongoing economic ascension via high 

value- added labor while helping to underwrite and sustain the 

social welfare of the existing, and rapidly aging, urban popula-

tion. I employ the “ just- in- time” concept because megacities are 

attempting to secure labor in just the right quantities and of just 

the right qualities, at just the right time, while dispatching with 

social protections for anyone deemed surplus. At the national 

level, the central government envisions a citizenship regime 

in which an individual’s levels of human capital correspond as 

closely as possible to their position within the national sociospa-

tial hierarchy: high- end cities for the high- end population, low- 

end places for the low- end population.47 But despite the rela-

tively strong coordinative capacity of the twenty- first- century 

PRC, this just- in- time effort cannot be realized in practice. It 

is a utopian vision of population management, not an empirical 

reality.

Nonetheless, and to respond to the second key question, these 

political efforts have very real social consequences. Through an 

analysis both of formal school admissions requirements as 

well as interviews with parents trying to get their children into 

public school, I argue that China’s citizenship regime funnels 

nominally public resources precisely to those who need them 

least. In what I term the “inverted welfare state,” we see that 

the series of evaluative criteria, focused heavily although by no 

means exclusively on labor market metrics, provide public assis-

tance for individuals with a preponderance of economic, social, 

and cultural capital. The education and other reproductive 

needs of working- class and poor migrants are left to the whims 

of the market. The inversion of the logic of the welfare state 

is made even more profound when the citizenship regime is 

viewed in the context of China’s highly unequal economic 
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geography and fiscal hierarchy. Cities such as Beijing that have 

the most restrictive citizenship regime are also the places with 

the best services, whereas those places that have relaxed or 

eliminated hukou barriers provide far inferior services. This 

is clear with respect to Beijing’s system of public education, 

including not only elite primary and secondary schools but also 

internationally recognized universities that grant preferential 

access to local residents. When viewed in its totality, this sys-

tem suggests a strong rigidification of China’s sociospatial class 

hierarchy.

Despite ongoing exclusion in the realm of social reproduc-

tion, tens of millions of migrants remain tethered to the mega-

cities as workers. They simply cannot survive in their formally 

designated place of (rural) residence. Those who remain while 

being denied access to schools are extremely vulnerable, subject 

to myriad indignities and expulsionary pressures.48 Even as the 

city continues to depend on their labor, the state has consciously 

used restrictions on access to education as a means to limit 

urban population growth. Those excluded from public educa-

tion in Beijing are left to a barely regulated shadow education 

system, one that is fully marketized despite exclusively serving 

those with hardly any economic means. The consequence is 

what I refer to as concentrated deprivation, for migrant schools 

are the last resort for students and teachers who do not have 

better options. Furthermore, migrant families are constantly 

subjected to shifting official requirements for public school 

admissions, which are arbitrarily enforced and have often left 

people in the lurch. The state occasionally takes more coercive 

measures to remove those deemed unnecessary by shuttering or 

even demolishing migrant schools. All of these pressures result 

in severe trauma and emotional stress on students. Moreover, 

because the parents of these students are overworked as they 
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struggle to survive, a disproportionate share of affective and 

reproductive labor is transferred from the family onto the 

shoulders of teachers. In sum, the specific approach to urban-

izing people in contemporary China enhances existing forms of 

inequality based on class and hukou status, while producing a 

series of dislocations and oppressions for poor and working- 

class migrants.

The remainder of the book proceeds as follows. Chapter  1 

delineates the conceptual framework for the research. It begins 

with a discussion and reinterpretation of biopolitics by situating 

the concept explicitly within a dynamic of capitalist urbaniza-

tion. Based on a synthesis of Marx and Foucault, I provide a 

reconceptualization of population/surplus- population. This is 

followed by a discussion of just- in- time as developed within the 

Toyota Production System, while pointing to the specificity of 

just- in- time urbanization in contrast to manufacturing. Read-

ers primarily interested in the empirical work may proceed 

directly to chapter 2, since the remainder of the book is acces-

sible without full command of the conceptual tools. Chapter 2 

details the various policies governing hukou and school admis-

sions policies in Beijing and other urban areas and provides 

evidence to support the argument about the inverted welfare 

state. In chapter  3 I turn to ethnographic data in describing 

migrant schools in Beijing. Here I provide a ground- level view of 

the severe deprivation within these schools, with an account 

of the administrative and fiscal arrangements that produce such 

an outcome. Chapter 4 approaches the question of educational 

access for migrants from the perspective of parents, and I pro-

vide extensive interview data on their ongoing challenges in 

trying to secure schooling for their children in the city. Chap-

ter 5 pairs with the previous chapter, but rather than focus on 

how administrative interventions push working- class migrants 
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out of the city, here we see the “hard edge” as represented in 

school closures and demolitions. The final empirical section 

in chapter 6 shifts perspective yet again to that of teachers, a 

feminized workforce that often ends up absorbing the myriad 

affective shocks and traumas to which migrant children are sub-

jected within the urban population management regime. I con-

clude with comparative glances at migrant schooling in other 

regions of China before suggesting some spatial extensions of 

the project.





In fact, the two processes— the accumulation of men and the 

accumulation of capital— cannot be separated; it would not 

have been possible to solve the problem of the accumulation of 

men without the growth of an apparatus of production capable 

of both sustaining them and using them; conversely, the tech-

niques that made the cumulative multiplicity of men useful 

accelerated the accumulation of capital.

— Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish

Power, and specifically the state, aims to manage spatio-

temporal distributions of the population in relationship to 

processes of capital accumulation. This general problem of 

regulating the geography of human life and work can be negotiated 

in myriad ways. “Just- in- time urbanization” is how I conceptualize 

the specific population management strategy of the Chinese state.1

CAPITALISM AND BIOPOLITICS

The most frequently cited definition of biopower comes from 

Michel Foucault’s March  17, 1976, lecture at the Collège de 

1
CONCEPTUALIZING THE 

POLITICS OF URBANIZATION

The Just- in- Time Response
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France: it is the power to “ ‘make’ live and ‘let’ die.” 2 He describes 

a series of techniques that emerged largely in the eighteenth 

century in which power becomes oriented less toward repres-

sion and the right to kill (though this never disappears totally) 

and more toward the production and fostering of a productive 

population— one that must be “made to live.” Biopower “dove-

tails” with bodily oriented disciplinary power, but for the first 

time it constructs the population as an object of power, as a thing 

to be worked on and improved.3

What is the relationship between biopower and capitalist 

development?4 A crucial passage from History of Sexuality sug-

gests that there is something uniquely capitalist about bio-

power: “The adjustment of the accumulation of men to that of 

capital, the joining of the growth of human groups to the 

expansion of the productive forces and the differential alloca-

tion of profit were made possible in part by the exercise of 

bio- power in its many forms and modes of application.” 5 Fur-

thermore, “[the task of biopower is] distributing the living in 

the domain of value and utility.” 6 These passages make clear 

that biopower is not only concerned with the production and 

maintenance of life, but also mediates distributions of labor 

and capital. In other words, certain kinds of humans need to 

be  “made to live” in particular places in the pursuit of value 

production.7

This raises a basic coordination problem that has emerged in 

disparate historical and national settings: How do people bring 

together appropriate quantities and qualities of capital and labor, 

in the right space and at the right time? Disjunctures in the spa-

tiotemporal distribution of labor and capital have derived from 

an array of historical conditions including varying processes of 

dispossession and proletarianization, dynamics of capital accu-

mulation, uneven insertion into global markets, and forms of 
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social hierarchy and domination, among others.8 Biopower must 

be understood as oriented not only toward ensuring the bio-

logical viability of the population but also toward ensuring the 

appropriate production and distribution of the population in 

relationship to the accumulation of capital. Determination of 

what constitutes an appropriate distribution is fundamentally a 

political question, and one that has historically fallen largely, 

although not exclusively, to the state.9

Much of the recent biopolitically oriented literature on capi-

talist development has focused on one such disjuncture, namely 

the urban overaccumulation of proletarianized people vis- à- vis 

opportunities for wage labor. Echoing David Harvey’s concept 

of accumulation by dispossession, Tania Li has argued that 

capitalist accumulation has of late favored (largely rural) dis-

possession over (largely urban) exploitation.10 One consequence 

of this is that millions of people have migrated to cities without 

any hope of finding viable wage labor, and are left to gather in 

growing slums.11 This surplus population is superfluous to the 

needs to capital, treated by the state as “human waste,” and seen 

as fit only for expulsion from urban space.12 The old historical 

telos of rural surplus labor migrating to cities to be produc-

tively employed— taken as given by scholars from Marx to 

Lewis and beyond— is clearly no longer tenable.13 Much litera-

ture has also commented on racialization as a key feature of 

the biopolitics of capitalist development, an issue to which we 

will return shortly.14

My understanding of the relationship between capitalist 

development and biopolitics differs markedly from much exist-

ing scholarship, in part due to China’s relatively unique, labor 

absorbing, economic dynamism over the past several decades. 

To begin with, China’s experience with capitalism does not 

comport with the vision of expansive urban surplus population 
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excluded from formal wage labor, relegated to eking out subsis-

tence on the margins of society. To be sure, land dispossession 

has been a key feature of development in China, often engen-

dering violent resistance.15 Informal employment has expanded 

in certain regions and sectors and is likely underestimated and 

informal housing has emerged in periurban areas.16 Nonethe-

less, when compared to other large poor and middle- income 

countries, China is much more notable for its rapid expansion 

of formal employment in export- oriented manufacturing, cen-

tral government efforts toward regulating labor markets, and 

relative dearth of slums.17 The Chinese state, and specifically 

the urban state, is not single- mindedly oriented toward expul-

sion, as industrial capital has demanded vast quantities of labor. 

Chronic labor shortages have appeared in various regions and 

some capitalists have decided where to expand production at 

least in part based on local government ability to secure a work-

force.18 This is by no means intended as a normative affirmation 

of Chinese capitalism, which has been predicated on ruthless 

authoritarianism that has produced staggering inequalities. It 

is simply to note that, when compared to many other countries, 

recently proletarianized people in China are much more likely 

to be exploited via formal wage labor.19 This empirical reality 

suggests that the conceptual tools we have at our disposal are 

inadequate to account for the question of how power sorts 

people in the process of urbanization.

Population and Surplus Population

Foucault’s discussion of biopolitics asks an important question, 

and one that guides my investigation into the politics of capi-

talist urbanization: Who is made to live, and who is allowed to 



Conceptualizing the Politics of Urbanization  25

die, in which spaces and what times? But this simple question 

needs to be further elaborated before it can be put to work in 

empirical research. By injecting relationality into Foucauld-

ian “population”— specifically by opposing it to a reconceptual-

ized “surplus population”— we can more precisely assess the 

politics of urban inclusion and exclusion that is at the heart of 

this research.

Foucault provides a succinct definition of “population”: it is 

that part of humanity that is made to live, that is, is constructed 

as a political object and subjected to various forms of life- 

enhancing interventions, including public hygiene, health, and 

education. But what is outside of the population? Foucault 

argues that this is where racism intervenes, that race delineates 

who is allowed to live and who is allowed to die.20 The over-

whelming focus of his work is on the former category, a deci-

sion that has opened him to critiques for overlooking the actual 

history of racism in the colonial encounter.21 Scholars have for 

many decades analyzed the deep imbrication of racial domi-

nation and capitalist expansion, more recently from an explic-

itly biopolitical perspective.22 Ruth Wilson Gilmore provides 

a  more precise biopolitically oriented definition of racism as 

“state- sanctioned or extralegal production and exploitation of 

group- differentiated vulnerability to premature death.” 23 Alex-

ander Weheliye both affirms and expands this conceptualiza-

tion to include processes of dehumanization and subjection to 

political violence.24

Although this politics of simultaneous dependence and den-

igration resonates with the experience of migrant workers in 

China’s capitalist urbanization, the centrality of race must be 

revisited.25 Certainly when we consider biopolitics at the global 

level, race is a primary line of division. China has been inserted 

into a global white supremacist order, in which Asians, and 
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specifically Chinese people, have been dehumanized in the ser-

vice of producing for transnational capital.26 At the national 

level, the Chinese state has actively constructed an internal 

racial hierarchy based on Han supremacy, and it pursues colo-

nial forms of governance in peripheral regions such as Inner 

Mongolia, Xinjiang, and Tibet.27 As China’s overseas invest-

ments expand throughout the world, racialization will become 

increasingly important, but this is as yet not a central feature of 

the country’s urban politics or form.28 Given my specific con-

cern with cities, it is notable that China’s urbanization has been 

underwritten by the (Han) state’s willingness and ability to sac-

rifice its own race as it has embraced the role of “conveyor belt for 

capitalism.” 29 And as was made clear at the outset of the book, 

the urban Chinese state has enacted brutal, life- denying acts 

against migrants who have been deemed extraneous. In sum, 

the postrevolutionary Chinese state, which in large part bases its 

legitimacy on national liberation and the “great revival of the 

Chinese nation,” has been pushed to devise biopolitical tech-

nologies capable of inserting a division within its own race.30

Rather than an a priori assumption that race is constitutive 

of Chinese urban biopolitics, let us return to the prior question: 

Who is allowed to live, and who is exposed to death?31 To begin 

with, we should not think of life and death in literal, biological 

terms. Rather, we must think of life as being a socially deter-

mined phenomenon that encapsulates and transcends mere 

biological existence. Indeed, this is consistent with Foucault’s 

thinking on the matter. He lists regulatory mechanisms aimed 

at creating a productive population: “Health- insurance systems, 

old- age pensions; rules on hygiene that guarantee the optimal 

longevity of the population; the pressures that the very organi-

zation of the town brings to bear on sexuality and therefore 
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procreation; child care, education, et cetera.” 32 This broader, 

sociological understanding of the substance of life is precisely 

what Marxist theorists have long referred to as social reproduc-

tion, that is, the (gendered) maintenance and regeneration of 

the population at some socially determined level of subsistence. 

Similarly, “death” should refer not only to a literal or immediate 

extinguishing of biological life but also to denial of basic 

socially determined needs such as housing, education, health 

care, community, and excessive exposure to risk and premature 

death.33 This conceptualization of life and death then allows us 

to reformulate the biopolitical question from a reproductive 

standpoint: access to social reproduction, be it through the aus-

pices of nonmarket social protections or the wage, is the line of 

division between those who are made to live, the population, 

and those who are exposed to death, the surplus population.34

Rooting our conception of surplus population in the sphere 

of reproduction holds important analytical advantages over 

existing approaches.35 Nearly all scholars have defined surplus 

population in relationship to wage labor and utility to capital, a 

trend rooted in Marx’s initial definition: “[it is] a population 

which is superfluous to capital’s average requirements for its own 

valorization, and is therefore a surplus population.” 36 More 

recently, Tania Li has argued, “The key to their [surplus popula-

tion] predicament is that their labour is surplus in relation to 

its utility for capital,” and Mike Davis speaks of a “mass of 

humanity structurally and biologically redundant to global 

accumulation and the corporate matrix.” 37 A first issue with 

these definitions is that it is not apparent how to precisely deter-

mine whether someone or some group is of utility to capital. 

Informal workers of all of sorts can be productive and profit- 

generating, and exploitation can operate through unequal market 
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exchange rather than wage labor. Other forms of informal, 

domestic, and reproductive labor, often gendered and/or racial-

ized, may not directly activate expansive capital accumulation, 

but they can still form a necessary social basis upon which accu-

mulation rests.38 Even if capitalists or the state do not want to 

pay for the cost of reproduction for these workers, that does not 

mean they are irrelevant for accumulation.

The fundamental problem with defining surplus population 

based on utility for capital is that it cannot adequately account 

for sociopolitical dynamics. In diverse historical settings, we have 

seen states expel potential workers, spatially and/or socially, for 

reasons completely unrelated to their economic utility, thereby 

rendering them surplus. Frequently such political interventions 

are catalyzed by racist or nativist sentiments. The urban state in 

China has occasionally expelled precisely those workers who 

make the economy function: domestic workers, sex workers, 

street hawkers, recyclers, taxi drivers, construction workers, and 

even factory workers have all been rendered surplus by expulsion 

from spaces of economic dynamism. In these cases, the state 

actively undermines social reproduction for workers who have 

been demanded by capital. This results in creation of a surplus 

population, but one produced according to a primarily political 

logic.39 On the other hand, the state may decide to ensure social 

reproduction even for people whom capital would otherwise be 

unlikely to employ. The clearest example is disabled military 

veterans, but other politically or symbolically potent groups may 

similarly be the beneficiaries of life- enhancing biopower for rea-

sons completely unrelated to their economic utility.

With this reconceptualized population- surplus population 

framework, we are now in a position to ask a series of theoreti-

cally informed empirical questions: Who in the city has access to 

reproduction? Who is excluded? And what are the mechanisms 
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for inclusion or exclusion? This approach allows us to center 

politics, since the divisions between population and surplus 

population are economically inflected but fundamentally politi-

cal phenomena.40 A laborer’s utility to capital, or to some par-

ticular capitalist, is, practically speaking, often not the state’s 

sole concern. Furthermore, this highlights the relative porous-

ness, at least in the case of China’s capitalist urbanization, of 

the categories of population and surplus population. The urban 

state has developed a much more supple, dynamic set of tech-

nologies for sorting and filtering the population. A worker who 

was surplus yesterday may be admitted to the urban population 

today— or expelled tomorrow.

An Urban Specification

I have thus far discussed the biopolitics of capitalist develop-

ment largely without reference to space. But I am concerned 

here specifically with urbanization, which while related to 

other processes constitutive of capitalism such as industrializa-

tion and agrarian transformation is nonetheless a distinct object 

of inquiry. Indeed, Foucault recognized the centrality of urban-

ization in the emergence of biopower, as he claims that a core 

political problem of eighteenth- century Europe was “the ques-

tion of the spatial, juridical, administrative, and economic 

opening up of the town: resituating the town in a space of cir-

culation . . .  the problem of the town was essentially and fun-

damentally a problem of circulation.” 41 But as in contemporary 

China, it was not a simple opening up in general; “it was a 

matter of organizing circulation, eliminating its dangerous ele-

ments, making a division between good and bad circulation, 

and maximizing the good circulation by diminishing the bad.” 42 
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But this is far too general a statement. What, from the perspec-

tive of the urban state, is good circulation, and what is bad?

Before we can specify how the urban state in China distin-

guishes good from bad circulation, some definitional issues 

with regard to “the urban” are in order. Mirroring broader dis-

cussions in the social sciences and humanities, in recent years 

there has been intense debate on the question of whether cities 

are a basically universal phenomenon or whether southern, 

postcolonial, and postsocialist cities demand to be studied on 

their own terms.43 This is the most recent iteration of a long- 

standing debate over how to conceive of and explain the 

emergence of cities, and it is neither practical nor particularly 

germane to the research at hand to summarize these arguments 

in any detail.44 I will simply note that I share Richard Walker’s 

view that capitalist cities are first and foremost a space for the 

extraction and concentration of economic surplus and, “a pri-

mary way to make the surpluses and the power behind them 

visible to the world, enjoy them to the utmost and express supe-

riority over other people.” 45 Furthermore, the real object of 

inquiry here is not the Chinese city per se, but China’s urban-

ization.46 An orientation to process highlights not only the 

extraction and spatial concentration of surplus and related 

transformation of agrarian society but also the dynamic spatial 

politics of urban population management. A perspective that 

identifies a certain density and volume of aggregate urban pop-

ulation misses the uneven contours and trajectories of social 

admission and expulsion that characterizes the biopolitics of 

urbanization. This process- based orientation, however, does not 

preclude a concern with relatively fixed objects. While it would 

of course be foolish to conflate the state’s categories with 

analytical categories, the administrative boundaries of the city 

are  nonetheless of crucial importance to understanding the 
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experience of rural- urban migration, particularly so in China.47 

So while we cannot allow such (relatively arbitrary) formal 

boundaries to constrain the scope of the analysis, we must also 

be attentive to the way in which these efforts at stabilization, 

objectification, and boundary drawing have real social and 

political effects.

A focus on cities is of the utmost importance for a study of 

China, since it is the decisive scale at which biopower is deployed 

and the population sorted. Despite the national- liberation rhet-

oric of the revolution, urban social reproduction in the Mao era 

was quite decentralized, rooted as it was in the danwei, or work 

unit.48 Marketization in the 1990s resulted in the destruction of 

the certainties of the “iron rice bowl” in urban areas and decol-

lectivization of land in the countryside.49 Social services in both 

city and countryside were subjected to market forces, often 

with disastrous consequences.50 A process of centralization of 

responsibility for social services began in the cities following the 

dissolution of the Mao- era, firm- based organization of social 

reproduction. However, a national welfare state has not been 

created, and obligations for the provision of most social services 

have been largely confined to the level of the municipality.51 

While the central state has pushed forward the construction of a 

national labor market, the citizenship regime is incredibly frac-

tured, with each city controlling access to full social citizenship 

via hukou controls, as well as contingent access to public resources 

such as education for those without local hukou. One conse-

quence of the state socialist legacy of mobility controls is that 

there are few countries in the world where the urban state plays 

as decisive a role in sorting domestic populations and providing 

social services as in China.

Furthermore, as has been widely remarked in the literature, 

China has followed a highly decentralized model of market 



32  Conceptualizing the Politics of Urbanization

reforms in which local governments (in both rural and urban 

areas) were given the incentive and capacity to pursue economic 

growth.52 Referred to as “local protectionism” in China, cities 

became quite entrepreneurial in attracting capital, leading many 

to ignore their own labor and environmental regulatory respon-

sibilities.53 City governments are particularly reliant on land 

deals as a source of tax revenue, which has been a primary 

cause of violent land expropriation.54 Officials often claim that 

these sources of revenue are essential in an environment in 

which the central government establishes new obligations with-

out providing concomitant increases in fiscal transfers. One way 

for fiscally constrained governments to balance their budgets is 

to limit the growth of the population considered local, that is, 

those to whom the state has an obligation to provide services 

such as education. With the central government continually 

reaffirming that hukou policy, or the capacity to determine who 

has access to local services, is within the purview of local gov-

ernments, China’s citizenship politics are indisputably urban in 

character.

With this understanding of the centrality of the urban in 

filtering the population, we can now return to the politics of 

differentiating good from bad circulation.

REGULATING CIRCULATION:  
THE URBAN GROWTH DILEMMA

The biopolitics of capitalist urbanization are animated at a deep 

level by competing and sometimes contradictory impulses on 

the part of state and capital to alternatively admit and expel 

people.55 We might think of this movement of humans as 

a  constituent element of the implosion- explosion dialectic, a 
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concept first elaborated by Lefebvre and more recently extended 

by Neil Brenner.56 But it is important here to make a clear 

analytical distinction between urbanization as a process of con-

centration of capital as opposed to people.57 The implosion- 

explosion dynamics of capital, firms, and infrastructure adheres 

to a different political logic than is the case for people. I assume 

uneven and contradiction- laden processes of spatial concentra-

tion not only for labor and capital, but also within the broad 

category of labor. While the question of which kinds of labor 

are admissible at what times is ultimately an empirical question 

and subject to significant subnational variation, we can identify 

certain general conditions that structure tendencies in state 

action.

Capital and labor are mutually constitutive— a cliché, but a 

relevant one. Capital can reduce but never eliminate its depen-

dence on labor, and cities must admit populations if they are to 

grow economically. Labor- intensive manufacturing is still the 

most reliable route to development, even in the twenty- first 

century. In order to attract such industry, urban governments 

must be able to pull in large volumes of cheap and docile labor. 

As was shown to be the case over the past several decades, this 

capacity has proven decisive in allowing China to industrialize 

and post historically unprecedented rates of growth year after 

year. Even in the postindustrial city, all kinds of low- end work 

undergird the circulation and accumulation of capital, from 

workers in transportation and infrastructure to caregivers, res-

taurant workers, street sweepers, construction workers, security 

guards, and countless others who make cities run. As for the 

upper tiers of the labor market, cities cannot count on recruit-

ing these workers from within their own jurisdictions. Translo-

cal labor populates all kinds of elite industries, including 

finance, entertainment, media, higher education, and the legal 
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profession. The implosion dynamic draws people in from far 

beyond the formal bounds of the city.

Admission of newcomers is not without its drawbacks from 

the perspective of the state. Given that the wage rarely consti-

tutes the full cost of labor power, the state is almost always on the 

hook for some of the costs of social reproduction of the work-

force, particularly for those workers who are underpaid. Politi-

cally, urban elites often fear that new arrivals will undermine the 

social fabric of the community, bringing with them crime, drugs, 

and disease. Nativist fears of social dissolution or political chaos 

looms large in the consciousness of the urban state—  particularly 

so in China, where concerns about the “carrying capacity” (cheng-

zaili ) of cities are a key feature of state discourse. The 

state’s perception of economic and political pressures owing to 

excess accumulation of people constitutes what I call the “over-

population crisis.” 58 It is precisely this sense of crisis that has led 

cities like Beijing to employ various methods to eject migrants.

Expulsion of undesirable populations, while perhaps effec-

tively responding to nativist, xenophobic, or racist sentiment, 

engenders other problems for capital and the state. With a tighter 

labor market, capital is likely to face rising wages and more asser-

tive workers. While these dynamics are sectorally uneven, inabil-

ity to pin down a sufficient quantity of labor could lead capital to 

flee to areas in which labor is more abundant. This in turn would 

lead to falling tax revenue for the state. This “profitability crisis” 

may then push the state back in the direction of admitting 

populations.

The urban growth dilemma refers to the competing impera-

tives faced by the state in managing economic expansion and 

the urbanization of people (see figure 1.1). Overaccumulation of 

people in the cities raises the specter of a fiscal crunch and 

social chaos. But every attempt to address the overpopulation 
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crisis simultaneously hastens a profitability crisis by depriving 

capital of its lifeblood, labor. These are crisis tendencies and not 

necessarily discrete and diachronic events. While cities face 

widely heterogeneous local political arrangements, as well as a 

differential capacity to respond, this tension is a central motor 

force of the politics of urbanization.

The question then becomes: How specifically have Chi-

nese cities responded to this dilemma? How can we concep-

tualize the strategies they have employed as they attempt to 

overcome the political problem of spatiotemporal disjunc-

tures in the distribution of labor and capital?

JUST- IN- TIME URBANIZATION

My answer, in short, is that Chinese cities are pursuing a “just- 

in- time” (JIT) approach to urbanization. David Harvey has 

commented, “In the long run, therefore, the supply of both 

quantities and qualities of labor power stands to be reasonably 

FIGURE 1.1 The urban growth dilemma.

Overpopula�on crisis

Overaccumula�on of 
people

Overextended social 
services

Social dissolu�on
Poli�cal chaos

Profitability crisis

Labor shortage
Asser�ve workers

Rising wages
Profit squeeze
Capital flight

Expulsion

Admission



36  Conceptualizing the Politics of Urbanization

elastic, though constrained by social costs, long time- horizons 

for certain kinds of adjustment, and important irreversibili-

ties.” 59 But the state can strive to shrink this time- horizon and to 

counter these irreversibilities. This is a key aspect of population 

management initiatives, and the Chinese state has at its disposal 

the planet’s most advanced techniques. A central claim of this 

work is that Chinese megacities are pursuing a JIT approach to 

urbanization in an attempt to overcome the political and eco-

nomic problems posed by the urban growth dilemma.60 Much as 

with Foucault’s understanding of the panopticon,61 JIT urban-

ization is a utopian strategy— one that can never be realized as 

imagined, but nonetheless with very real consequences.

In what ways does this constitute a JIT approach? Taiichi 

Ohno, the person most responsible for the development of the 

Toyota Production System (TPS), provides the following defini-

tion: “Just- in- time means that, in a flow process the right parts 

needed in assembly reach the line at the time they are needed 

and only in the amount needed.” 62 When considering urbaniza-

tion, of course, the “parts” in question are not auto components 

but workers. So rather than think about how companies orga-

nize the production and movement of commodities through the 

supply chain, here we are concerned with how cities (and espe-

cially China’s wealthy megacities) regulate the movement of 

labor into urban space. While the analogy with auto production 

is imperfect in a number of respects, the basic impulse remains 

the same: megacities are attempting to develop a technocratic 

apparatus capable of regulating the flow of workers into and out 

of the city.

Aside from these general similarities, there are some more 

specific parallels between JIT production and JIT urbaniza-

tion. To begin with, there is a similar focus on a reduction of 

warehousing. JIT production sees warehousing of parts as 
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wasteful and costly, since it requires additional expenditures on 

space as well as labor to maintain the stores. “Warehousing” of 

people is also costly and includes housing as well as other costs 

associated with social reproduction. JIT urbanization aims not 

just for economic efficiency but also to address the potential 

political problems associated with warehousing people. As is 

well established in the literature, Chinese urban elites have 

long subscribed to a neo- Malthusian worldview that associates 

overpopulation with political chaos.63 By keeping surplus popu-

lations at bay in the countryside or smaller towns, megacities 

intend to draw in workers on a strictly as- needed basis, thereby 

serving both economic and political ends.

A second parallel is a concern with the reduction of waste.64 

Both approaches are oriented toward reducing costs and 

improving productivity “through the elimination of various 

wastes such as excessive inventory and excessive workforce.” 65 

Michelle Yates postulates the emergence of the “human- as- 

waste” under late capitalism, suggesting that the tendency to 

exclude or undermine living labor presents a historical limit to 

capitalist accumulation. 66 But again, China is somewhat differ-

ent in that capital actually has employed hundreds of millions 

of people. In this case, a human who was “waste” yesterday may 

be a viable worker today. The point, from the perspective of JIT 

urbanization, is to eliminate any responsibility on the part of 

capital or the urban state to underwrite social reproduction for 

that person during a “waste moment.” When workers are ren-

dered superfluous, even temporarily, the state reserves the right 

to expunge them.

A final related similarity is the tendency to maintain flex-

ibility through dualization. While more associated with TPS 

and Japanese employment relations in general rather than 

JIT in particular, workforce flexibility is central to achieving 
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JIT production.67 Toyota and other Japanese firms were at the 

forefront in dividing the industrial workforce into a stable, 

unionized core, which enjoyed strong job security and generous 

benefits, and a contingent, temporary workforce that could be 

utilized and discarded with minimal friction. JIT urbanization 

envisions a core group of citizens who enjoy a variety of rights 

(most notably for this study, the right to public education), 

surrounded by a contingent workforce that may be included in 

certain spheres of social and political life and not others. This 

latter group experiences access to social services as a revocable 

privilege rather than a right.68 This rupture in the citizen- 

worker nexus gives cities greater flexibility in deploying the 

right kinds of labor power at the right time, without having to 

bear the costs associated with maintenance and reproduction of 

workers.69 Furthermore, as denizens, these expendable workers 

have no right to political representation or participation in 

the city.

There are also some important differences between JIT pro-

duction and JIT urbanization, a brief discussion of which will 

be useful in highlighting the specificity of the latter. The fun-

damental difference owes to the different character of the com-

modities in question. According to Yasuhiro Monden, “it is the 

principle aim of the Toyota Production System to control over-

production— to ensure that all processes make products accord-

ing to the sales velocity of the market.” 70 But cities’ biopolitical 

capacity, that is, the ability to regulate the production, mainte-

nance, and circulation of people, is inevitably much more con-

strained than is the case in auto production. As Michael Storper 

and Richard Walker have noted, “workers cannot be industrially 

produced as are true commodities.”  71 The Chinese state has 

developed an highly competent biopolitical machinery, the chief 

example of which are notorious birth control policies that were 
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aimed at controlling overproduction of people.72 But despite 

megacities’ position at the apex of the Chinese political econ-

omy, they do not have the capacity to actively control the produc-

tion of workers, to say nothing of determining the appropriate 

quantities, qualities, and circulation thereof. Cities are depen-

dent on the hinterlands to produce workers for them, and unlike 

the lead firm in JIT production, they exercise little control over 

their suppliers. While cities certainly try to regulate the flow of 

people according to demand in the market, they cannot directly 

control production.73

Related to this is the issue of differentiating good from bad 

circulations, which refers to managing qualities. Quality assur-

ance is central to any form of material production, and JIT is no 

exception. But differentiating and managing human qualities is 

significantly more complex than for auto parts, given humanity’s 

infinite qualitative diversity. As has been widely studied in 

recent years, managing the suzhi (human quality) of the popu-

lation has become a central concern of the Chinese state, and 

in particular its education system.74 Elites have linked suzhi 

improvements directly to market value and possibilities for 

national economic development, while, “some bodies are recog-

nized as having more value than others and therefore more 

deserving of the rights of citizenship.”  75 As we will see in the 

following chapters, urban governments have developed a dizzy-

ing array of metrics for assessing the qualities of potential 

citizens, which include things such as education, age, and skill-

set, as well as history of paying local taxes, donating blood, and 

abiding by laws, including but not limited to adherence to birth 

control policies. All of this is to say that JIT urbanization involves 

a much more complex, and certainly less reliable, process of 

information management and quality assurance than is the case 

for JIT production.
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Finally, there are important political consequences that fol-

low from the fact that the object of JIT urbanization is people 

rather than things. Workers’ place- specific sociality and fre-

quent demands for respect and autonomy pose a host of prob-

lems that are irrelevant for JIT production. Since there will 

always be a coordination problem between the production of 

potential wage laborers and the demands of the labor market, 

inevitably some workers will be underutilized— and given nearly 

universal market- dependence, this can create social friction. In 

short, workers are not merely objects, and their subjectivity and 

need for community and survival pose a challenge to JIT prin-

ciples. Precisely because of this, the state’s vision of labor market 

management remains in the realm of utopia rather than empiri-

cal reality. Chimerical though it may be, the pursuit of friction-

less technocracy embodied in JIT urbanization has enormous 

social consequences.

CONCLUSION

Dominant Marxist approaches have focused on how people 

who are deemed surplus to the needs of capital can be subjected 

to life- denying forms of exclusion and expulsion. This view, 

however, does not comport with the reality of contemporary 

Chinese cities, where we have seen the state expel workers who 

are in fact critical to sustaining capital. A Foucauldian or bio-

political approach would lead us to look for racism as the axis 

of social differentiation that allows the state to subject people 

to social death. While this view is helpful in injecting politics 

into the analysis of surplus population, race is not the decisive 

form of social hierarchy structuring urban China’s biopolitics. 

JIT urbanization is the specific political strategy Chinese 
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megacities have employed to mediate competing imperatives to 

draw in certain kinds of labor while reducing their own obliga-

tions to socially reproduce those very workers, and sociospatial 

hierarchy is the “racism” that legitimates dehumanization 

and disposability of a segment of the dominant race. The state 

machinery aims to deliver the right labor in the right quantities 

at the right time, a regime that is manifestly imbued with pro-

found inequities and an austere indifference to social need.





Wherever the parents are working, they need to let children 

into school. Wherever they’re living, they need to let them into 

school. It should be like this.

— Mr. Fan, Father in Beijing’s Liwanzhuang

In response to the tensions wrought by the urban growth 

dilemma, the state has developed a variety of techniques 

that aim to quantify human qualities. Although the utopia 

of subjecting labor to just- in- time principles can never be real-

ized, there are real social consequences. The distribution of 

nominally public services is characterized by an inversion of the 

logic of means testing: there is a negative association between 

need and ability to access public goods. In other words, the 

greater an applicant’s access to social, economic, and cultural 

capital, the greater the likelihood that applicant will be able to 

get his or her children access to quality public education. The 

techniques for sorting the population, when seen in the con-

text of China’s spatial administrative hierarchy and uneven 

development, constitute an emergent “inverted welfare state,” 

2
URBAN DEVELOPMENTALISM 

AND THE INVERTED 

WELFARE STATE
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which holds major implications for the country’s structure of 

inequality.

FROM INDUSTRIALIZATION 
TO URBANIZATION

Beginning in the late twentieth century, China embarked on a 

process of capitalist transition that led to an historically unprec-

edented, generation- long economic expansion. Marketization 

began with rural land reforms in the late 1970s, which led to sig-

nificant increases in output.1 But the locus of growth quickly 

shifted from agriculture to industry. Early successes of the town 

and village enterprises suggested that the countryside would 

continue to be at the forefront of reform, while heavy industry in 

urban areas remained dominated by state- owned enterprises.2 By 

the early 1990s, export- oriented manufacturing had come to be 

the primary driver of growth, particularly in the country’s south-

east. Initially contained in the spatially circumscribed special 

economic zones, this undeniably capitalist system of production 

found its ultimate validation in stupendous rates of economic 

growth. From the opening up of additional coastal cities in the 

1980s to the establishment of Shanghai’s vast Pudong New Area 

in 1990, gradually more spaces and people were opened up to for-

eign investment, capitalist labor practices, and export- oriented 

manufacturing. Places where local private enterprise had devel-

oped in a more bottom up manner, as in Zhejiang Province, had 

encountered years of political challenges from a central state still 

nervous about full- blown marketization.3 By the 1990s, these 

regions were hailed as heroic trailblazers in the new economy, 

rather than as politically contentious capitalist roaders. With free 

enterprise established as ideologically correct, the state- owned 
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sector was then subjected to liquidation, privatization, and mass 

layoffs with the remaining SOEs increasingly pushed to operate 

according to market principles.4 This attack on the planned 

economy generated massive worker resistance, but high levels of 

growth were maintained throughout, albeit with a high degree 

of spatial unevenness.5

A number of crucial factors facilitated this unprecedented 

economic expansion but China’s key comparative advantage 

was its large, cheap, well- educated, and politically kneecapped 

workforce.6 On the eve of marketization in 1978, only 18 percent 

of China’s population was classified as urban leaving 785 mil-

lion people in rural areas.7 China’s overall level of development 

was still quite low, with a GDP per capita of just over USD 

$150.8 This population was relatively healthy and well- educated, 

thanks to investments in human development in the Mao era.9 

As for this emergent working class’s docility and exploitability, 

China had no labor laws whatsoever until 1994. The only legally 

permissible union, the All China Federation of Trade Unions, 

is not a worker- based organization, but rather is subordinate to 

the Communist Party and has almost never demonstrated a will-

ingness to take action against employers.10 Offering this work-

force up to global capital has been a primary method by which 

the state has attracted astonishing levels of FDI, which fueled a 

generation of high speed growth.

This deep pool of exploitable labor was produced and main-

tained, crucially, via state controls on mobility.11 During the era 

of the command economy, demobilization of labor was neces-

sary to allow the state to extract surplus from rural areas to 

invest in heavy industry and the “iron rice bowl” in urban 

areas.12 This exploitative relationship was predicated on keeping 

peasants in rural areas, for the system would collapse if too 

many people moved to cities to take advantage of the relatively 
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generous provisions of the danwei (work unit) system. But such 

an exclusionary regime could not satisfy the demands of the 

emergent labor- intensive private industry that characterized 

the export- oriented economy. Particularly in regions of coastal 

China where this model of development was dominant, people 

with rural hukou received temporary rights to occupy urban 

space as long as they were granted permission by employers. 

Circulatory migration was the dominant model, which meant 

that urban governments— and by extension employers in their 

jurisdictions— did not have to underwrite the costs of social 

reproduction.13 Teenage workers appeared in the cities, rela-

tively healthy and well- educated. The millions of workers in 

manufacturing as well as construction were likely to be located 

in cheap, on- site dorms largely severed from urban social life.14 

By the time they reached their mid- twenties, most returned to 

the village to start their own families. Nearly all of the costs 

of social reproduction, including schooling, health care, and 

old age care, were borne by the countryside. As in the Mao 

era, development was predicated on exploitation of the peas-

antry, but now rural labor was provisionally allowed into 

urban space. China’s cheap labor strategy was thus built on 

the spatial severing of the moments of (urban) production 

from (rural) reproduction.

Over the course of the first decade of the twenty- first cen-

tury, this model began to show signs of stress. To begin with, 

areas in coastal China started to report significant labor 

shortages in 2004, leading to much debate as to whether China 

had exhausted its supply of rural surplus labor.15 Pinning 

down a sufficient workforce came to be an increasingly major 

challenge for many labor- intensive industries, pushing some 

of  them to relocate abroad or to interior provinces.16 China’s 

export- oriented model had generated massive trade surpluses, 
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primarily owing to trade with the United States, and its current 

account surplus grew to a peak of USD $421 billion in 2008.17 In 

addition to the political friction that these surpluses generated, 

this left China’s economy uncomfortably dependent on foreign 

consumers, a point that was emphasized during the 2008 eco-

nomic crisis. During that crisis, tens of millions of migrant 

workers were thrown out of work, and despite frequent protests 

over unpaid wages they often had no choice but to return to the 

countryside.18 A massive stimulus package propped up growth, 

but at the expense of dramatically increasing the debt to GDP 

ratio. Although Wen Jiabao had stressed the need to increase 

domestic consumption since 2004, China’s already extremely 

low levels of domestic consumption (as a share of GDP) declined 

somewhat during the latter half of the 2000s (see figure 2.1).19 

The idea of economic “rebalancing”— that is, addressing class 

and regional disparities, increasing domestic consumption, 

moving up the value chain, reducing debt levels, and generating 

more ecologically sustainable growth— was accepted as ortho-

doxy by the end of Hu Jintao’s administration in 2012.

The Shift to the City

Xi Jinping assumed full leadership of the country in 2013, and he 

quickly acted to promote urbanization as the primary means 

for  advancing economic rebalancing. In March  2014, the 

State  Council unveiled the National New Urbanization Plan 

(2014– 2020), which was hailed as a blueprint for China’s shift to 

urbanization- driven development. The plan was animated by the 

belief that urbanization would reduce inequality, increase domes-

tic consumption, and promote higher- value- added production 

and ecologically sustainable development. The nation’s political 
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leadership maintained that urbanization would drive the “Kuznets 

curve” experienced in the Global North in the twentieth century, 

with the expectation that greater urbanization- led development 

would result in decreased inequality.20 A key assumption built 

into the plan was that anticipated increases in the average output 

per worker would translate into higher wages and greater con-

sumption capacity.

To some extent, the plan described an urban- centered capital-

ism that was already coming into existence. Industrialization- led 

development was on the wane, with industry’s share of GDP 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

FIGURE 2.1 Household final consumption expenditure (% of GDP).
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plateauing in the mid- 1990s and beginning a marked decline 

from 2006 (see figure 2.2). As You- tien Hsing argues, land had 

already moved to the center of the politics of development, and 

the fortunes of the urban economy, municipal budgets, and a 

huge number of urban residents came to be tied to real estate 

markets.21 By 2013, seven of the wealthiest ten people in Beijing 

were in property development, and in 2014 behemoth developers 

Vanke and Wanda were among the ten largest private companies 

in China.22 This shift in the basis of growth is reflected in the 

rapid growth of finance, real estate, and construction in the late 

2000s and into the 2010s (see figure 2.3). This is by no means to 

claim that traditional manufacturing and extractive industries 

had become irrelevant to Chinese capitalism, but rather to note 
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that marketization of land in China’s cities was clearly increasing 

the relative weight of urbanization as a driver of growth.

However, urbanization is not, and can never be, merely the 

concentration of capital, expansion of a dense built environ-

ment, and increasing property values. In China, the urbaniza-

tion of people, the migration, resettlement, and organization of 

social reproduction in the city, has never been a foregone con-

clusion. In contrast to much literature on overurbanization and 

surplus populations in the Global Southern city, economists 

have referred to China as “under- urbanized,” in that there are 

fewer urban residents than would be expected based on its 

level of development.23 Although more than half of China’s 

total population was considered urban by 2011, the obstacles to 
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human movement into cities remained formidable, and the 

number of people living in cities without urban hukou contin-

ued to grow (see figure  2.4). The central government became 

increasingly concerned that these obstacles could hinder the 

development of the postindustrial consumer- driven economy.

A sign of change in central policy came in 2013 when the 

phrase “urbanization of people” (ren de chengzhenhua ) 

entered the official lexicon. The mere existence of this state- 

approved phrase served as an implicit acknowledgment: the 

urbanization of capital, the state and even the aesthetic and 
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symbolic orders were well on their way.24 But even though hun-

dreds of millions of people occupied the physical space of cities 

and were legally incorporated as workers, they continued to be 

repelled in other respects. The urbanization of people, then, 

refers to the central government’s stated desire to increase the 

proportion of people not only working but also consuming 

and permanently residing in cities. In discussing the National 

New Urbanization Plan, Xi Jinping repeatedly stressed that 

“the urbanization of people is the core.” 25 As people perma-

nently relocated to the cities, the state imagined that their suzhi 

(human quality) would be improved, output would increase, 

and a new high- consuming middle class would serve as the 

social basis of a prosperous and ecologically sustainable society.

In line with this new developmental orientation, a number of 

policy shifts in 2014 suggested a relaxation of hukou restrictions. 

In addition to encouraging people to move to cities, with the 

stated goal of a national urbanization rate of 60  percent by 

2020, the new plan aimed to reduce the percentage of people 

living in cities without local hukou.26 The plan was also quite 

forthcoming in acknowledging that “the urbanization of land 

has been faster than the urbanization of people” and the fact 

that serious inequalities had emerged over the previous decades: 

“Disparities in access to public services between local and 

migrant populations have produced ever more apparent contra-

dictions in cities’ dual structure. The model of primarily relying 

on unequal public services to minimize expenses and promote 

rapid urbanization is not sustainable.” 27

In July 2014, the State Council released the “Opinion on Pro-

moting Reform of the Residency System,” a document intended 

to complement the move to urban- led development. The key 

feature of the opinion was a call to “unify the rural and urban 

hukou registration system” and “comprehensively implement a 
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residential permit system.” 28 The former was hailed as an indi-

cation of the end of the apartheid- like features of the system 

that made transferring from rural to urban hukou particularly 

difficult.29 The residential permit was intended to replace the 

“temporary resident permit,” a designation that allowed migrants 

to stay and work in the city while denying them access to social 

services. The residential permit, on the other hand, was sup-

posed to allow for migrants to enjoy similar (though not neces-

sarily identical) rights to those of people with local hukou. As 

had been the case a decade prior, some analysts asked if this 

was the end of hukou- based discrimination.30

RECONFIGURING THE  
SOCIOSPATIAL HIERARCHY

A closer analysis of these and related policies points to an 

important nuance: the government was encouraging certain 

kinds of people to move to certain kinds of cities. Item six of 

the urbanization plan is titled “promoting the transfer of rural 

to urban hukou for those who meet certain conditions” (emphasis 

added).31 As had been the case previously, the central govern-

ment did not dictate to the municipalities any specifics as to the 

conditions for accessing local hukou. But the types of conditions 

that were generally applicable included “number of years of 

employment, number of years of residence, and number of years 

of participation in urban social insurance,” adding that both 

employment and residence should be “stable and legal.” Cru-

cially, the central government did not promise any fiscal restruc-

turing to accommodate these new arrivals.

Although the center did not directly dictate conditions for 

admission to various kinds of cities, the urbanization plan 
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clearly reflected the state’s long- standing fears about overpopu-

lation in the largest cities:32

Townships and small cities should comprehensively relax restric-

tions for attaining local hukou; cities with a population of 

500,000– 1 million residents should relax restrictions in an orderly 

manner; large cities with a population of 1– 3 million should rea-

sonably relax restrictions; large cities with a population of 3– 5 

million should reasonably establish conditions for attaining local 

hukou; extra- large cities with a population of more than 5 million 

should strictly control the scope of their population.33

It is clear is that the central government did not envision signifi-

cant hukou liberalization in large cities— precisely the places with 

the most developed economies and most generous social welfare 

provision. The urbanization plan employed an official term for 

this stratified citizenship regime: the “differentiated hukou acqui-

sition policy” (chabiehua luohu zhengce ).

The central state’s injunction to severely curtail population 

growth in the largest cities suggested a major political chal-

lenge. Indeed, China’s migrants are significantly overrepre-

sented in large cities, with a clear positive correlation between 

city size and the percent of population constituted by migrants 

(see figure 2.5).34 If we look more specifically at the cities with 

an urban district population (chengqu renkou ) of over 5 

million, that is, those that are supposed to “strictly control” 

population growth, the problem becomes even more glaring. 

According to data from the 2015 China Urban Construction 

Yearbook, there were relatively few of these extra- large cities: 

Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin, Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Nanjing, 

and Chongqing.35 But these cities alone are likely absorb 

more than one- quarter of all migrants.36 Although population 
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growth was certainly slowing in the megacities by 2014, these 

cities would still need to deploy powerful methods to meet their 

population control goals.

Point- Based Hukou Admission

An increasingly important feature of just- in- time (JIT) urban-

ization has been the center’s promotion of point- based hukou 

acquisition (  jifen ruhu ). These plans, modeled to some 

extent on the “blue stamp” hukou programs from the 1990s, 
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have been implemented in the extra- large cities as well as 

smaller wealthy cities in the Pearl River Delta, Yangzi River 

Delta, and Jingjinji (Beijing- Tianjin- Hebei) megalopolises.37 

Shanghai implemented an early version of point- based hukou 

application in the mid- 2000s, and Guangdong Province cre-

ated a policy framework for its many migrant- receiving cities in 

2011.38 Although the programs are most common in Guang-

dong, several other municipalities have since devised their own 

schemes. While there is significant variation between various 

cities’ approaches, the basics are the same. Any citizen is eligi-

ble for consideration— there are no place- based exclusions. 

Applicants accrue points based on various characteristics, and 

after meeting some point threshold they are then allowed to 

apply for local hukou (though application by no means guaran-

tees acceptance).39

By the end of 2015, point- based hukou schemes existed in 

only a limited number of cities. Programs had been unveiled 

in the Guangdong cities of Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Dongguan, 

Zhuhai, and Zhongshan. Elsewhere, Tianjian and Shanghai 

had plans in place, while Beijing did not announce its plan until 

the end of 2016, with Chengdu following suit in 2017. The State 

Council’s opinion had said that cities with a population over 

5 million should establish point- based schemes. On the other 

hand, the opinion says that cities with a population of 3– 5 mil-

lion “can” establish point- based systems. Both Zhuhai and 

Zhongshan have fewer than 3 million people, but given their 

location in the Pearl River Delta they have a relatively high pro-

portion of migrants. Clearly, there is no prohibition on smaller 

cities developing such schemes, even if they are not required to 

do so.

The point- based programs are emerging as a key institution 

to enhance the state’s population management capacity. Value in 
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the labor market is the most important, though by no means the 

only, metric determining how the state sorts those worthy of 

subsidized reproduction from those deemed surplus. While there 

is important variation between cities, the basic labor- market ori-

entation of the plans is reflected in the State Council’s 2014 

opinion, which states that cities should “emphasize resolving 

hukou for people who have been in the city for a long time, have 

strong employability, and can adapt to urban industrial trans-

formation and upgrading, and the competitive urban environ-

ment.” In Beijing’s “Measure on Point- Based Hukou Manage-

ment,” one of the four primary considerations is “ensuring the 

human resources to improve the central functions of the capital 

city.” 40

The single most important way that labor market value is 

operationalized in these plans is by distributing points based on 

educational attainment.41 Although each city assigns different 

values for different types of degrees, in general the higher the 

academic accomplishment the more points an applicant can 

accrue. Guangzhou assigns points for technical degrees, while 

Shanghai’s system favors those with PhDs as well as graduates 

of the prestigious “211” universities.42 Across the board, cities 

assign points for various kinds of skills that are in demand in 

the local labor market.

In addition to the focus on education, the point- based plans 

contain a variety of other provisions that are oriented toward 

including people with high levels of cultural and economic 

capital. As is recommended in the State Council’s opinion, 

applying for local hukou will almost always require that migrants 

can produce labor contracts and leases. Most cities assign points 

based on the amount of income tax applicants have paid within 

the municipality. For instance, Guangzhou and Tianjin both 

assign points for applicants who have paid at least 100,000 yuan 
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in income taxes over the previous three years, whereas Shenzhen 

has an elaborate system with eight tiers that awards progres-

sively more points for more income tax paid. Shenzhen, Tianjin, 

and Dongguan also award points for business taxes paid if the 

applicant is the owner or a shareholder. Following educational 

credentials, payments into the tax system are the most reliable 

route to accumulate points.43 Paying into local social insurance 

plans is also a critical component in accumulating points, since 

most cities assign points for the number of years that applicants 

have paid into the local pension fund. Beijing requires that 

applicants have paid into local social insurance for seven years 

in order to be able to apply.

Beyond contributions to the local tax base, simply owning 

property can be beneficial. Beijing awards one point for every 

year of residence in a house that the applicant owns, whereas 

renters accumulate only half a point per year of residence. Peo-

ple in informal housing accumulate no points. In Chengdu, 

applicants receive ten points for owning a home, whereas renters 

receive only one point. Dongguan and Shenzhen further distin-

guish between people who own their apartment outright as 

opposed to those who have a mortgage, with the former type of 

applicant receiving 50 percent more points than the latter. More 

straightforwardly, Dongguan awards four points (to a maximum 

of 100) for every 100,000 yuan invested locally. On the other 

hand, Shenzhen, Tianjin, and Chengdu deduct points for peo-

ple with poor credit.44

There are other non- economic metrics cities use to secure 

the right kind of population. Most cities deduct significant 

points for any run- in with the law, and even noncriminal 

legal violations can result in big deductions.45 Chengdu 

bars applicants who have any criminal offenses or those who 

have participated in “organizations or activities banned by the 
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state.” 46 Having children born in violation of birth control 

policies results in major deductions in Zhongshan, Dong-

guan, Shenzhen, and Chengdu. And people over forty- five 

are either barred completely from applying or receive point 

demerits for each year over that age. In Beijing’s plan, this 

stipulation is explained as an effort to “optimize the popula-

tion’s age structure.” Finally, applicants can accrue points for 

winning various forms of state- sponsored awards (e.g., “model 

worker”).

Talent Programs

In the absence of, or sometimes parallel to, point- based hukou 

admission, many cities and provinces have established “green 

card” or “fast track” policies explicitly aimed at attracting tal-

ent.47 In 2018 Beijing announced a preferential residence appli-

cation program for “high- level domestic talents,” including 

“skilled personnel in science and technology, creative people in 

culture and art, financial management talents, [and] patent 

holders of new inventions.” But the competition to attract 

highly educated workers in profitable industries has been par-

ticularly intense in provincial capitals and other large wealthy 

cities outside of the traditional powerhouses of Beijing, Shang-

hai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen. Chengdu exemplified this 

trend when in 2017 the city introduced a “talent green card” 

that would grant special privileges to human talents (rencai 

) in home purchases, medical care, low interest rate loans, 

and even free visits to the local panda research center.48 Xi’an 

unveiled a program that would allow university graduates to 

apply for a local hukou simply by uploading photos of their 

student ID and national ID cards.49
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Benefits for highly educated young people have not been 

limited to administrative prioritization but have also included 

housing subsidies. In Hainan, the government followed a set of 

severe restrictions on property purchases by non- hukou holders 

with the announcement of a “one million talent plan” that 

would open a special hukou application and home- purchasing 

channel for people who qualify as talented. The provincial gov-

ernment’s website asserted, “When talented individuals come 

to Hainan they don’t have to worry that they can’t buy a home, 

or can’t afford to buy.” 50 In an effort to retain skilled workers, 

the city of Wuhan built tens of thousands of subsidized “talent 

apartments” that were available only to recent university gradu-

ates.51 As with all of the other plans discussed here, education 

credentials and labor market value were the key metrics in 

determining levels of talent, although they are not (outwardly, 

at least) point- based. While children’s access to public schools 

has not been emphasized in these plans, that is because it is sim-

ply a right attendant to acquiring housing and local hukou. 

Similar preferential policies, all of which provide direct state 

subsidies to social reproduction, appeared in numerous cities, 

including Changsha, Nanjing, and Tianjin.

In 2018, just a few months after justifying the eviction of tens 

of thousands of migrant workers by citing urban overpopula-

tion, the Beijing municipal government took things a step 

further in establishing new “green card” policies aimed at sourc-

ing the right quantities and qualities of labor globally. Under 

this plan, a close analog of which existed in Shanghai, foreign-

ers qualifying as human talent would enjoy permanent resi-

dency, access to local schools, the right to purchase homes and 

cars, and even cash incentives of up to 1 million yuan.52 The 

People’s Daily was enthusiastic about these green card policies: 

“China’s door will open wider and wider. More superior human 
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talents will settle in China, inevitably paying powerful human 

capital dividends for China’s future development.” 53 Although 

the number of slots for international human talent remained 

small in number, it served as yet another instantiation of the 

underlying political logic of the urban state.

Implications for the Sociospatial Hierarchy

In fact, the number of slots for point- based hukou admission for 

Chinese citizens also appears to be quite small. Guangzhou 

and Shenzhen offered a paltry 3,000 and 4,600 respectively in 

2010.54 By 2017, Shenzhen increased its quota to 10,000, equiva-

lent to 0.1 percent of the city’s non- hukou population of 7.9 mil-

lion (as of the end of 2016). Zhongshan approved only 27,515 

applicants in the eight years following the 2009 rollout.55 In the 

three years following the 2017 implementation of Beijing’s 

point- based plan, 12,000 applications were approved (including 

applicants’ dependents, a total of over 20,000 new hukou were 

granted).56 It is thus clear that the point systems are not a means 

for extending citizenship rights on a mass scale. Rather, it is a 

mechanism for pulling in and pinning down specific kinds of 

labor and creating an ethical framework of self- improvement to 

discipline the millions who in reality have no chance at secur-

ing the rights to state- subsidized social reproduction.57

It is worth emphasizing the profound inequity embedded in 

such an approach to bestowing full citizenship rights. To begin 

with, the demand for a labor contract excludes vast swathes of 

the citizenry. Informality in China has been grossly underre-

ported, and Philip Huang estimated in 2009 that there were 168 

million informal workers in urban areas.58 Efforts to formalize 

labor markets have had uneven success, with working- class 
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migrants less likely to benefit from greater legal protections.59 

Furthermore, the proportion of migrant workers signing labor 

contracts dropped from 42.8 percent in 2009 to 35.1 percent in 

2016.60

It is extremely unlikely for workers without a contract to 

meet another nearly universal demand of the point- based hukou 

schemes, namely, proof of social insurance payments. Many 

workers (regardless of registration status) find that unscrupulous 

employers fail to make required insurance payments. According 

to official statistics, in 2014 only 16.7 percent of migrant workers 

overall, and a mere 3.9 percent of workers in construction, par-

ticipated in “old age insurance.” 61 Similarly, a formal housing 

lease is not a straightforward proposition. Migrants continue to 

be largely excluded from subsidized housing in the cities, and 

there is little chance for most of them to be able to afford com-

modity housing.62 As a result, millions of working- class migrants 

continue to be housed in informal “villages in the city.” In addi-

tion to housing- based exclusion, lack of higher education quali-

fications will immediately disqualify millions of people with 

rural hukou. Given that only 8 percent of the rural workforce had 

some upper secondary education in 2010, the vast majority of 

migrants will be severely disadvantaged, if not immediately dis-

qualified, from a successful hukou application in one of the 

megacities.63 The consequence of all of this is that it is precisely 

those least likely to be able to secure adequate livelihoods 

through wage labor who are most likely to be excluded from 

hukou and its attendant access to nominally public services.

It must also be noted that the labor market- centric hukou 

admission regime has important implications for ethnic inequal-

ity. While there are no categorical bans or point demerits for 

ethnic minorities, widespread racial discrimination in the labor 
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market has the effect of imposing a likely insurmountable obsta-

cle to hukou acquisition for most non- Han applicants in megaci-

ties. Anecdotal evidence of labor market discrimination against 

minorities, particularly Tibetans and Uyghurs, is widespread.64 

A growing literature has also identified that minorities are sub-

ject to disproportionate rates of poverty, though there is debate 

as to whether this is attributable to ethnicity as opposed to other 

factors such as location and education.65 But Margaret Maurer- 

Fazio’s large- scale field experiment has shown a significant 

effect for ethnicity in job applications in the urban private sector, 

with Mongolians, Tibetans, and Uyghurs much less likely to 

receive a callback than their Han counterparts.66 The formally 

race- blind character of hukou programs will serve to reinforce 

already existing ethnic hierarchy as refracted through the labor 

market. Race is not the primary axis of biopolitics in China’s 

megacities, and it certainly is the case that rural Han are, from 

the standpoint of absolute demographic weight, the group that 

stands to lose the most. Nonetheless, it is important from an 

ethical standpoint to note the racial implications of point- based 

hukou admissions.

In sum, this is a politics that seeks to manage the problem of 

circulation rather than closing off circulation altogether, to 

extend conditions for social reproduction to the right kinds of 

labor while dispensing with life- enhancing interventions for 

those deemed surplus. Point- based plans are an effort to for-

malize and make transparent (indeed, transparency is empha-

sized in the language of these official documents) the highly 

unequal methods large cities have used for distributing rights to 

local services for many years. And there is no doubt that these 

plans are emerging as key administrative tools in cities’ efforts 

to get the right kind of labor power delivered, in the right 
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quantity, and at the right time. In conjunction with the more 

coercive measures to expel undesirable migrants, this suggests 

an urbanization strategy imbued with the logic of JIT.

The problem, however, is that such a technocratic vision of 

perfect control over human movement can never be realized in 

practice, particularly in a country which already has a national 

labor market. By attending to one side of the urban growth 

dilemma, avoiding overpopulation, the state would simultane-

ously deprive capital of a cheap workforce. But while a national 

labor market has been institutionalized, citizenship is still con-

stituted at the local level. To put it another way, China has 

realized freedom of movement for labor but not people. The 

consequence is there are nearly 300 million migrants who are 

moving “out of plan.” How are these people included and 

excluded in urban social space, and what politics emerge from 

this contradictory tethering to the city? More specifically, for 

those who are living in the city but have no chance of securing 

local hukou, how do they go about getting access to education 

for their children?

ACCESSING EDUCATION WHEN 
MIGRATING “OUT OF PLAN”

The question of how to integrate people living in cities without 

local hukou is an increasingly pressing social problem. Even if 

the central government’s optimistic forecasts are realized, hun-

dreds of millions of people will continue to live outside their 

area of hukou registration. Children of primary and middle- 

school age constitute a significant share of this population, 

growing from 9.98 million in 2009 to 13.67 million in 2015.67 

Beijing alone had 687,000 migrants aged fourteen and younger 
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in 2015.68 The parents of these children have been subjected to 

a seemingly ad hoc system in which some people are allowed 

to access public education some of the time. However, as 

with hukou applications, the seemingly impartial bureaucratic 

arrangements urban governments use to make this determina-

tion in fact follow a consistent logic of funneling this nominally 

public good to those who need it least. As noted earlier, govern-

ments have quite consciously used the carrot of public school 

access as a method for luring human talent.

As with much social policy, the messaging from the center 

on education for migrant children is generally commendable if 

vague. Following a 2001 decision from the State Council, offi-

cial policy for the children of migrant workers has been referred 

to as “the two primaries” (liangweizhu ).69 This means 

that receiving areas are primarily responsible for the education 

of migrant children and that these children should primarily be 

placed in public schools. In 2003, the Ministry of Education 

reaffirmed this in an official opinion and called on local gov-

ernments to include migrant children in budgeting and city 

planning, to reduce or eliminate additional fees, and to provide 

support and oversight for private migrant schools.70 However, 

questions about conditions for enrollment and specific budget-

ary arrangements remained in the hands of local officials.

Following these central directives, the city of Beijing made 

important progress in placing an increasing share of migrant 

students in public schools. According to an official estimate, in 

2001 only 12.5  percent of migrant children in Beijing were 

enrolled in public schools.71 In 2004 the city banned the wide-

spread practice of charging nonlocal children additional fees 

(  jiedufei ). In the same proclamation, the government 

said that in the event of a migrant school closure or demolition, 

district education departments “should” assign students to new 
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schools. According to official reports, by 2015 public school 

enrollment of migrant children had increased to 78 percent.72 

This is likely an optimistic number, since students in the most 

informal situations are also the least likely to be counted. 

Regardless of the specific number, the general trend is clear.

During this process, however, migrant children have never 

been given the right to public education in Beijing (or any other 

place where they do not have hukou). In 2004, the Beijing gov-

ernment established a system for public school admissions that 

came to be known as the “five permits.” In order to be consid-

ered for a place in a public school, parents would need to pro-

duce: a labor contract, proof of local housing in the form of a 

deed or lease, a temporary residence permit (zanzhuzheng 

), hukou for the entire family, and proof that there are no 

guardians in the parents’ place of hukou registration. This last 

requirement is particularly vexing, since it requires parents to 

take time away from work to travel to their place of hukou reg-

istration, where they will likely have to pay a bribe to a local 

official to produce a logically incoherent document (i.e., one 

demonstrating that this condition doesn’t exist). If parents are 

able to collect all of these documents, they can then submit 

an application, which it must be emphasized, by no means 

guarantees access to a public school. Finally, despite the prac-

tice having been banned, migrant parents whom I interviewed 

in Beijing without exception believed that they would have to 

pay school administrators exorbitant bribes of 20,000– 100,000 

yuan in order to get into a public school, with better schools 

requiring higher bribes.73

The consequence of these arrangements is that a large seg-

ment of the population is still excluded from public education. 

These parents are then faced with an impossible choice. The 

first option, and by far the more popular one nationally, is to 
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keep their children in the village where they are guaranteed 

access to public education, although it is generally of poor qual-

ity. According to one widely cited survey, 58  percent of rural 

children live without one parent, whereas 26 percent are living 

apart from both parents.74 Tens of millions of these “left- behind 

children” are testament to the fact that China’s spatially uneven 

development and fractured citizenship regime have eviscerated 

the rural family structure.75 The second option is to send their 

children to local migrant schools that are completely, or almost 

completely, dependent on tuition for funding their activities. 

Left- behind children and migrant children outside of their 

hometown together now constitute a massive population of 

100 million.76

As more and more migrants began bringing their children 

with them to the city in the 1990s, the number of private migrant 

schools grew rapidly in Beijing. In recognition of the growing 

presence of informal migrant education, in 2005 the Beijing 

Education Committee issued the “Notification on Strengthen-

ing Management of Floating Population Self- Run Schools.” 

This notification established the principle of “supporting some 

[schools], approving some, and eliminating some,” suggesting 

an effort to either bring migrant schools under government 

management or to eliminate them. This goal was not immedi-

ately realized, and data from a survey released in 2009 found 

that more than half of migrant schools in the city were still 

unregistered but remained in operation.77 By 2012 most people 

working in the field estimated there were 140– 150 migrant 

schools in the city, roughly two- thirds of which were unli-

censed.78 But the general trend over the course of the 2000s and 

2010s was clearly toward restricting the growth of informal 

schooling. By 2018 the best available estimate put the number of 

migrant schools at 107, down from a peak of 300 in 2006.79
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We see two interrelated trends occurring over the course of 

the 2000s and 2010s: a higher percentage of migrant children in 

Beijing are being accepted into public schools even as the space 

for informal education is gradually eliminated (albeit unevenly, 

and in fits and starts).80 At a high enough level of abstraction, 

this seems unobjectionable, inasmuch as it suggests a process of 

formalization and extension of public services to those without 

local hukou. The reality was not nearly so benign. As the share 

of migrant children included in public schools increased, those 

excluded were subjected to an increasingly brutal regime aimed 

at denying access to basic social reproduction with the hopes of 

driving them from the city. Whether it was the mass school 

demolitions of 2011, followed by more sporadic demolitions and 

closures in subsequent years, or the mass housing evictions of 

2017, those dependent on informal social reproduction encoun-

tered an increasingly hostile state that was, often against the 

objections of capitalists, rendering this population surplus.81

It was at precisely this same time that the state began ratch-

eting demands for inclusion in public schools. The rules gov-

erning admission to public schools became highly exclusionary 

in 2014, and many parents who expected to be able to get their 

children into schools were left scrambling. I will discuss at 

length how migrant parents responded to these changes in 

chapter 4, but here I will mention a few examples of how the 

state was consciously employing the method of “population con-

trol via education.” 82 Some districts implemented a new rule that 

parents need to live and work in the same area where they were 

applying for school admission— a major problem for the count-

less migrants who live in peripheral areas but work in the urban 

core. In some districts, both the mother and father had to live 

and work within the district. Other districts added new length 

of residence requirements or demanded proof of paying into 
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social insurance within the district. The government also set up 

a new and reportedly confusing online registration system in 

which parents had to complete a series of steps within a desig-

nated time window. And there was much anecdotal evidence 

that parents who managed to gather all the appropriate materi-

als would be given new and seemingly arbitrary demands upon 

each return visit to the registration offices. Although the “five 

permits” rule was still formally in place, one report found doz-

ens of different pieces of documentation that parents had been 

asked to produce.83 These rule changes were nothing less than a 

concerted effort to foreclose public schooling for more and 

more migrants while eliminating informal options— a coercive 

intervention to optimize the structure of the population in 

accordance with the perceived needs of the city.

An Aside on the Ideology  
of Overpopulation

Beijing simply has too many people, and it would be beyond the 

capacity of the city to provide public services to migrants.84 So 

runs an argument mobilized again and again by the state and 

its defenders as justification for the exclusionary education sys-

tem. It is simply not rooted in reality. Based on the govern-

ment’s own data, Beijing and other wealthy megacities like it 

are in a better position to expand access to social services than 

they have ever been.

As can been seen clearly in figure 2.6, the total number of 

students in Beijing’s primary schools fell significantly in the late 

1990s and early 2000s. Even with the increase in students from 

2006, likely owing in part to the relative relaxing of public 

school admission for migrants mentioned before, enrollment is 
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well below where it was in the mid- 1990s. It should also be 

noted that these data collapse public and private school enroll-

ments. This is significant because private school enrollments 

were increasing at precisely this time (see figure 2.7), suggesting 

that the government was fiscally responsible for a falling share 

of total enrollees. Furthermore, the increase in private school 

enrollees almost certainly is based on underreporting, since the 

tens of thousands of students in unlicensed private schools 

would not be captured.

The city’s lowered enrollment come at a time when its fiscal 

capacity has been growing explosively (see figure 2.8). Between 

1994 and 2016, while the total number of primary school stu-

dents dropped by 156,086, the city’s tax revenue experienced an 

astonishing thirty- seven- fold increase. It is thus apparent that 
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the city has simply decided to use their expanding resources 

for other purposes, not least of which is increased spending for 

those considered part of the population.

Beijing is in many ways exceptional, most important with 

respect to the brutality directed at those who fail to gain 

entrance to the public system. But there is a key similarity 

nationwide: wealthy cities have devised techniques to extend 

public education to precisely those migrants who are most capa-

ble of securing social reproduction via market mechanisms. In 

this respect, Beijing has fallen behind a number of other cities 

that are now deploying point- based technologies in determin-

ing public school admissions for migrants. A brief overview of 

these emergent systems is critical to understand the politics 

of the urbanization of people more broadly.

POINT- BASED SCHOOL ENROLLMENT

More or less in tandem with the extension of point- based hukou 

schemes have emerged point- based public school enrollment 

procedures for nonlocal hukou holders. Although these plans 

were not yet operational in my field sites while I was conducting 

research, they have become increasingly widespread. Not coin-

cidentally, they quickly became popular in major migrant- 

receiving cities in the Pearl River Delta and Yangzi River 

Delta. After being piloted in Guangdong’s Zhongshan in 2010, 

numerous neighboring cities adopted similar plans, including 

Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Dongguan, Zhongshan, and the Yangzi 

River Delta cities of Suzhou, Kunshan, Ningbo, and Chang-

zhou, among others.85 Notably, Beijing did not have point- based 

school enrollment as of 2018. The basic mechanics of point- 

based school enrollments are the same as for hukou: applicants 
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without local hukou, in this case the parents of the child, accrue 

points based largely on their perceived value to the locality and 

stability of employment, residence, and tax contributions. These 

metrics allow education departments to rank applicants, and 

then distribute the allotted number of places starting from the 

top of the applicant pool and working their way down. As with 

hukou applications, there are specific yearly quotas that cannot 

be exceeded. One major difference from hukou administration is 

that district- level governments have the right to establish their 

own frameworks for distributing points, since the districts are of 

greater importance in financing education. These frameworks 

often differ markedly within a given city.

As noted, the metrics employed in point- based school admis-

sions are broadly similar to those of the point- based hukou sys-

tem. Especially important is length of time legally residing, 

working, and paying taxes and social insurance within the dis-

trict. Many districts have required lengths of stay before appli-

cants can even be considered. Most urban districts will allot 

more points for more time in residence (up to a certain limit), as 

well as more points for more money paid into social insurance 

or the local tax system. For instance, in Guangzhou’s Panyu 

District, applicants receive one point for every 1,000 yuan they 

have paid in personal income tax over the previous five years.

Cities have also used point- based school enrollments as a 

means of bolstering real estate markets. This is apparent in that 

those who own their homes accumulate more points than rent-

ers. Also in Panyu District, a standard rental lease is assigned 

five points, whereas home ownership is assigned twenty five 

points. Neighboring Zhongshan doubled the number of points 

assigned for owning a house in the city for the 2015 admissions 

cycle, with the government claiming that those who owned 

property are more likely to stay in the city over the long term. 
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Districts in Shenzhen such as Nanshan have highly elaborated 

point ladders, in which newly constructed homes are awarded 

four more points than “secondhand” homes, and owners with 

51  percent or more equity in their homes accumulate more 

points (as many as ten) than those with 50 percent or less. In 

Nanshan, renters also face a complex point ladder, but even 

the highest step is assigned half the points of the bottom of 

the home ownership ladder. In cities around the country, those 

in informal housing receive no points or are excluded from 

applying altogether.

Applicants’ labor market value is a central component of 

point- based school enrollments, but it is somewhat less so than 

is the case for hukou applications. Many districts in Guangzhou 

and beyond do assign significant points for parents’ level of edu-

cation or “urgently needed skills.” While supposed value in the 

labor market is one of the most significant point- generators in 

many districts, it is important to note that this is not uniformly 

the case. In Guangzhou, three of eight districts do not offer 

points based on parents’ level of education. Of the fifty- four dis-

tricts nationwide with point- based enrollment in 2016, twenty- 

eight offered some kind of reward for parents’ level of education 

or skill certifications. In these twenty- eight districts, this is gen-

erally an important source of points, and it can make the differ-

ence between a successful and failed application. But tenure of 

residence, employment, and payments into social security are a 

more consistently important metric nationally. Even in Guang-

zhou’s Zengcheng District, where education is a factor, appli-

cants are awarded ten points for a bachelor’s degree, but they can 

also earn ten points for simply being employed in the district 

in any profession for five years. On average, then, point- based 

school enrollment places somewhat less emphasis on labor mar-

ket value than is the case for hukou applications.
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As with the hukou applications, adherence to the law and 

state- determined morality is an important metric. Most impor-

tant in this respect is compliance with birth control policies. 

Panyu District requires documentation from the birth control 

agency in order to be considered for application, whereas in 

neighboring Zengcheng District there is a descending point lad-

der for those who are born within the birth control policy, those 

born outside of the plan but who have paid off their fines, 

those born outside of the plan but who have only paid a portion 

of the fines, and those born outside of the plan who have not paid 

their fines (receiving no points at all). Many districts deduct 

points for criminal violations, as in Zhongshan where any criminal 

offense within the past five years results in a 100- point deduction 

(which would almost certainly result in the application’s being 

rejected). In some cases, seemingly innocuous transgressions such 

as traffic violations can result in deductions. For instance, in Kun-

shan, an applicant would lose five points for any traffic violation 

in the previous year, a total equivalent to the number of points 

assigned for having a degree from a technical college. In nearly 

every case, applicants can gain significant points for having won 

one of a variety of official commendations or honors.

Urban governments have also used point- based enrollment 

to valorize heteronormative family arrangements. While there 

is unevenness in this respect, many districts offer points that 

can only be accessed by heterosexual couples in which both of 

the parents reside and work in the same place. In Guangzhou, 

Panyu District and Baiyun District offer instructive examples. 

Giving a clear advantage to heterosexual couples in which both 

parents are present, Panyu allows both the mother’s and father’s 

levels of education and payments to social insurance to be used 

to accumulate points (up to the given limit for each category). 

Baiyun has accepted a seemingly onerous requirement for even 
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being considered for application: “The husband and wife must 

live in the district continuously for two years (or the husband 

and wife have both lived in the district together for more than 

one year, and in total they have five years or more of continuous 

residence).” The same requirements hold not just for residence, 

but also for working and paying social insurance. Some juris-

dictions, such as Jinwan District in Zhuhai, do not require both 

parents to be present, and applicants must choose which parent 

will represent them in points assessment. Given that China’s 

uneven development has imposed structural constraints on 

maintaining nuclear families, even families adhering to the 

heteronormative ideal will face immense challenges.86 Queer 

family arrangements are in violation of the moral order of the 

state, with the children’s social reproduction consequently left 

to the vagaries of the market.

While on average point- based public school enrollment favors 

the wealthiest applicants, there are a very small number of coun-

tervailing stipulations where points are assigned to applicants 

who, on average, would be more likely to need social protec-

tion. Panyu District and Huadu District in Guangzhou assign 

points for ethnic minorities, albeit only half the number of points 

accruing to a bachelor’s degree. And Haizhu District gives 

seven points to applicants with rural hukou, just below the eight 

points one receives for owning a house within the district. 

These point allotments are exceptional, and they certainly fall 

well short of what would be necessary to realize a significant 

redistributive effect.

It should also be noted that point- based enrollment, even 

for those whom it is designed to benefit, by no means results 

in  educational equality with full hukou- possessing residents. 

Point- based enrollments are generally available only to students 

entering either primary or middle school. If a child moves to 
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the city during year two of primary school, they must wait until 

middle school to have another chance at enrolling through this 

mechanism. Furthermore, regardless of how many points a 

family can accumulate, they are still excluded from sitting for 

the high school and university entrance exams. Thus, preferen-

tial admissions to the most prestigious universities still requires 

hukou in nearly every large city— certainly those with top- tier 

universities. There is little pretense that, even in the best- case 

scenario, point- based public school enrollment will do much to 

counteract educational inequality. But there are real political 

implications of these plans: migrants who have not made the 

cut for full citizenship are subjected to yet another regime of 

assessment, quantification, and ranking if they wish to access 

public education in the city.

THE INVERTED WELFARE STATE

The central government’s desire to address the migrant ques-

tion and advance the urbanization of people is real; indeed, this 

may be the single most important social issue they face. Most of 

the rhetoric and many of the concrete policy initiatives seek 

to better integrate people into cities, to reduce hukou barriers, to 

equalize educational opportunities, and to ensure more bal-

anced forms of development. The problem, however, is that the 

center has explicitly left the implementation of hukou and edu-

cational policies to city- level and in some cases district- level 

governments. China’s highly localized patchwork of policies for 

hukou admission and granting provisional access to education 

actually adhere to a relatively consistent logic: that of a negative 

means test in which access to services is dependent on a prepon-

derance of resources.
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But that is not the end of the story. This generalized pattern 

of negative means tests, when seen in the context of the coun-

try’s highly uneven patterns of capitalist development and ineq-

uitable fiscal capacities, presents a staggering image of emergent 

sociospatial hierarchy. The cities that are wealthiest, and theo-

retically most able to bear the fiscal responsibility of increased 

social spending, have the highest bar of entry for those applying 

for hukou and for contingent admission to public schools.87 Fur-

thermore, the elite institutions of higher education, which are 

the most reliable mechanisms for upward socioeconomic mobil-

ity, are all located in large, highly restricted cities. In general, 

the larger the city the better the social services, and the harder it 

is for migrants to access state- subsidized social reproduction. 

The “inverted welfare state,” then, is the regime produced by a 

generalized pattern of negative means tests combined with the 

country’s highly uneven patterns of capitalist development and 

inequitable fiscal capacities that funnel public resources to the 

pinnacle of the spatial administrative hierarchy.88 The implica-

tions for educational exclusion and rigidification of the class 

structure are legion.

Some further explication and empirical evidence will be use-

ful in fleshing out this argument. Few would be surprised to 

learn that there is a clear and positive correlation between city 

size and GDP per capita (figure  2.9), a pattern that is by no 

means unique to China. The reasons underlying this are com-

plex and the subject of debate, but the source of this phenome-

non is not particularly important.89 Much more germane to this 

study is simply the empirical fact that the richest cities are the 

most difficult ones for migrants to access. Even if there is evi-

dence that China has moved away from urban bias in its fiscal 

structure, as of 2017 the trend line remained steep: on average, 

moving from a city with 5 million inhabitants to one with 10 
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million results in a 38  percent increase in GDP per capita.90 

With this as background, the 2014 National New Urbanization 

Plan’s injunction for population control to become increas-

ingly stringent the larger the city appears in new light. If imple-

mented, the clear implication of the plan is that migrants should 

be actively denied the possibility of relocating to the wealthiest 

cities.

As if being relegated to underdeveloped spaces in the 

national hierarchy were not enough, there is the further prob-

lem that social services in these cities are also underresourced 

in comparison to their big city counterparts. As can be seen in 

figure 2.10, there is a clear positive correlation between city size 
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and annual education spending per capita. Beijing sits well 

above the line, although it pales in comparison with migration- 

magnets Dongguan and Shenzhen.91 If we look specifically at 

primary school financing, the Beijing municipal government 

spends 25,793.55 yuan per student per year, 2.7 times that of the 

national average of 9,557.89.92 Increased education spending in 

the megacities cannot be attributed to the higher cost of land, 

as public schools do not pay for land. Rather, they are able to 

spend more money to attract better teachers, invest in the hard 

infrastructure of the schools, and provide a greater diversity of 

educational experiences.

One way to address this inequality would be to centralize edu-

cation financing to ensure greater equality in spatial distribution. 
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Unfortunately, the recent trend has been precisely the opposite: 

education spending has been increasingly decentralized as local 

governments (i.e., provincial or below) have taken on a larger 

share of education financing (see figure 2.11). Although I have 

not been able to secure national education financing data disag-

gregated at the municipal or district level, the central- local 

disparity alone suggests widening regional inequality. Indeed, 

increased regional inequality has been the general trend since 

fiscal decentralization took off in the 1980s.93 Central govern-

ment efforts to date have done little to counter market trends, 

and wealthier cities continue to be able to offer far superior 

services.94

Although somewhat beyond the purview of this study, the 

final step in this deeply unequal educational landscape comes 
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with university admissions. As is well known, and hotly debated 

within China, universities reserve a relatively large number of 

spots for their local population. This means that applicants 

applying to universities located in their city of hukou registration 

have a much easier time gaining admission than those applying 

from elsewhere. The reason this exacerbates educational inequal-

ity is because the elite universities are, not coincidentally, in 

large cities where gaining hukou is the most difficult. In 2014 

Peking University and Tsinghua University enrolled students 

from Beijing at per capita rates of 14 and 12.5 times that of stu-

dents from the rest of the country, respectively. Similarly, 

Shanghai’s prestigious Fudan University and Shanghai Jiaotong 

University enrolled locals at per capita rates of 21.1 and 64 times 

that of students from elsewhere.95 Nor are such disparities 

restricted to the super- elite institutions: Tianjin University 

granted admission to locals at a rate 50.8 times that of nonlo-

cals.96 Even if we focus on admission rates for Beijing and 

Shanghai residents, cities relatively similar in terms of average 

wealth and levels of education, we see great disparities. Beijing 

locals have enrollment rates that are 5.5 times and 10.1 times 

those of their Shanghainese counterparts at Peking University 

and Renmin University, respectively. On the other hand, Shang-

hainese enrollment rates at their local flagships of Fudan Uni-

versity and Jiaotong University are 7.8 and 47.7 times those of 

people from Beijing. There are of course myriad factors at play 

here beyond hukou status, including family wealth, quality of 

primary and secondary education, parents’ education, and local-

ity preferences, to name a few. Nonetheless, even descriptive sta-

tistics are highly suggestive that locality matters significantly.97 

Access to elite tertiary education, a crucial step in locking in 

class advantages across generations, is thus similarly regulated 

by the logic of the inverted welfare state.
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CONCLUSION

By 2014, the central government had explicitly reoriented its 

development strategy toward urbanization- driven growth while 

advocating for the urbanization of people. But as we have seen, 

the important caveat is that people were to be urbanized in spaces 

that correspond to their assessed quality. Just- in- time urbaniza-

tion designates the utopian strategies megacities have employed 

to secure labor in the right qualities and quantities at the right 

time, in an effort to optimize the population and upgrade the 

economy. Those excluded from hukou membership in the city 

must submit to a negative means test to try to gain access to public 

schools, in which there is a negative association between need 

and access. Finally, when situated within China’s broader eco-

nomic geography, I have characterized this regime as the inverted 

welfare state, an arrangement in which the quality of social repro-

duction one can access corresponds to their existing levels of 

human capital.

Theoretically, this argument allows us to revisit an earlier 

debate on market transition and the bases of inequality in post-

socialist societies.98 With the emergence of point- based citizen-

ship and school enrollments, it is apparent that the value of 

political capital has experienced a relative decline from the rigid 

exclusion of the Mao era. China has constructed a national labor 

market, and urban citizenship is relatively porous, as even the 

best- barricaded cities have sought to admit the right human 

capitals. But it would be clearly mistaken to conclude that state 

socialist forms of status hierarchy have disappeared, or are being 

continually corroded by market forces.99 Indeed, there is a perni-

cious interaction of status and market- based inequalities that 

do not close off human circulation altogether even as they fore-

close access to public goods in the cities for the overwhelming 
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majority of nonlocals. In other words, the specific form of mar-

ket inequality we see in contemporary China is not antagonistic 

to, but rather presupposes, state socialist inequality. This sug-

gests that even if hukou were to be abolished tomorrow, poor 

people would be released into a market with wildly unequal 

access to cultural capital accumulation, and China’s high levels 

of educational and economic inequality would likely persist. 

Status and class must be addressed together, for they are in fact 

deeply imbricated.

As might be imagined, the state’s pursuit of JIT urbanization 

paired with the political economy of the inverted welfare state 

has already come at immense social cost. Tens of millions of 

migrant families have been excluded from social protections in 

the city— the only place where they can find employment ade-

quate to survival. Those denied access to public schools by the 

battery of administrative procedures are left with no choice but 

to turn to the market for meeting their educational needs. A 

market for migrant education has indeed sprung into existence 

in Beijing, but it is one that is hardly regulated and fails spec-

tacularly at responding to social need.



When we have parent- teacher conferences, we tell the parents, 

“regardless of whether the children’s scores are high, our teachers 

are doing their best.” Because the conditions in our school aren’t 

up to speed, teachers don’t have teaching materials, and the 

facilities are insufficient, they have to rely just on their mouth 

to educate the children.

— Principal Ma, Yinghong School

The essence of the inverted welfare state, detailed at 

length in the previous chapter, is to extend nominally 

public goods to those who need them least. In order to 

secure access to public education in China’s wealthiest megaci-

ties, nonlocal people must demonstrate their utility to the local 

state, a utility in which individual labor market value is a cru-

cial metric. But there is another vast segment of urban resi-

dents who supply the devalued labor that makes the city run 

while remaining excluded from all forms of state- subsidized 

social reproduction, their children relegated to shadow infor-

mal schooling. These tens of millions of migrants have been 

urbanized as labor but not as full human beings, their social 

3
THE MIGRANT SCHOOL

Concentrated Deprivation
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reproduction remaining precarious and tied to the vagaries of 

the market.

Beijing’s migrant schools, the privatized organizations that 

have emerged in all major Chinese cities to respond to the 

increasing tendency toward family migration, are spaces of con-

centrated deprivation. Anyone who can gain access to the public 

system will do so, including both students and teachers. The 

public system hovers over the private, snapping up individuals 

from the surplus population deemed likely to enhance their test 

score metrics, while the problem of default collective exclu-

sion remains. Migrant schools are left to serve the least well- 

prepared, least well- resourced families, and they must do so in 

an almost totally privatized environment that lacks resources as 

well, as Principal Ma put it earlier.1 The precarity experienced 

by parents in the labor and housing markets is refracted into the 

schools, resulting in astonishingly high levels of student turn-

over. Social entropy is therefore institutionalized in the migrant 

school, with profound consequences for the pedagogical envi-

ronment. Civil society organizations have intervened in some 

cases to provide financial and other forms of support. While 

these efforts are meaningful in individual cases, they remain a 

drop in an ocean of service denial. With parents tethered to the 

city as labor but excluded as full people, their social reproduc-

tion needs are left to the whims of a barely regulated market 

and a capricious urban state.

PRODUCING INFORMAL EDUCATION

The emergence of the migrant school must be situated within 

the changing regimes of accumulation and migration described 

in the previous chapter. As noted, in the early twenty- first 
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century there was an increased trend for migrants to stay in cit-

ies longer and to migrate as a family.2 One consequence was 

that the number of “brought- along children” (suiqian zinü 

) increased rapidly. Although largely excluded from sec-

ondary and tertiary education in the cities (particularly the 

largest, wealthiest cities), the general increase in family migra-

tion in this period of time resulted in increasing demands from 

nonlocals for compulsory schooling (grades 1– 9) in their receiv-

ing areas (see figure 3.1).

Growth in the number of migrant children in cities occurred 

within a context of broader national education reform. Follow-

ing a 1985 central government reform, schools of all kind came 

to be subject to greater market pressures, and fully private 
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schools also reemerged.3 In urban areas, primary schooling had 

largely been administered and financed by work units (danwei 

) in the Mao era, but that responsibility was increasingly 

shifted to district governments.4 While schools were given 

greater autonomy to diversify their revenue streams, including 

charging various fees, reform often forced local governments 

and school administrators to find creative ways to fund educa-

tion.5 Fiscal decentralization in the 1980s was followed by a 

degree of recentralization in 1994. But local governments’ 

mandates to provide compulsory education did not come with 

increased ability to levy taxes, and central government redistri-

bution has remained minimal for most localities. With this 

fiscal backdrop, it should be of little surprise that local govern-

ments in receiving areas were unenthusiastic about footing the 

bill for migrant children, a group to which they had no legal 

obligation to provide education. And yet, cities certainly wanted 

migrant parents to continue to provide low- cost labor.

Just as rural- urban migration was really taking off in the 

1990s, the central government created a seeming escape from 

this dilemma: fully privatized schooling. So- called community- 

operated (minban ) schools received official backing in the 

State Council’s 1993 Program for China’s Educational Reform 

and Development and further specification in the Minban Edu-

cation Promotion Law of 2002. Within the context of a general 

increase in private school enrollments in the 1990s and 2000s,6 

the approach of leaving migrants’ educational needs to the mar-

ket had received the center’s stamp of approval. Thus the migrant 

school was born, a privatized institution to serve those who had 

been excluded from public education in the cities. These schools 

quickly gained notoriety for being poorly managed, severely 

underresourced, and generally unable to provide decent educa-

tion.7 Given that migrant schools have been shown to have a 
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significant negative effect on educational outcomes, with stu-

dents generally faring even worse than in underresourced pub-

lic rural schools, many scholars have suggested that they would 

likely enhance social and economic inequality.8 At a period of 

time that saw increasing educational inequality in general, 

indicators abounded that children of working- class migrants 

were falling further behind.9

It is, however, worth noting that migrant children are not 

categorically excluded from public schools in receiving areas; 

rather, they are not guaranteed access. As detailed in the previ-

ous chapter, official central policy since 2001 has been to place a 

majority of migrant children in public schools, with receiving 

areas shouldering the majority of the associated costs. After 

more than a decade of central government exhortations to 

increase migrant access to urban public schools, the Minister 

of Education announced in 2014 that more than 80 percent of 

migrant children nationwide were enrolled in public schools.10 

This number is highly suspect for a number of reasons, notably 

that the most marginalized individuals and schools (including 

unregistered ones) are the least likely to be counted. Even 

assuming this estimate is wildly off the mark, it is probable that 

a majority of migrant children are indeed enrolled in public 

schools. But as we have already seen, the category of “nonlocal” 

is highly heterogenous— enrollment numbers in the aggregate 

say nothing about variation based on class, place of residence, 

or any other of a number of factors that I have already demon-

strated to be of critical importance.

Students in migrant schools by no means represent the 

modal experience. The perspective presented here— that of 

the excluded— reveals critical insights into the methods of pop-

ulation management more broadly, depicting how depriva-

tion is concentrated in the space of Beijing’s migrant schools 



90  The Migrant School

and  the devasting social and educational implications of this 

arrangement.

SCARCE RESOURCES

Migrant schools are privatized institutions that are largely 

or entirely dependent on tuition to fund their operations. 

There is significant variation, even within Beijing, since some 

schools are unlicensed and completely tuition dependent 

whereas others receive some subsidies from the state or foun-

dations. But even Zhifan School, the high- end case in my 

study, was significantly underresourced when compared to its 

public counterparts.

The issue of tuition dependence was particularly pressing at 

Yinghong, the low- end school I studied. The associate principal 

of the school talked about how their inability to register pre-

cluded it from receiving any state subsidies: “[aside from tuition] 

we don’t have anything. . . .  As far as the government is con-

cerned, there’s never been any [support]. . . .  Since 2001, none 

of the migrant schools here have been licensed. . . .  If they’re 

licensed they might get some small subsidies, the government 

might give some portion of the student’s tuition, including 

heating fees. But in our school, we completely depend on our-

selves.” 11 In fact, Yinghong had received a contribution from 

the government, but it was so minimal as to only further 

incense one teacher: “[Yinghong] has been here for nine years, 

and we haven’t received one penny of government subsidy. The 

only thing we’ve gotten from the government was three fire 

extinguishers.” 12 Although many other cities, notably Shang-

hai, have mobilized public resources to support private migrant 

schools, that has not been the case in Beijing.13
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This market orientation is highly problematic, for as we saw 

in the previous chapter, the children who end up in migrant 

schools are likely to come from households with the least 

economic and cultural capital. Teacher Xu from Yinghong 

explained it thus: “[Parents] of our students rarely have regular 

jobs. Usually they’re doing some kind of business, like selling 

vegetables, running a breakfast stand, selling things in the 

morning market, or selling other things in market stalls. There 

are very few with 9– 5 jobs.” 14 The consequence is that tuition 

was quite low, with schools in Beijing typically charging from 

500 to 1,000 yuan per semester during the early to mid- 2010s.15 

This was not an inconsiderable sum for many informal and 

poorly paid workers, but it was still far less than they would 

have to pay to get into public school, if that option even existed.

The majority of schools in Beijing often face intense market 

pressures, and owners tend to prioritize profit over pedagogy 

(the foundation- supported schools are somewhat different, an 

issue to which I will return). Teacher Guo from Yinghong 

opened up about a school where she had previously worked: “I 

feel like they just saw the school as a business. If you obey him 

[the boss] then you’re fine, it doesn’t matter if you’re good or 

bad at teaching, you just need to obey.” 16 And market compe-

tition between schools had often been quite fierce, resulting in 

a variety of unsavory business practices, a zero- sum struggle 

in which one school’s loss could be another’s gain. Teacher 

Lin explained how Yinghong had attracted more students 

(and their tuition) when neighboring schools encountered dif-

ficulties: “Last year we didn’t have as many people. But then a 

few schools in this area went out of business, they were poorly 

run. When the school goes under, the students need to find 

somewhere to continue their studies.” 17 Given migrant schools’ 

position in the education market, they were generally not in 
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a  position to make major investments in their workers or 

facilities.

A final issue that restricted schools’ access to resources, cer-

tainly more pressing in Beijing than in other megacities, had to 

do with their position of legal uncertainty. Many dozens of 

unlicensed schools in Beijing had no legal right to operate. In 

addition to shutting them out of credit markets, it also meant 

that the government could close their operations with no legal 

proceedings and without having to pay the owners any com-

pensation. An NGO officer in Beijing compared local condi-

tions with the somewhat more regulated education market in 

Guangzhou: “In Guangzhou, people are willing to invest and 

they can charge higher tuition. In Beijing, people think it’s too 

risky to invest much, they don’t care if the [school’s] conditions 

are poor.” 18

Decrepit Physical Plant

This extreme dearth of financial resources manifested in the 

poor state of many migrant schools’ physical plant. This was 

the thing that immediately struck me when I first walked into 

Shusheng School back in 2011: in the midst of the fabulous 

wealth of Beijing, children were going to school in deplorable 

conditions. Neither Yinghong nor Shusheng had indoor plumb-

ing or central heat. Physical education and playground facilities 

were similarly degraded. Teacher Xu from Yinghong couldn’t 

help but hide her discomfort as she detailed her school’s poor 

conditions: “My son goes to school here, every day he comes in 

with clean clothes. But after one day at school, you can see the 

environment here, by evening when we go home it’s completely 

dirty. There isn’t a playground worth the name [see figure 3.2], 
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their so- called playing is just running around in this space.” 19 

Shusheng’s facilities were only marginally better, with a some-

what more even, albeit smaller, concrete slab, a ping- pong 

table, and a small play structure. The massive pile of coal heaped 

in the schoolyard (see figure 3.3) that I saw children playing in 

captured two aspects of the school’s deprivation: lack of central 

heat and lack of adequate play facilities.

The poor conditions, particularly in Yinghong and Shush-

eng, were not just a nuisance but also had a direct impact on 

teachers’ work and student learning. Teacher Zhou from Ying-

hong depicted a tragic scene of students fighting the elements 

during exams: “Public schools get subsidies every year from the 

government for their facilities. . . .  In our school, when it rains 

a lot outside, it also rains a lot in the classroom. The roof is full 

FIGURE 3.2 The playground at Yinghong School.

Photo by the author.
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of holes. . . .  Two days ago was the final exam, and the floor 

was covered with water. All of their exams got soaked . . .  some 

even took an umbrella and used books to block the water, this is 

how they took their exams. Our facilities cannot compare with 

public schools.” 20

Even when it was not raining, the elements could present a 

major challenge. My field notes from a December visit to Ying-

hong reflected on the health concerns of teaching in extremely 

cold classrooms: “I taught Zhang Xin’s English class, which was 

40 minutes. In a class of about 30– 35 students, there was almost 

continuous coughing for the entire class.” 21 At the beginning 

and end of the school year, heat presented yet another obstacle 

to teachers and students. Teacher Xu complained, “We have 

asbestos tiles, if it’s 35, 36 degrees [95– 98º F] in the summer, 

when we come in the morning it’s pretty cool. But by afternoon, 

you just can’t stand it. After baking in the sun, this room is like 

FIGURE 3.3 Children in the yard at Shusheng.

Photo by the author.
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a steamer, it’s extremely hot.” 22 It is also noteworthy that the 

tiles’ being made of asbestos was not part of her complaint.23

Narrow Pedagogy

A common refrain among teachers, more so even than for par-

ents, was that their school was unable to provide adequate classes 

or other experiences in nonacademic subjects. Teacher Wang 

from Yinghong exemplified this concern:

Our school doesn’t even have a sports field. What are we sup-

posed to tell these kids who love to play? At least they should be 

able to have a happy and enriching childhood, there are just too 

many things they lack. And we don’t have enough teachers, 

there is only math, Chinese, and foreign languages, there’s no 

arts. Some children are really good at singing and dancing, but 

[their talents] can’t be discovered. Their parents don’t have the 

resources to send them to art school. A lot of them have natural 

talents in the arts, but they’ve been buried. A lot of schools are 

like this.24

Teacher Xu, also from Yinghong, similarly worried about how 

the school’s lack of resources would impact student develop-

ment: “[Public schools] frequently organize free field trips for 

students. When they come back, they do journal entries, they 

turn their observations into new knowledge. But this kind of 

school like ours has never had a field trip. The only things in 

our students’ brains are Chinese, math, and English. Their per-

spective is extremely narrow.” 25

Conditions at Zhifan were somewhat better, and it had hired 

one music teacher and one art teacher. But with more than nine 
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hundred students in the school,26 the music teacher still felt 

overburdened and believed that she could not adequately 

address the students’ needs: “Actually, I think that the reason 

teachers in migrant schools are [overworked] like this, at the 

end of the day, it’s because of money. If there were more money, 

they could hire. . . .  I wouldn’t have to teach music to the entire 

school. If there were two people, I could do a thorough job pre-

paring for class. With just one person, sometimes they are in a 

bad state and they still have to persist. Of course it has to do 

with money.” 27 The meager arts offerings at Zhifan, the high- 

end migrant school in my study, however, paled in comparison 

to the public Xingfu School in central- western Beijing. The 

principal described the school as “one of the top ten” in the dis-

trict, and she ticked off the many available activities: “The stu-

dents have a wind instrument band, one of your American jazz 

bands, a Latin band. We also have dance troupes. Our chorus is 

quite excellent. There are the photography and painting associ-

ations. We also have a drumming troupe, and a Western wind 

instrument band.” 28

MOBILITY AMONG TEACHERS  
AND STUDENTS

The concentrated deprivation in migrant schools was clearly 

reflected in their exploitative labor practices. Not all school 

employees were as biting in their critique as Teacher Lin from 

Yinghong, but his complaints about overwork were nearly uni-

versal among Beijing’s migrant schoolteachers:

To put it crudely, the boss of a private school is a capitalist, they’re 

in it for the money. They think that in the education industry, 

they employ teachers and they absolutely won’t let you be too 
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relaxed. . . .  The workload is quite heavy; it’s like this everywhere 

in China. Of course, some bosses are concerned with education, 

but the overwhelming majority of private schools are there to 

earn money. Public schoolteachers’ workload is at least half [of 

ours], because public school managers won’t be too strict. Private 

school bosses are savage.29

I will extensively detail teachers’ perspectives on work in chap-

ter 6. But this highly exploitative work environment is relevant 

here in that it made it extremely difficult for schools to main-

tain a qualified workforce. This is by no means to question the 

persistence and creativity of many teachers who labored under 

seemingly impossible conditions. Nonetheless, deep structural 

problems prevented migrant schools from stabilizing a quality 

workforce.

Lack of preparation was endemic among migrant school-

teachers. On my first visit to Shusheng, the principal presented 

an overview of the school in which she said that her teachers 

“don’t get as much training as in public schools.” 30 At Ying-

hong, Teacher Wang confirmed that he had received no formal 

training before starting the job:

EF: Did you have any training when you arrived?

Wang: No. I had worked [in a school] before, a relative of mine is 

a school principal, sometimes I would go and help out by substi-

tuting. I did that for about a month, back in my hometown. . . .  

You just learn gradually, nobody teaches you. Other teachers 

are quite busy, they don’t have any time to teach you. So you 

see if you can adapt to the environment.31

The first time I taught a class myself, I witnessed this lack 

of preparation in a visceral manner. When the principal 

of  Shusheng asked if I would teach an English class, I 
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enthusiastically agreed, eager to witness in- class dynamics 

from the teacher’s perspective. Just before the class, I met with 

the instructor, a reserved woman in her early twenties from 

remote western China. After first engaging her in English, it 

quickly became apparent she did not actually speak the lan-

guage, and I awkwardly switched back to Chinese. My efforts 

to question her on the course materials and students’ level of 

preparedness elicited no response— she eventually handed me 

a tattered English textbook and told me I could use it. When 

I asked how much of the textbook they had already covered, 

she told me to do “whatever” (suibian ). I was then thrust 

in front of a classroom of more than forty unruly six- year- 

olds. Suffice it to say that I was badly humbled in my effort to 

impart any English language skills. I was a bit taken aback by 

the encounter, but it was a reasonably good indicator of most 

migrant schools’ ability to deliver decent English language 

instruction.32

Since migrant schools in Beijing were so chronically under-

resourced, teachers who had the ability to leave generally would 

do so. This could mean moving on to a more lucrative position 

in a different industry, as frequently happened with college- 

educated teachers who came to migrant schools motivated by 

altruism. Teacher Wang from Yinghong was just such a case. 

He grew up as a “left- behind” child, raised by his grandparents 

in the countryside while his parents bounced around the coun-

try working a series of jobs. I met him in 2012 shortly after he 

started working at the school. Despite his sincere commitment 

to the social mission, he left after two years for a job designing 

an app. I reconnected with him three months after he had 

started his new job, and his explanation of his decision was 

simple: “Well, [I switched jobs] because at the time, I had been 

there for two years, and I was getting older. So I started to have 
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more pressure in life. Because in migrant schools, the salary is 

very, very low. It is maybe just enough to support myself. So 

I looked for something with a higher salary.” 33 It was so com-

mon as to be expected that teachers who had more lucrative 

options working in other industries would stay in the schools 

for only a short stint.

A similarly damaging dynamic was public schools pilfering 

the best teachers from migrant schools. For totally understand-

able reasons, teachers who had the opportunity would want to 

move to public schools, where they would enjoy higher salaries 

and status, better job security and benefits, and lower work-

loads.34 Indeed, there were quite a few teachers in migrant 

schools with college degrees and official licensing (even if they 

were proportionally small), and with a good enough track 

record of improving student test scores, they could be snapped 

up. Teacher Guo, an accredited graduate from a teacher train-

ing college, talked about her wish to leave Yinghong: “Those of 

us teachers who are licensed, usually we want to go to public 

schools, but it’s pretty difficult. Getting a job is hard now, the 

industry is saturated. So our only choice is to come to this kind 

of school.” 35 The implications of this were profound, since 

migrant schools had immense difficulty retaining their most 

promising young teachers. As Mr.  Li from a local education 

NGO put it, “Young people generally think of [working in a 

migrant school] as a springboard, it’s quite dangerous. As soon 

as they find another job, they’ll leave.” 36

The pull of the public system was not limited to teachers. 

Those students with the best test scores could also be recruited 

away from migrant schools.37 Although in the previous chapter 

I detailed the seemingly impartial bureaucratic procedures by 

which admission to public school was governed, the reality 

is  that there have always been informal channels for certain 
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people. Student test scores are a key metric by which public 

schools are assessed, which then creates an incentive to admit 

students with a proven track record. Principle Ma from Ying-

hong explained how this dynamic created immense difficulties 

for migrant schools in retaining high performing students: 

“The kind of students we get in this kind of school, there are 

very few good ones. Basically, it’s just those who can’t get into 

public schools. As long as the student is good in school, and the 

parents have the [financial] ability, or they know someone, 

they’ll transfer right away. So we work hard at educating this 

child, and if their scores go up one day, then they’ll go to a pub-

lic school.” 38 Here we see how migrant children with high scores 

gain access to the public, while migrant schools are there to 

absorb everyone else.

For high- achieving migrant children from families that 

could not pay the requisite bribes to get into urban public 

schools, returning home was also an option. If students had any 

ambition of one day attending university in China (going 

abroad was beyond the consideration of any families I encoun-

tered in my fieldwork), going to the village before the end of 

middle school was almost a necessity.39 The high school entrance 

exam (zhongkao ) differs by locality, which means that stu-

dents would need to attend at least some portion of middle 

school in their hukou- designated hometown in order to have a 

chance of one day going on to university. Students who do 

poorly on the zhongkao are put on the nonacademic track, and 

their chances for upward social mobility dim accordingly.40 

Principal Ma recalled how one of their students chose to return 

home: “One of the best children we’ve had was here from first 

until fifth grade. After returning to her hometown in Shaanxi, 

she had the top scores for all eight classes in her grade.” 41 

While the principal clearly took some pride in the student’s 
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subsequent success, it also was an indicator that the best stu-

dents were looking for exit options. Certainly, very few students 

who stayed in migrant schools went on to a university educa-

tion. Song Yingquan tracked 1,866 students in fifty different 

migrant schools in Beijing from their second year in middle 

school and made a startling finding: only 6 percent of students 

were admitted to a university, 34 percent lower than the general 

population.42 In a social environment were educational advance-

ment and self- worth are closely linked, those trapped in the 

migrant school would seem likely to internalize a sense of 

inferiority.43

NONPROFIT SCHOOLS, NGOS,  
AND FOUNDATIONS

China’s civil society has always operated within tightly regu-

lated constraints. Nonetheless, migrant- focused NGOs have 

been able to survive and even prosper if they can secure sup-

port from local government.44 In a few cases in Beijing, 

migrant schools’ deprivation was somewhat ameliorated by 

support from foundations or NGOs. School administrators 

and teachers referred to these kinds of schools as “public 

interest” (gongyixing ) or “nonprofit” (feiyingli ) 

to differentiate them from the profit- oriented outfits described 

earlier. Although such schools still charged tuition, they were 

generally able to provide much better conditions for their stu-

dents than was the case at Shusheng or Yinghong. Among the 

schools I studied, Zhifan School (the high- end case) was con-

sidered “public interest.”

Zhifan was established in 2001, after which it faced frequent 

government harassment, demolition and relocation orders, and 
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severe financial difficulty. However, it was officially licensed in 

2004, and within a few years the school’s fortunes had improved 

dramatically. In 2007 Zhifan received major gifts from a corpo-

ration and local foundation, totaling more than 2.7 million yuan 

that year alone. By 2011, the school claimed to have raised a 

total of 7 million yuan via donations.45

These donations were critical in allowing Zhifan to provide a 

better learning environment than was possible at Shusheng or 

Yinghong and to be less tuition- dependent. School administra-

tors said that the 700 yuan semester tuition covered only a third 

of the school’s expenses, with the remaining two- thirds coming 

from external support. Teacher Gu suggested that the school 

maintained a major advantage over the more commercially ori-

ented schools: “Before I was at a private school. It was started 

by a boss. It was quite different in a number of ways. Because it 

was started by an individual, so everything was done in consid-

eration of his personal interests. This school [Zhifan], as far as 

the students or pedagogy is concerned, it’s not that different 

from a public school.” 46 Teacher Li noted, “We lose a lot of 

money every year, we’re a public interest school, so we need to 

think of various ways to get investment. . . .  The government 

contributes only 70 yuan per student per semester. It’s far too 

little.” 47

Whether Zhifan was indeed up to the standards of an aver-

age public school in Beijing is debatable, but it was certainly an 

outlier among migrant schools. External financial support 

allowed the school to provide facilities that Shusheng and 

Yinghong lacked, including a computer lab, indoor plumbing, 

and a large outdoor playground and track. As noted before, the 

school had hired one music teacher and one art teacher, and 

even though these teachers were overburdened, they were able 

to provide students with regular nonacademic forms of learning 
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and expression. These features were widely understood to be 

quite exceptional, and Zhifan received a steady stream of offi-

cial awards, positive evaluations in the media, and visits from 

domestic and foreign scholars.

While few if any migrant schools in Beijing could match 

Zhifan’s fundraising prowess, many schools had received some 

civil society support. Shusheng had received an initial dona-

tion from a local NGO, which was critical in covering their 

startup costs. Although they had not succeeded in getting 

additional large grants, the school would occasionally have 

recent college graduates placed there as teachers through Teach 

Future China (wei zhongguo er jiao ), a program 

similar to Teach for America. Yinghong received support 

from an NGO that occasionally dispatched young people, 

typically local college students, to conduct music, arts, or 

athletics programs. Principal Ma talked about the role that 

these volunteers played at Yinghong: “These [sports and arts] 

activities really allow children to increase their knowledge 

and to enrich their extracurricular activities. These are things 

that our school can’t do. Each day we’re busy teaching the core 

subjects, in dealing with parents we need to think about test 

scores. So we overlook these [extracurricular activities]. These 

volunteers help to make up for this shortcoming.” 48 There is 

nothing objectionable about these programs, and indeed, they 

were quite popular among students, teachers, and parents. But 

they also served to highlight the structural deprivation of 

migrant schools: programs that were provided regularly and as 

a matter of course in the public system were occasional affairs 

in these schools. Given the fickleness of foundations, not to 

mention the political vagaries of China’s civil society, migrant 

schools could not depend on this kind of support in long- term 

planning.
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CONCLUSION

As the option of last resort for those deemed surplus by the 

state, migrant schools exhibit concentrated deprivation, provid-

ing almost fully marketized education to those with the fewest 

resources. The results are predictably bad, with students sub-

jected to decrepit physical plants, underprepared teachers, and a 

pedagogy narrowly focused on test scores. Teachers and stu-

dents who have the opportunity to move to public schools inev-

itably do so, leaving behind the least well- prepared and least 

well- resourced. Government subsidies and support from civil 

society play a negligible role in ameliorating these conditions 

for most migrant schools. There is therefore a grain of truth in 

the Beijing municipal government’s claim during the 2011 mass 

demolitions that these schools are “not up to standard.” But 

these woefully underresourced schools are in fact a problem of 

the state’s own creation.

How do families cope with such challenging conditions? As 

we have seen, exit from the school is one common approach. 

And yet, many families would simply not be able to survive if 

they returned home, since they could not forgo the opportuni-

ties of the urban labor market. In the next chapter we will 

approach the problem of education directly from the perspec-

tive of these parents, and in so doing elucidate the deleterious 

consequences of their inclusion and indeed tethering to the city 

as workers paired with ongoing repulsion in the realm of social 

reproduction.



Last year I heard that all workers without a formal labor con-

tract would be cleared from Beijing. This is what I heard, 

I don’t know if it’s true or not.

— Migrant from Sichuan

The wage- labor relation suffuses the spaces of nonwaged every-

day life.

— Tithi Bhattacharya

By 2014, “population control via education” was a central 

element in urban China’s population management 

regime. In concert with other forms of expulsionary 

pressure directed at the workplace and housing, this series of 

measures appeared to have produced the desired effect. As can 

be seen in figure 4.1, an already falling population growth rate 

fell further still after 2014. In 2015, Beijing Party Secretary Guo 

Jinlong bragged about the accomplishment, revealing the city’s 

quota- driven approach: “[in 2014] Beijing was able to clear out 

a  section of the population, reaching our annual population 

control target.” 1 Certainly the general trajectory of population 

4
RENDERED SURPLUS

Parents Navigate “Population Control Via Education”
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growth was already declining, given the extremely low birth rate 

among locals, rapidly increasing cost of living, and expanded 

economic opportunities in interior cities over the course of the 

2000s and 2010s. Nonetheless, by the end of 2017, Beijing’s total 

population was falling in absolute terms, down 22,000 from 

a  year earlier.2 Then, in 2017– 18, the city lost an astonishing 

165,000 residents.3 The number of nonlocal children who were 

able to enroll in first grade dropped by 18,000 between 2013 and 

2014. The decline among children enrolled in migrant schools 

was similarly precipitous; one study estimated that the city’s 

total dropped from 100,000 to 50,000 between 2014 and 2018.4 

While I am unable to tease out how much of the population 

decline was due to shifts in education policy, it certainly played 

a significant role.
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FIGURE 4.1 Population growth rate, Beijing.

Source: Beijing Tongji Nianjian, 2017.
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What were the concrete mechanisms of “population control 

via education,” and how did migrant families experience this 

intensification of expulsionary pressure? Institutionalization of 

degraded education for those children enrolled in migrant 

schools derives not simply from parents’ status as nonlocal 

hukou holders but also from their class position, broadly con-

ceived. As parents attempted to enroll their children in public 

schools, these efforts were confounded by their labor market 

position and access to housing, increasingly so from 2014. A 

related but distinct issue is the question of enrolling children 

born in violation of birth control policies. Parents were forced 

to weigh various options between trying to stay in Beijing, 

sending their children to the countryside, or potentially send-

ing them further into the urban periphery in neighboring 

Hebei. The emotional costs that this byzantine and deeply 

unequal system produced for migrant families were severe.

The empirical evidence here shows that the urban state is 

pushing out groups of people that are making critical contribu-

tions to the economy, either via waged or informal labor. Migrant 

families are rendered surplus as a result of concrete decisions 

taken by state actors, which then undermines their ability to 

secure social reproduction in the location where they work. The 

problem is not that these migrants are of no utility to capital in 

general, but rather that they do not provide a kind of labor that 

comports with the state’s vision for economic upgrading.

Given that I contacted parents via migrant schools, the data 

presented here are largely from the perspective of those who have 

been shut out of the public system. This is by no means the only 

valid perspective from which to study education, social services, 

or the urbanization process more broadly. It does, however, 

give clear insight into who is excluded from subsidized social 
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reproduction and why, as well as the social consequences of this 

particular approach to managing human movement. Most of the 

interview data here come specifically from parents with children 

enrolled at Shusheng School, the mid- tier primary school I stud-

ied in eastern Beijing’s Liwanzhuang. Some of these parents had 

older children who had graduated from Shusheng and been 

accepted to public middle school, a trajectory that was not unusual 

prior to 2014. In what follows, I detail the devastating conse-

quences of the intensifying rupture between the spaces of work 

and life, as manifested in parents’ attempts to navigate the con-

stantly shifting and highly unequal bureaucratic terrain.

ACCESSING SCHOOLING OUT OF PLAN

I have already detailed the arcane bureaucratic procedures by 

which urban governments determine which children without 

local hukou will be admitted to public schools. As that account 

of the formal process made apparent, there is no categorical ban 

on migrants accessing these schools. Rather, the state has 

established an array of metrics, oriented largely but not exclu-

sively to parents’ perceived labor market value, which deter-

mines their children’s ability to gain admission. Working- class 

and precarious migrants in Beijing encounter obstacles, both 

formal and informal, that systematically exclude their children 

from public education.

Informal Work, Informal Schooling

While conducting fieldwork in the summer of 2014, the signifi-

cance of parents’ labor market position for their children’s 
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education opportunities arose as one of the most widespread 

and intractable problems. Even those migrants who had enjoyed 

relative economic success in the informal labor market faced 

increasingly insurmountable obstacles. This was made apparent 

one June afternoon when Wu Ping, an NGO researcher, and 

I  met with a family from Shandong Province at their home, 

about a ten- minute walk from Shusheng School. Once inside 

the large gate guarding their house, we passed through a small 

outdoor area and then into a large, bright living room with high 

ceilings. The house was clean, with new- looking tile floors, a 

decent sized kitchen off to the side, and a large bedroom in the 

back. This was the nicest accommodation I had seen in Liwan-

zhuang. The parents of three were very engaging and offered us 

tea, lychee, and cigarettes throughout the interview. Although 

housing conditions are just one indicator of a family’s class 

position, I anticipated that this family was in a “best case” 

scenario.

Mr. Fan and Ms. Xu had been in Beijing for twenty years, 

having moved to the capital as teenagers. They came from the 

same town in Shandong but were first introduced by former 

classmates after they moved to the city. Although they came 

from a poor village where their families had little land, they had 

encountered modest economic success in Beijing. After spend-

ing years in factories and on construction sites doing metalwork, 

Mr. Fan eventually opened a home renovation business, while 

Ms. Xu had engaged in various small- scale entrepreneurial 

activities such as running a small supermarket.5 Although they 

had moved around the city some in their youth, they had been 

in Liwanzhuang for nine years. This was a family that had 

contributed to and seemingly benefited from Beijing’s economic 

transformation, and they were committed to staying in the city 

they had called home for more than half their lives.



110  Rendered Surplus

Despite their relative material comfort, the parents’ informal 

work would likely prove a decisive shortcoming in the increas-

ingly restrictive school admissions environment. As noted in 

the previous chapter, one of the “five permits” required for 

nonlocal admission to public school is a Beijing labor contract. 

Indeed, local labor contracts are a requirement nationwide. In 

2014, education departments in Beijing increasingly began 

demanding proof of payment into local social insurance plans, 

despite the fact that this was not stipulated as a “five permits” 

requirement. But as Ms. Xu revealed, these demands essentially 

excluded their children from public schools:

We’ve been self- employed [getihu ] all along, we’ve never 

had a [formal] job [shangban ]. And we don’t want to have a 

job, because we’re used to doing our own business. With a job, 

you can’t earn enough money. So without a job, there’s no com-

pany to provide us with social insurance, so we’ve never had 

social insurance. . . .  They [the Education Department] require 

a labor contract, and we don’t have a contract. So these permits 

are the hardest to get.6

Dong Huanli, a mother of two from Hebei Province, related a 

similar challenge. Her family was not as well off as Mr. Fan 

and Ms. Xu, with her husband able to secure only very part- 

time informal work. Their primary source of income was from 

running a small convenience store in Liwanzhuang. With her 

daughter about to graduate from Shusheng, and almost cer-

tainly to be excluded from public middle school, their infor-

mality would likely force them out of the city:

DH: The two of us . . .  neither of us can get a labor contract! 

Where can we go to get one? We also don’t have that . . .  
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what’s it called? A business license [for their convenience 

store]. People from the factory won’t issue a labor contract. 

If you don’t have a job here . . .  so we can’t overcome this.

EF: What does your husband do for work?

DH: He just does odd jobs [da linggong ]. For instance, 

today he’ll do this, then someone will call and tell him there’s 

a job and he’ll go do it . . .  if there’s no work, he’ll stay here 

and look after the store.

EF: So the reason you’re going back [to your hometown] is because 

it’ll be hard to get your daughter into middle school?

DH: Yeah, there’s no hope. We’re workers [dagong ], if some-

one had a labor permit then there would be a possibility. But 

we don’t have a labor permit, and nobody is going to just give 

us one!7

Here we see Ms. Dong implying that “people from the fac-

tory” won’t issue a fake labor contract. Indeed, parents often 

considered finding fake forms of documentation as a means of 

overcoming administrative obstacles. While forged papers have 

long allowed migrants greater possibilities to stay in the cities, 

there was evidence that the government had begun making 

greater efforts to regulate such practices. One indicator of 

increasing enforcement in Beijing came with the widely covered 

case of the “fake documents mother,” Cao Haili.8 After failing 

to secure some of the required “five permits,” Cao attempted to 

use fake documents, at the time a widespread practice among 

migrants. Presumably in an effort to make an example of her, the 

authorities arrested Cao, who then delivered a tearful confession 

in court, photos of which were prominently displayed in media 

reports. While informal workers in Beijing have continued to 

try to utilize fake documents to gain access to services, this 

event suggested a tightening of control.
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Of course, many migrant parents do work in the formal sec-

tor, which allows them to produce legitimate labor contracts 

and increases the likelihood of accessing social insurance (while 

certainly not guaranteeing it). But as has been widely reported 

in the literature, migrants are likely to be employed in the 

most unstable forms of employment, including temporary and 

dispatch positions.9 And by all indicators, the proportion of 

migrant workers in informal settings has been increasing. 

Nationwide, the number of migrants with labor contracts fell 

over the course of the early 2010s, decreasing from 42.8 percent 

in 2009 to just 35.1 percent in 2016.10

Furthermore, the economic geography of the city tends to 

funnel poor migrants into informal labor. Upon arrival in Bei-

jing, most people cannot afford to pay market price for rentals 

in the urban core, and they are excluded from all publicly sub-

sidized housing, be it centrally located or otherwise. With 

economic upgrading, the city has sought to move labor- intensive 

industries further out of the urban core. As a result, both 

the housing and labor markets tend to drive migrants toward the 

periphery, into the informality of the urban villages (cheng-

zhongcun ). Feng Huai, a mother from Henan living in 

Liwanzhuang, explained: “When I came to Liwanzhuang [five 

years prior], there was nothing, it was a farming village, totally 

decrepit. There was nothing, in this place you felt like there was 

no work, no factories.” 11 She had previously had a formal job 

working as a meeting attendant, serving drinks and cleaning up 

for a foreign company in Wangjing, a prosperous neighborhood 

in northeastern Beijing. But when her husband’s company was 

relocated to Liwanzhuang, she had to leave her job. With no 

other formal labor market opportunities available, she decided 

instead to open a small store.
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Bribes

In addition to formalized methods of exclusion, nonlocals 

widely understood that they would need social connections or 

the ability to pay large bribes in order to get their children into 

public schools. As mentioned in chapter 2, parents I interviewed 

believed they would need to pay bribes of 20,000– 100,000 yuan 

in order to access public schools. It should be noted that my 

sample is biased in that nearly all of my informants had their 

children enrolled in migrant schools. Nonetheless, the under-

standing among my informants was so uniform as to suggest 

practical validity— even if the bribes were not absolutely neces-

sary, the universal belief that they would be required excluded 

those who could not afford to pay.

Teacher Xu Huina from Yinghong confided in me about her 

desire to register her child, currently enrolled in Yinghong’s 

preschool, in public school. Between having her husband living 

in a different province and her incredibly busy work schedule, 

she felt helpless to supplement the basic education he would 

receive in a migrant school. Still, the required bribes posed 

a potentially insurmountable obstacle:

XH: Sometimes I feel depressed. I’m really busy and I live apart 

from my husband. He’s in Inner Mongolia, and I’m taking 

care of our child alone. I’m trying various methods, but I don’t 

think I can help him develop his language, math, and Eng-

lish. For him to develop comprehensively he should go to a 

public school. He’s still young, he’s enrolled in preschool here, 

but when he starts first grade I want him to go to a public 

school.

EF: Is that possible?
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XH: You need to spend money and find some personal connec-

tion. There’s a one- time payment of at least 20,000. According 

to government regulations, they shouldn’t take this money.

With a monthly wage of just 1,400 yuan at the time, 20,000 

yuan was equivalent to the entirety of more than fourteen 

months of wages for her.

Teacher Xu was correct in her assessment that these bribes 

were illegal, but they nonetheless remained widespread. Urban 

public schools had long charged migrants an educational sur-

charge (  jie du fei ) in order to pad their budgets. Accord-

ing to a January 1, 2009, notification from the State Council, 

these fees were to be canceled— a step that received official 

legal backing with a decision from the Ministry of Education at 

the end of 2010. Nonetheless, public schools continued to find 

ways to extract fees from nonlocals through other means, as 

revealed in an interview with a principal from a public school 

in Beijing:

Principal: China doesn’t have [educational inequality] anymore. 

We use catchment- based enrollment now; we’re no longer 

divided into rich people districts and poor people districts. 

This kind of school is free for both locals and those from out-

side Beijing.

EF: So there are no fees?

Principal: That’s right. But they can voluntarily make an educa-

tional donation [ juanzi zhuxue kuan ] to the state.12

She did not explain what would happen if parents refused to 

make such voluntary donations, nor how large these donations 

were.
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The persistence of under the table payments was likely due to 

school officials’ desire for self- enrichment, but also to the real-

ity that nonlocals are not adequately accounted for in education 

budgeting. In some regions of the country, education officials 

recognized that “education donations” were simply a vehicle for 

corruption, and took some steps to curb the practice.13 None-

theless, the practice remained widespread in Beijing, and the 

effect was to provide yet another obstacle to working- class 

migrants securing quality public education in the city.

Exclusion of Surplus Children

In my visits to migrant schools, I quickly found them to have a 

preponderance of “surplus children” (chaoshengzi ), or 

those born in violation of China’s notorious birth control poli-

cies. If parents are unable to pay the fines levied for unauthor-

ized births, which vary widely by region, their children will be 

left with no hukou of any kind, either in their hometown or the 

receiving area.14 Even in cities where public school access is rela-

tively unrestricted, students will have to produce hukou (even of 

the nonlocal variety) in order to enroll. These children are “sur-

plus” because they are, by dint of the conditions of their birth, 

excluded from state- subsidized public schooling, condemned to 

a shadow system of informal life. It is then of little surprise that 

they are severely overrepresented in migrant schools.

This overrepresentation of surplus children enrolled in infor-

mal schools is a general phenomenon, appearing not just in 

Beijing but around the country. Nor is it a marginal issue: 

according to the 2010 census, China had 13 million people 

without hukou.15 A migrant school principal in Guangzhou, a 
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city that admits a smaller percentage of migrants to public 

schools than does Beijing, discussed the problem: “China has a 

lot of illegal births, [and] these surplus children don’t have 

hukou. China is a household registration country; the first thing 

all public schools require is household registration. . . .  Because 

we private schools are unregulated, we can accept students 

without household registration. . . .  In private schools, there 

might be twenty or thirty students out of fifty who don’t have 

household registration.” 16 It is impossible to verify his estimate, 

since there are no official statistics or representative survey 

data. Nonetheless, there is no question that surplus children are 

significantly overrepresented in migrant schools in Beijing, as 

in Guangzhou.

One important detail to note is that surplus children are not 

necessarily second or third children, but also those born out of 

wedlock. A migrant mother related why she would be unable to 

get her child into public schools: “My oldest child was born 

before marriage. It was an illegal birth. I wasn’t old enough [to 

get married], we couldn’t get a marriage license, but I still had 

the child. . . .  He was born when I was eighteen.” 17 As noted 

with respect to point- based enrollment in chapter  2, parental 

violation of the heteronormative order of the state has grave 

consequences for the educational opportunities for children.

The difficulties faced by surplus children are not restricted to 

the migrant population, even if they are more prevalent. Sur-

plus children born to families living within their place of hukou 

registration can face similar obstacles to educational advance-

ment. This problem was clearly illustrated by the nine- person 

Zhang family from Tongzhou District in Beijing.18 The mother 

and father, both local Beijing residents, had a total of seven 

children, the eldest thirty- one and the youngest nine years old. 

Although both the parents and the eldest child had always 
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maintained Beijing hukou, the family found great difficulty in 

paying the fines associated with registering hukou for the 

remaining six children. As of 2015 there were still four children 

who did not have any hukou. Without documentation, the sec-

ond, third, and fourth children had been prevented from edu-

cational advancement, leaving them with no choice but to 

accept menial wage employment.19 The authorities demanded 

700,000 yuan in fines before they would be willing to issue 

hukou for the remaining children, but despite their strong desire 

to avoid the difficulties of their elder siblings, this was likely an 

insurmountable sum for the family.20 This example demon-

strates that in exceptional cases, the children of the poor can be 

rendered surplus by birth control policies, regardless of whether 

they are migrants.21

Nonetheless, on average rural migrants face a much greater 

likelihood of having surplus children. This is due to a combina-

tion of higher rural birth rates, less financial capacity to pay 

associated fines, and distance from their officially designated 

hometown. Mr. Fan and Ms. Xu, the small- scale entrepreneurs 

from Shandong who had been in Beijing for twenty years, illus-

trated the difficult position of migrants, even though they likely 

had resources to pay the fines to register their children (while 

many other families did not). When we met, they had three 

children, ages twelve, six, and four. The family was of mixed 

status, since only the eldest child had a fully legal hukou.22 The 

six- year- old was supposed to begin primary school that fall. But 

in order to avoid fines in their hometown, they had registered 

his hukou (illegally) under a friend’s name who lived elsewhere. 

The parents knew that without Beijing hukou, they would be 

unable to get him into public school locally. But without a hukou 

from their hometown, the child was caught in bureaucratic 

limbo. Mr. Fan complained, “We could only register his hukou 
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there [in the friends’ hometown]. Without a hukou in our home-

town, he can’t go to school there. So we’re going to push things 

back and have him start next year.” Their plan was to return to 

their hometown to try to register him that summer. They were 

confident that there would be no repercussions other than a 

fine, but they did not know how much the fine would be. 

Mr. Fan estimated that it would be between 50,000 and 80,000 

yuan. Ms. Xu remarked, “If you want more [kids] you can go 

ahead and have them, but they won’t give you hukou. If you 

can’t pay the fine they won’t give you hukou. And if you don’t 

have hukou you definitely can’t enroll in school. In our home-

town they won’t let you attend even one day of school. Our 

hometown is extremely strict now.” 23 Even though the couple 

believed they would be able to pay the fine, it meant pushing 

back their son’s enrollment by one year and then returning 

home unsure of how much they would have to pay in fines. 

Unless there were relatives back in the village able to care for 

the children, it would also mean one or both of the parents’ for-

going the higher income they could earn in Beijing. Escaping 

surplus status required returning to their officially designated 

location in the sociospatial hierarchy.

The condition of being surplus follows these children into 

adulthood, and even across the generations. When one of the 

Zhang children, Zhang Jinxin, attempted to get married, her 

surplus status engendered tragic results. After she and her fian-

cée held a wedding ceremony, they discovered that her lack of 

hukou prevented them from getting a marriage license. The sit-

uation became direr one year later when their first child was 

born, since the baby could not receive hukou, having been born 

out of wedlock. Ms. Zhang became severely depressed, and 

the child’s father left her and took the baby with him. Given the 

dim prospects for surplus children, parents sometimes resort to 
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extreme measures, in some cases abandoning or killing their 

newborn children. Such incidents became so widespread in 

migrant- magnet Shenzhen that in 2013 the city announced it 

would be opening a “baby hatch” where parents could drop off 

unwanted children in a safe place, hit an alarm, and then have 

several minutes to leave before a staff member would come to 

the child’s aid.24

Again, surplus children can be urban or rural, local or 

migrant. But the conditions necessary to absolve oneself of 

state- determined superfluity and secure hukou clearly work 

against working- class migrants: most important, to register 

requires having money and being in one’s officially designated 

location. For many migrants, meeting the latter condition 

comes at the expense of meeting the former condition. Once 

again, we see the nefarious synthesis of status- based exclusion 

and market- based inequalities relegating migrants and their 

children to a life of informality, denied access to state- 

subsidized social reproduction. It follows logically that surplus 

children would appear in disproportionately high numbers in 

migrant schools, a last resort for a population rendered surplus 

by the state.

USING EDUCATION TO CONTROL  
THE POPULATION

Beijing and other large cities have continuously negotiated the 

vicissitudes of the urban growth dilemma for decades, alterna-

tively allowing more rural people in as a source of exploitable 

labor and then expelling or applying expulsionary pressures 

when they feared overpopulation and political chaos. Nonethe-

less, the largest cities grew continuously, particularly so in the 
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era of market reforms when hukou restrictions were somewhat 

loosened. But in 2014 something changed in Beijing, and the 

government made a clear decision to resolve this tension in 

favor of expulsion. As has been mentioned, population growth 

had already been slowing for several years, due not only to 

expulsion- oriented policies, but also to broader economic and 

demographic conditions. But a downturn in growth happened 

in 2014, and by the end of 2017 the total population began to 

shrink. The urban government did not directly expel people but 

rather took numerous measures to realize the interrelated goals 

of upgrading the structures of the economy and the population 

while strictly limiting the number of people residing in the city. 

In addition to relocating labor- intensive, low- value- added 

industry and evicting people from informal housing, “popula-

tion control via education” became one of the primary means 

for the state to apply pressure on the most precarious migrants.

From the perspective of migrant parents, this shift was felt 

immediately. For many years earlier, parents with their children 

in Shusheng had a high degree of success in enrolling their 

children in the local public middle school. A conversation with 

mother of three Hu Qianxin, her eldest daughter, and their 

friend Zhu Wen revealed how things had changed with middle 

school enrollment:

Zhu Wen: Wasn’t your middle child directly accepted into 

Yuhuang School because her grades were so good?

Hu Qianxin: No. With the older two, they could directly enroll.

Daughter: Right, before you could directly enroll.

Hu Qianxin: Of our three kids, the two older ones went to 

Yuhuang, but the youngest can’t go. Before it was easier to 

take care of the procedures, you could do it and directly enroll, 
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but now that’s not possible. . . .  With this youngest one, I’ve 

run all over town, but he won’t be able to get in.25

Zhang Huixu, a mother of three from Shaanxi, confirmed how 

the requirements for documentation had recently become much 

more stringent: “In the beginning they just wanted your hukou 

booklet, and that birth control permit for the parents to have 

a  kid, and a birth certificate. And then, then you could just 

enroll . . .  but later, now, they want . . .  there are new require-

ments, they want social insurance, they want your education 

registration . . .  they add one demand after another. They added, 

what’s it called? They told me but I forgot.” 26 Enrolling children 

in public middle schools had always been a stop- gap method, as 

students would have to go back to their place of hukou registra-

tion to take the high school entrance exam. Nonetheless, based 

on previous experience, many parents counted on having these 

few extra years.

As indicated earlier, one of the most insurmountable obsta-

cles that was added in 2014 was the demand for parents to have 

paid into local social insurance plans. Parents reported different 

sorts of demands across and within Beijing’s districts, with 

uneven requirements for length of time paying into insurance. 

Some education departments required parents to have paid into 

social insurance within the district where they live, and some 

required both the mother and father to have social insurance. 

As indicated in the chapter’s epigraph, rumor and misinfor-

mation were widespread— an understandable outcome, given 

the government’s strategic lack of transparency with regard to 

enrollment requirements.

The new demand for social insurance was a way for the state 

to build on and intensify the demands for parents’ labor market 
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value. Workers without a labor contract have essentially no pos-

sibility of enrolling in social insurance, since the system is medi-

ated by employers. And a small minority of rural migrants enjoy 

social insurance coverage: in 2017 migrant worker participation 

was only 22  percent in urban pensions and health insurance, 

27  percent in workplace injury insurance, and 17  percent in 

unemployment insurance.27 But many migrant workers who do 

have a formal contract do not receive social insurance, since 

employers frequently flout their legally required payments. 

Indeed, employer failure to pay their employees’ social insurance 

has been a growing source of grievances for workers, in some 

cases leading to major strike actions as with 2014’s Yue Yuen 

mobilization.28 Another authoritative survey of service- sector 

migrant workers with secondary education or less in Beijing, 

Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen found nonpayment of 

pensions of 60– 70 percent over many years, thus suggesting that 

even those workers who have insurance on paper cannot enjoy 

the full benefits.29

Even relatively economically successful migrants could find 

themselves excluded by the new requirements. This was the case 

for Mr. Fan, the Shandong native, who had alternated between 

formal employment and running his own business. By no fault 

of his own, he lost his insurance when his employer went under:

Mr. Fan: At the time I was working for a renovation company.

Ms. Xu [Mr.  Fan’s wife]: Back then he had just gotten social 

insurance.

Mr. Fan: I had a labor contract and insurance.

Ms. Xu: But then the company went out of business.

Mr. Fan: The business was disbanded.

Ms. Xu: The company disbanded, so even if he wanted social 

insurance there was no place to go. He wanted to continue 
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paying into social insurance, but if you aren’t employed where 

can you go? It’s impossible.

Mr. Fan: I paid into the insurance for two years, and then it was 

discontinued.

EF: So now you aren’t paying insurance?

Mr. Fan: There’s nowhere to pay it.

Ms. Xu: He wants to pay!

Mr.  Fan: I went to the Shunyi [District, in northeast Beijing] 

Social Insurance Department. I went to pay by myself, but 

they don’t accept payments from individuals, only from work 

units. Our work unit doesn’t exist, so how can I pay in? Those 

payments I made before were wasted.30

Bear in mind that Mr. Fan was relatively well off— most work-

ers would not be in a position to make insurance payments in 

the absence of formal employment. But across the board, 

migrant children’s access to public schools is mediated by the 

vagaries of the urban labor market.

Education Registration: Xueji

I have already made reference to the education registration, or 

xueji ( ), which has not been extensively studied but is of 

increasing relevance for all students in China. Xueji is a form 

of official documentation that some have likened to a hukou for 

education. It is managed under the auspices of the Ministry of 

Education and contains basic information about a student’s 

identity and educational history. Although xueji has nominally 

existed for years, it was not until 2009 that the central govern-

ment decided to establish a unified nationwide system. Every 

student from primary to university level was to be assigned a 
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xueji number that would stay with them for life. From that 

point on, students would have to secure xueji as a requirement 

for enrolling in schools anywhere in the country.

As the nationwide system was rolled out in 2013– 2014, 

parents— regardless of hukou status— found that attaining a 

xueji ID was necessary to enroll in schools. As is the case for 

much education policy, urban districts maintained a relatively 

high degree of autonomy in implementing xueji procedures. 

One consequence of this was highly uneven procedures and 

demands for xueji registration, nationally and even within Bei-

jing. In general, attaining xueji in Beijing entailed meeting 

the requirements for public school enrollment. There were dif-

ferent requirements with regard to the location of the school 

vis- à- vis the parents’ housing and employment location, with 

some places requiring that all three be located in the same dis-

trict. And the location of the parents’ hukou could also have a 

decisive impact on where they could register for xueji.

The rollout of xueji gave city officials yet another mechanism 

for denying nonlocals access to education. In some cases, these 

bureaucratic rules frustrated even extremely privileged nonlocal 

residents. This came to national attention in 2018 when the 

CEO of a tech company, Zhang Xiaolong, posted a diatribe on 

Weibo about his difficulties enrolling his child in a local private 

school (which, as with public schools, began requiring xueji). 

Zhang complained that in his four years working in Beijing, he 

had personally paid 4 million yuan in taxes, while his company 

had paid upward of 80 million.31 Owing to the different loca-

tions of his home, work, and the school, Zhang’s child was unable 

to secure local xueji, and their admission application was thus 

denied. Although Chinese citizens have become rather inured 

to class- based forms of exclusion, Zhang’s case dramatized the 

persistence of insurmountable status- based exclusion.
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Unsurprisingly, and in line with the broader political trends I 

have extensively mapped out, working- class migrant parents 

faced the greatest challenge in securing xueji for their children. 

For many of the parents I got to know, attaining Beijing xueji 

was as unlikely as enrolling in public school. Initially, this might 

not have had much impact on their lives, inasmuch as their chil-

dren were not going to make it into public schools anyway. As 

Zhang Huixu, the mother of three from Shaanxi, put it, “Regis-

tering xueji, well anyway, here it’s impossible. It can’t be done. 

We can register back home. Our children must go home to go to 

school.” 32

Confusion and lack of information about xueji was wide-

spread at the time. It is not apparent that adequate information 

would have made a difference for most, but it nonetheless fed a 

sense of helplessness:

Dong Huanli: We haven’t gotten the “five permits” [for enrolling 

in public schools], but we need to get xueji. We need xueji.

EF: Have you tried to get xueji?

DH: When my child was in first grade, we were back home, and 

we registered her xueji. But nobody’s been back home for the 

past few years, I’m guessing nobody kept it for us. Maybe they 

got rid of it a while ago. We’ll have to register again!

EF: So what will you do?

DH: I’m not sure. Maybe we’ll have to give them . . .  well, if 

they want money, we’ll have to give them money. If they’re 

going to make you run all over the place, then you’ll just have 

to run!33

But even in the midst of parents’ widespread confusion about 

how to secure xueji, those migrants in Liwanzhuang under-

stood that they would likely be shut out:
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Zhang Huixu: [after requiring the “five permits”] they want some-

thing more, what’s it called?. . .  They also want social insurance 

and xueji. They want those, what’s it called? It’s something or 

another. They said they want something else. Well, I can’t 

remember . . .  anyway, I heard from my fellow villager [laoxiang 

], she ran all over the place, had gotten all the right docu-

ments, but she couldn’t get xueji. If you get this completed, 

they’ll give you something else, they want this thing. And then 

you deal with this and they give you something else. Anyway, 

they’re just trying to trap you.34

It seemed as though the new xueji requirements, while likely 

not intended as a tool for managing flows of people when 

devised by the Ministry of Education, were being employed in 

just such a manner. Indeed, with hundreds of thousands of 

migrants in Beijing unlikely to secure local xueji, returning to 

the village was going to be a necessary step to ensure educa-

tional opportunities down the line. And the window for return-

ing to the city would be small. A mother in Liwanzhuang 

explained it thus:

EF: Have you considered returning home to register xueji?

Mother: I have. But if we return home to register xueji, then our 

child can only go to school there.

EF: Is that right?

Mother: Yes, I’ve inquired about this. If you register xueji back 

home, then it’s impossible for the child to enroll elsewhere. Yeah, 

if you register it back home, they have to go to school there.35

Many parents were put in the impossible position of choosing 

between the earning possibilities of the city and their children’s 

educational future back in the village.
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Given the general lack of information and hasty rollout of 

the program, some families were left in administrative limbo, 

able neither to register in the city nor to return to the village. 

While visiting Zhenhua School in northern Beijing’s Changping 

District, I met a father who was desperately trying to get 

his nine- year- old son admitted, even though the registration 

date had already passed. The previous year, his child had been 

enrolled in an unlicensed school right next to the family resi-

dence. As a totally informal institution, this school would have 

been unable to issue xueji. When I asked whether he had con-

sidered going back to Hunan, the family’s place of hukou regis-

tration, he explained that the date for school enrollment had 

already passed, so there would be no way to get his son in. 

Furthermore, “I work here, there’s no way I can go back. The 

old folks [grandparents] are in their seventies and eighties. . . .  

There’s nothing to be done [sighs].” 36 Zhenhua was by no 

means a high- end private school, but it was registered and 

could therefore theoretically provide students with a xueji ID. 

As the father revealed shortly thereafter, there was no guaran-

tee that even if his son were allowed to enroll at Zhenhua they 

would be able to get xueji. Still, he believed it was better than 

the alternative: “We’ll have to see if we’ll be able to get xueji in 

the future. At least this place [Zhenhua School] is licensed. 

Just in case a new policy comes out. If you’re always in an unli-

censed place, and a policy comes out that will allow us to get 

[xueji], you won’t be able to get it. If [the school] is licensed, 

you can do it immediately. At the least, it will be somewhat 

better [than in an unlicensed school].” 37 Tragically, this father 

did not know that the school he was pleading with to enroll his 

child was slated for imminent demolition. Even in the best- 

case scenario, his son would have to move schools again after 

just one semester.
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Housing and School Enrollment

As is the case in school districts around the world, some proof 

of local housing has long been a requirement for migrants wish-

ing to enroll their children in urban public schools. For the 

overwhelming majority of migrant workers this has meant 

producing a rental contract, since migrants— particularly those 

working in the informal sector— are largely shut out of home-

ownership.38 As has been widely shown in the literature, informal 

apartments in “urban villages” play a crucial role in providing 

affordable housing to migrants in Beijing and other large cit-

ies.39 A 2010 survey found that a mere 27.8 percent of residents 

in Beijing’s urban villages had a written rental contract.40 While 

China’s urbanization is often characterized as being distin-

guished by a relative dearth of slums— and there is some 

validity to this when considering state regulation of space and 

general living conditions— millions of migrant workers none-

theless reside in informal housing. Without a formal rental con-

tract, parents are categorically shut out of the city’s public 

school system.

In addition to social insurance and xueji, in 2014 authorities 

in Beijing began to demand property tax receipts as a condition 

for enrolling in public schools. This new demand represented a 

major roadblock for migrant residents, even for those who had 

a rental contract. Feng Huai, a mother of one from Henan in 

Liwanzhuang, depicted an absurd series of events that migrant 

parents had to endure:

Then there’s the landlord’s property tax receipts. This housing is 

self- built, so the landlord doesn’t pay taxes at all. But they [the 

Education Department] say that you’re not qualified if you 

don’t pay taxes, it’s illegal, the house is illegal . . .  these are all 
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self- built, it’s village- style, so there’s no need to pay taxes. How 

can we deal with this? A lot of parents have gone with their 

landlords to the tax bureau to try to get a tax receipt and have 

offered to help the landlord pay the taxes. They’re helping them 

to pay taxes that don’t need to be paid, just to get this receipt.41

In order to understand why attaining property tax receipts 

would be so difficult, particularly for the least well- resourced 

tenants, it is necessary to understand something about land ten-

ure in the urban villages that house so many migrants. Land in 

China is designated as either urban or rural, with the former 

owned by the state whereas the latter is, nominally at least, col-

lectively held. The urban village refers to a space officially des-

ignated as rural, but which has been incorporated into urban 

space as a consequence of the city’s outward expansion. While 

the rural designation certainly does not prevent the flourishing 

of urban processes within this space, the persistence of formally 

collective land is significant. Although there is great diversity 

even within a single urban area, this land tenure arrangement 

generally results in the village seeking to generate market- based 

profit by leasing out collectively held land.42 Rent derived from 

use of collectively held land, such as that leased to a factory, is 

supposed to be divided up among villagers— this is one of the 

benefits of maintaining rural residency on the periphery of 

wealthy cities.43 But many villagers have also decided to maxi-

mize profits from land designated for housing, often construct-

ing small and poorly regulated informal apartments. While city 

governments have frequently sought to redevelop urban vil-

lages, both to encourage more profitable land use and to expel 

what they see as socially and politically undesirable communi-

ties, cities would not be able to secure a low- cost migrant labor 

force were it not for the village’s low- cost informal housing.44 
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Because the land is collectively held and the housing is infor-

mal in nature, this also means that it is a near certainty that 

the landlords do not pay taxes and therefore could not secure the 

paperwork that became a requirement for school enrollments 

in 2014.

Many well- off migrants have sought housing in the formal 

rental market. And to some extent, urban governments in 

China have been moving toward a system of school enrollments 

that more closely hews to the pattern of class- based sorting that 

is common in other national settings. In the United States and 

countless other countries, quality of education is heavily medi-

ated by the real estate market. The clearest indicator of this 

trend in China has been the movement toward proximity- based 

enrollment (  jiujin ruxue ). With the dissolution of the 

Mao- era work unit and the upward relocation of responsibility 

for social service provision to the level of the city, the old status- 

based system of enrollment has been gradually supplanted by 

proximity- based enrollment. For many years, elite schools con-

tinued to reserve a significant share of their enrollment slots for 

students outside their catchment area— including some whose 

parents were employed by an associated work unit, some stu-

dents with particularly high test scores (a key evaluation metric 

for schools), or simply for those who could afford to pay a hefty 

bribe. Following an order from the Ministry of Education in 

April  2014, schools in Beijing and nineteen other key cities 

were required to conduct all enrollments based on proximity. 

This meant that Beijing hukou holders from anywhere in the 

city could purchase a home with the promise of being able to 

enroll their children in the neighborhood school.45

While the shift to catchment- based enrollments by no means 

ended educational inequality, it did begin to reorganize the basis of 

that inequality. In the months that followed the ministry’s order, 
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lurid if anecdotal reports emerged of parents paying astonish-

ingly high prices for housing within the catchment area of top 

public schools. One report told of a woman named Li Xin, who 

purchased a run- down five square- meter- apartment without 

central heat or its own bathroom for an astonishing 1.35 million 

yuan (approximately USD $220,000). Li and her husband 

already owned a much larger apartment elsewhere in the city 

and had no intention of moving, noting, “we will absolutely not 

really live here.” 46 Rather, they bought the home because it was 

in the catchment area of the elite Shijia Elementary School.

This suggested another shift in China’s capitalist transition, 

from education resources’ being distributed based on access to 

political capital to distribution based on economic capital. The 

Ministry of Education touted proximity- based enrollment as a 

fairer, more transparent method for managing school access. But 

while this real estate– mediated form of sorting certainly enhanced 

market- based forms of inequality, it hardly did so at the expense 

of status hierarchies: Beijing hukou was still required as a condi-

tion of proximity- based enrollment. School districts even set up 

residency term requirements for Beijing hukou- holders moving 

from other parts of the city. As just one example, the Jingshan 

school not only demanded Beijing hukou for proximity- based 

enrollment but also required that the family had been living 

within the catchment area for at least three years. Here we see 

another instance in which capitalist and state- socialist forms of 

inequality, far from being mutually exclusive, are deeply inter-

twined and even mutually reinforcing. Finally, it should come as 

little surprise that the movement toward proximity- based enroll-

ment barely even registered for my migrant worker informants. It 

did, however, suggest that even those unbelievably well- resourced 

migrants who managed to secure Beijing hukou would now face 

further market- based forms of education inequality.
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In sum, this period of time saw Beijing continually increas-

ing demands for nonlocal enrollment in public schools. Teacher 

Pan from Shusheng eloquently summarized how migrant fami-

lies were administratively squeezed out of the city: “[After the 

five permits] they then demanded xueji, and this wiped away a 

group of children because they can’t get xueji. Then they wanted 

social insurance; they said you need Beijing insurance and Cha-

oyang District insurance, so these children basically can’t get 

into school. But even if you get all of these together, the [Edu-

cation Department] will say you need housing paperwork. It’s 

like a sifter, they’re gradually sifting people away.” 47

RETURNING “HOME”

Given the myriad challenges migrants face in securing decent 

education for their children in the city, all of which were severely 

intensified in Beijing from 2014, parents often reflected on the 

prospects and problems of leaving the city. I employ scare quotes 

in the subheading to emphasize that the place to which migrants 

are returning often does not evoke a sense of belonging for 

them. In some cases, particularly for migrant children, they are 

going to a place where they have never lived, and perhaps have 

only visited on holidays if at all. Although migrants themselves 

often referred to a “return home” (hui laojia ) in conversa-

tion, from an analytical perspective it is more precise to refer to 

this place as the officially designated position in the sociospatial 

hierarchy. Whether this is a place that evokes the kinds of senti-

ments and security associated with a “home” should be left as an 

open question.48

This disjuncture between officially designated home and 

migrants’ lived experience could not have been starker for Mao 
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Ding, a father from Sichuan living in Liwanzhuang. Facing the 

strong likelihood that his child would not be able to enroll in 

school the following year, he kept repeating throughout our 

interview that he had lived in Beijing for twenty years, and he 

was clearly having great difficulty coming to terms with this 

new reality:

If we suddenly take our child back home to study, we feel like it’s 

too quick. We’ve worked here for twenty years, and to just sud-

denly go back, just leave and not come back, because we think 

it’s best to be there with our child. . . .  Just think, if we suddenly 

go back, we won’t be able to survive. We’ve only been back once 

every three or four years. Back home there’s no work, we’re used 

to things here, we’re not used to things back home. At the end 

of the day, it’s already been so long, we aren’t used to things back 

there. If we go back, I don’t even know how to farm, which 

crops to plant in which seasons. I’ve learned technical work, 

there isn’t this kind of work back home.49

Ms. Xu similarly complicated the question of where “home” is, 

as she mulled the possibility of having to return to Shandong: 

“Although we aren’t Beijingers, our [three] children were all 

born here. And we’ve been here for more than twenty years. To 

be honest, we are more familiar with Beijing than we are with 

our own home.” 50

As already alluded to, leaving Beijing could mean returning 

to a life of poverty. A multiprovince study by the Chinese Acad-

emy of Social Sciences of two thousand rural households found 

that 40 percent of migrants who return home are unable to find 

work, with most leaving the village again.51 As Hu Qianxin, 

hailing from an impoverished part of Sichuan, put it succinctly: 

“What will I do if I go back? Back in our hometown you can’t 
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even earn more than 1,000 yuan.” 52 This prospect of subsistence 

crisis led nearly every parent I spoke with to express emotional 

anguish in trying to figure out how to balance their desire to 

live in the same place as their children with the need to earn a 

decent living. Dong Huanli talked about the difficulty she faced 

in deciding to send her daughter to Hebei while she stayed in 

Beijing:

Dong Huanli: If we go back home, I think getting settled will 

take six months. Because if you go home, you don’t know what 

you’re going to do, and there’s no work. Then you have to 

gradually look for something to do. And then . . .  it’s just not 

easy, moving a family and getting them settled, it’s not easy.

EF: Do you think [your children] can adjust [to living at home]?

DH: Of course they can’t. . . .  My daughter doesn’t want to leave . . .  

she says, “I want to be wherever you are.” But we have to have 

her in school!53

Given the conflicting interests to have their children enrolled 

in school while also earning enough to live, family life was 

often thrown into disarray. Zhang Huixu discussed the com-

plexity of this challenge. She had counted on the fact that her 

eldest daughter would be able to go to local middle school after 

graduating from Shusheng:

Zhang Huixu: [The new education policy] just started this 

year. . . .  Getting into middle school, if it’s like this now, even 

if you want to go you can’t get in.

EF: So are you considering returning home?

ZH: I will have to endure going home.

EF: What are your plans?
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ZH: Well there’s nobody to look after the kids back home . . .  let’s 

see if we can go home and they can go to school there. If we 

can’t . . .  well, we also have a small child, going home isn’t 

convenient, so we’d have to bring the young and older ones 

together. And I’d have to look after them by myself.

EF: So you haven’t finalized your plans?

ZH: No, not yet. Originally, I wanted to think of a way to send 

them home, but there’s nobody there to look after them. And 

our three kids have always been with me. I’ve never given 

them to someone else to look after.

Wu Ping: What about their grandparents? Are they not in good 

health?

ZH: They don’t have [paternal] grandparents.

WP: They’ve passed away?

ZH: They already passed away before we even got married. So I’ve 

always looked after my children myself.

As she considered the prospect of having to send her eldest 

child back to the village for middle school, she couldn’t help 

but reveal her frustration and indecision: “Maybe after she fin-

ishes sixth grade we’ll send her home for middle school. We’ll 

see what she says, we’ll discuss the issue of returning home. 

None of my family members know what to do. I can’t decide 

either what to do with our children.” 54

Much has been made in China’s media about the more than 

60 million left- behind children, those who remain in rural 

areas and small towns for schooling while their parents go to 

the city for work.55 But while the hukou system and China’s 

geographically uneven development are generally cited as the 

origin of this phenomenon, it is important to also note that the 

urban state has continually and actively produced left- behind 
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children. Kam Wing Chan and Yuan Ren have shown that 

Beijing is responsible for producing more left- behind children, 

in relative terms, than any other province- level unit in China.56 

By depriving migrant children of access to education, rendering 

them surplus, particularly when they had the expectation that 

they would be able to enroll in school, parents are faced with no 

choice but to return their children to their designated place in 

the sociospatial hierarchy. If, as in the case of Hu Qianxin, the 

village did not offer enough economic opportunities to support 

a family, the inevitable result would be the production of a left- 

behind child: “If I send my youngest home this year, next year 

we’ll still, well, this year we’ll send one home and then next 

year send another one home, this would just cause me too much 

worry. Since they’ve never left me, I just don’t know what to do, 

they’ve never left me so I’m so worried.” Despite her worry 

about sending her middle school– aged child home alone, she 

indicated that she would not have any other choice. When 

asked if she would consider going home with her children, she 

responded:

If I go back, we’ll just have to rely on their father’s income, it 

won’t even be enough to eat [calculates approximate living 

expenses]. . . .  His father has said the same thing. And my eldest 

daughter [an adult] doesn’t want me to go back. [She says,] “It’s 

useless for you to go back, he [the son] can live at school.” If I’m 

back at home, I can’t earn any money, whatever small amount 

you can earn won’t cover expenses. [My eldest daughter] says, 

“We can take care of ourselves.” It’s really pitiful.57

The situation was made even more tragic by Hu’s acknowledg-

ment that there were no extended kin in the family to take care 

of the children: “At home there is nobody at all to take care of 
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them. . . .  His grandparents passed away long ago, and there 

are no other relatives to do it. His aunt won’t do it, she says she’s 

afraid she’ll do a bad job.” The existent population management 

regime has shredded the very family form being extolled by the 

increasingly Confucian- oriented Chinese state. For tens of mil-

lions of people, living in the same place as their children has 

been constructed as a privilege to be earned.

Sending Noncapital People to Hebei

With education access in Beijing becoming increasingly 

restricted during the 2010s, many parents who were unwilling 

or unable to send their children to the village began enrolling 

their children in schools in neighboring Hebei Province. The 

satellite cities surrounding the capital have continued to main-

tain lower requirements for nonlocals to enroll in public schools. 

And from 2013, the province announced a new plan relaxing 

the requirements for taking the university entrance exam. 

Migrants without Hebei hukou could register their children for 

the exam if they could provide proof of local employment and 

residence and demonstrate that the student had been enrolled 

in a local high school for at least two years.58

Many cities in Hebei such as Langfang, a prefecture just to 

the east and south of Beijing, saw a major influx of students. 

The number of students enrolled in primary schools in Sanhe, a 

city within Langfang’s jurisdiction, increased by 9.8  percent 

between 2013 and 2014. One middle school principal in Lang-

fang reported that fully 50 percent of new enrollees in 2015 were 

nonlocals, including many who had been forced out of Beijing.59 

This option was particularly attractive for families who wanted 

to stay relatively close to their children but did not want to 
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forgo the economic opportunities of remaining within the orbit 

of the capital. But enrolling children in these neighboring cities 

still required relocating residences and likely their employment, 

since a local lease and labor contract were generally required for 

admission. And it was likely that parents would have to still pay 

bribes: one teacher from Shusheng School reported that her 

former students had to pay 20,000– 30,000 yuan to enroll in 

middle school in Sanhe.60

Parents unable to leave Beijing proper could instead consider 

sending their children to private boarding schools in Hebei. As 

private entities, these schools did not require the parents to live 

and work within their district. One private school in Hengshui, 

a city 270 kilometers from Beijing, seized on this market oppor-

tunity. The boarding school gave children a few days off each 

month so they could return to Beijing to see their parents, and 

the school even arranged their transportation.61 The fees associ-

ated with such a program likely made this option out of reach 

for most informal workers. But given that many relatively well- 

off migrants were caught up in the 2014 expulsion, these private 

schools appeared to have a hit on a growth industry.62

The expulsion of people from Beijing to Hebei should be 

seen in the context of the Jingjinji ( , Beijing- Tianjin- 

Hebei) planning efforts. Launched in 2014, this was a pet 

project of Xi Jinping to advance regional integration, and, 

crucially, to relocate “noncapital functions” (fei shoudu gong-

neng ) from Beijing’s urban core to more peripheral 

surrounding areas. In the official language, this is talked about 

as a process of clearing (shujie ) the city in order to make 

space for more capital- appropriate functions.63 This has involved 

a wide array of expulsions, but low- value- added manufactur-

ing, warehousing, and wholesale markets have been high pri-

orities for relocation to Hebei. Similarly, the migrants being 
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forced out into the Hebei exurbs had been deemed “noncapital” 

in nature and were thus being subjected to a process of dispersal 

in parallel with the clearing of undesirable industries.64

EMOTIONAL STRAIN

Amid the capricious population management of the urban state, 

migrant families were managing a great deal of stress. Although 

I was always cautious in bringing up the topic, given the trau-

matic circumstances many had been subjected to, parents were 

often quite forthcoming with me in discussing the costs of triag-

ing financial, emotional, and reproductive needs. While the 

precise experience of having a child ejected from Beijing was 

structured by parents’ type of employment, economic capacity, 

and the location and level of development of their hometown, as 

well as family arrangements, anxiety about the future was a uni-

versal sentiment among parents in Liwanzhuang. Xu Zheng, a 

mother from Shaanxi, related her fears about being forced out of 

the city. This situation was worsened by the fact that there was 

nobody back in the village to look after her child, which meant 

she was faced with the prospect of sending her child alone: 

“There’s nothing to be done . . .  no matter how worried and anx-

ious, and worried once more I am, there’s nothing to be done, we 

just don’t have . . .  it’s not like there are grandparents who can 

help to watch the kid for a while, who can worry for you for a 

while. I’m out of luck, I don’t have even one person. It doesn’t 

matter how much I worry, this is the reality!” 65 Hu Qianxin, fac-

ing separation from her two middle school– aged children, was 

similarly wracked with anxiety, confessing, “I’m often so worried 

about the kids’ education that I can’t sleep at night. I stay up until 

the morning just thinking about it.” 66 This stress was likely 
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heightened by the pervasive lack of transparency and uncertainty 

in the process of expulsion. As Teacher Ma from Shusheng put 

it, “It’s always hope, disappointment, hope, disappointment, this 

kind of back and forth. It’s a real attack on your emotions.” 67

Migrant parents who had brought their children with them 

to the city had done so understanding that it could affect their 

children’s education. Nonetheless, for many, the value of being 

there while their children grew up outweighed the potential 

downsides for socioeconomic advancement. Huang Zhijun, a 

father from Henan, reflected on his decision to bring his son 

and his possible expulsion from the city:

[Our son has been enrolled here] from first grade on. . . .  As 

migrants, our child can more or less make do. If he’s smart and is 

willing to study, he can become talented in the future. If he’s not 

smart and doesn’t want to study, well he can still go to high 

school and learn a few characters then go get a job or something. 

But at least you’re in one place. Most migrant parents have this 

attitude. If they get into university that’s great; if they don’t it’s 

ok. But we’re a family, the parents and the children are together.68

From 2014, even the low end of Mr. Huang’s aspirations appeared 

increasingly unattainable.

For many migrant children, the experience of sociospatial 

dislocation was not new. Relocation and changing schools have 

been a regular occurrence for migrant children and their fami-

lies in Beijing for many years, and I found in my study that 

most migrants schools experience 25– 30 percent student turn-

over every year. But migrants’ familiarity with a peripatetic 

existence did not inure them to the trauma. As noted in the 

introduction, I did not directly question children about their 

responses to dislocation, since I could not figure out how to do 

so in a way that did not raise ethical concerns. Teacher Pan 
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from Shusheng discussed her students’ emotional well- being in 

the midst of great uncertainty: “At this time, students are really 

anxious. They want to find someone who can tell them what 

will come next, but there isn’t anyone who can tell them.” 69

Children’s emotional strain of course impacted their parents 

as well. Dong Huanli compared her thirteen- year- old child’s 

likely imminent departure to an earlier move they had made 

within Beijing after her workplace was demolished:

Back then [during our previous move] she was young. She didn’t 

have much attachment, a young child won’t be so nostalgic after 

moving around. But not anymore, now she’s already thirteen, 

she’s got opinions. If she’s forced to transfer schools again, she’ll 

long for the past and won’t want to leave. . . .  She understands 

everything now, she’ll have a really hard time if she has to trans-

fer again. A lot of her classmates have to go back to their home-

towns because they can’t get into middle school. All the kids are 

having a hard time. They’ll exchange QQ [an instant messaging 

app] and phone numbers to keep in touch, they’re afraid they 

won’t be able to find each other in the future.

She then expressed a simple, powerful longing that had been 

repeated by countless others: “If my child could go to school 

here . . .  then I would definitely stay here. I’m trying to figure it 

out, how to stay here. We’re used to being here, and we just 

want to keep staying here. We don’t want to go back.”  70

CONCLUSION

When migrant workers are pulled into the city as workers but 

expelled as full social beings, included in production but excluded 

from social reproduction, the results are dehumanizing. For 
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many years, the consequence of this system was not to elimi-

nate migrants altogether, but to concentrate deprivation in the 

informal school system. Then in 2014 the Beijing government 

made a clear and decisive turn toward expulsion. Among the 

many levers the urban state has at its disposal for applying pres-

sure on migrants, “population control via education” appeared 

as one of the cruelest but also most effective. This deprivation 

of access to the means of social reproduction resulted in tens of 

thousands of families’ being rendered surplus, denied access to 

social reproduction, even as they had quite literally built the 

city. Once these people were deemed “noncapital” and therefore 

superfluous to the imagined future of the city, nearly any and 

all means of expulsion were politically legitimated. In addition 

to denial of school admissions, the state retained yet crueler 

tactics: school closures and demolitions.



[The demolition] will happen sooner or later. We just don’t 

know when . . .  but we’re definitely going to lose out. We’ ll 

have to go to a strange place and start over once more. Us out-

siders, our survival skills are quite strong. We are continuously 

starting over.

— Ms. Xu, migrant from Shandong

Surplus populations are produced. In chapters 2 and 4 I 

traced the various administrative arrangements that 

aim to admit certain types of migrants, while others 

maintain provisional access to social reproduction or are ren-

dered fully surplus, left to their own devices for social survival. 

I now turn to a much more active form of rendering popula-

tions surplus, an immediate and subjective rather than imper-

sonal relationship of denial: school demolitions and closures. In 

doing so, we should keep in mind the administrative arrange-

ments operating quietly in the background— in tandem with 

the bulldozer, these represent the consent- coercion dialectic of 

the population management regime in contemporary China.1 If 

the sifter was an apt metaphor for the administrative processes 

5
POPULATION MANAGEMENT’S 

“HARD EDGE”

School Closures and Demolitions



144  Population Management’s “Hard Edge”

dispersing migrants from the capital, it is the bulldozer that 

pushes them into a state of superfluity.

In turning to the coercive ejection of migrant children, we 

will need to be attentive to the complex interplay of political 

and economic dynamics, or more specifically the control and 

accumulation imperatives of local government. This is particu-

larly important as the urban state may be interested in eliminat-

ing informal schools because of increasing land values, desire 

to reduce the low- end population, or both. While there is no 

smoking gun accounting for why the municipal government 

has repeatedly subjected migrant schools to seemingly arbi-

trary and vindictive demolitions and closures (that would 

require a level of access that is extremely rare), it is possible to 

delineate the kinds of pressures and political relations that give 

rise to these physical expulsions. Crucially, once the adminis-

trative process has relegated migrants to a space of informal 

social reproduction (i.e., forced them into migrant schools), 

they are left vulnerable to removal, thus smoothing the way for 

evictions in general, be they primarily motivated by a demand 

for land or for population reduction. In this sense, the control 

and accumulation imperatives push in the same direction 

toward rendering a segment of the population potentially sur-

plus. This is, however, not a simple story of coincidental inter-

ests of state and capital— each eviction has the potential to 

undercut the city’s labor reserves, putting pressure on employers 

in labor- intensive industries. Particularly in the capital city, the 

political imperative to control overpopulation can easily over-

ride demands from employers for a cheap and expansive work-

force. While this urban growth dilemma will continue to pull 

city officials in different directions, empirically speaking the 

period of 2011– 2017 saw increased expulsionary tendencies in 

Beijing that coincidentally or not advantaged land- intensive 
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forms of economic activity while enhancing political control 

over a migrant subpopulation presumed to be unruly.

While there is significant literature on the impact of housing 

demolitions in the course of urban development, I highlight the 

analytical advantages of focusing on schools, a related but dis-

tinct site of reproduction. Demolitions can result from a variety 

of political and economic pressures, and they have effects on 

the spatial organization of reproduction, student resettlement, 

and families’ emotional state. I draw on data from my core field 

sites of Yinghong, Shusheng, and Zhifan Schools, but I was 

also interested in investigating schools that had more recently 

been subject to closure or relocation. I therefore include signifi-

cant data collected in Dongxiaokou, an area of Changping Dis-

trict that was in the midst of significant redevelopment during 

my fieldwork. I also rely on media reports and other digital doc-

umentation in my account of Huangzhuang School and other 

closures.2

URBAN DEVELOPMENTALISM  
AND DISPLACEMENT

As has been widely discussed in the scholarly literature, Chi-

nese capitalism has become increasingly urbanized since the 

1990s.3 The separation of land use rights from land ownership 

rights combined with fiscal decentralization led local govern-

ments to turn to the private sector to advance urban redevelop-

ment projects.4 A strong pro- growth alliance emerged in which 

the interests of local governments and private developers were 

tightly aligned.5 Given state ownership of urban land, the gov-

ernment has played a central role in redevelopment of the urban 

core as well as outward expansion into suburban and rural 
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areas.6 In short, from the 1990s onward, the urbanization of 

capital proceeded rapidly, as real estate and associated indus-

tries came to play a foundational role in catalyzing growth in 

China— even sparking a boom in commodity markets around 

the world.7

Serious questions began to arise about the social conse-

quences of this massive transformation of urban China’s built 

environment. A large body of scholarly literature has emerged 

over the past generation documenting the impact of displace-

ment and dispossession on residents. We now have studies that 

assess the consequences of development- related displacement in 

the urban core, “urban villages” and the urban periphery and 

rural areas.8 These studies demonstrate that the state plays a 

major and often coercive role in removing residents and push-

ing development projects though, while residents are given lit-

tle meaningful voice.9 One consequence of this is that even 

redevelopment projects that explicitly valorize social inclusivity 

produce less than desirable outcomes for displaced residents 

although there are indications that rural residents in advanta-

geously located peri- urban areas can stand to benefit.10 Another 

general feature that is of particular relevance here is that 

migrants residing outside their place of hukou registration fare 

the worst in terms of influencing the course of urban redevelop-

ment or receiving compensation for their displacement.11 Indeed, 

Xuefei Ren interprets increased compensation as evidence of a 

political wedge between urban villagers and migrant workers.12 

Even though policy changes have led to urban residents often 

having a greater say in redevelopment, migrants remain institu-

tionally excluded.13

My intervention here is not to refute these insights about 

the consequences of urban development and redevelopment. 
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Rather, it is to expand the scope of inquiry and insert dis-

placement within an analysis of the broader population man-

agement regime. By focusing on school demolitions, reloca-

tions, and closures, I bring a somewhat different social 

dynamic to light than is the case for existing literature that 

focuses on the effects of urban residents losing their housing 

or peasants losing their land. While schools and housing are 

the core spaces of social reproduction and therefore intimately 

linked socially and spatially, zeroing in on the school holds 

some distinct analytical advantages in understanding the pol-

itics of urbanization. First, and most important, it highlights 

how intergenerational social reproduction is managed more 

precisely than is possible by looking at housing. Cities can and 

have arranged to house workers while denying their children 

the right to schooling, but the reverse situation is uncommon.14 

In this sense, it is a more appropriate location for assessing the 

impact of development on the durability of the urbanization of 

people. Second, the question of compensation has been central 

to analyses of urbanization- driven housing displacement.15 But 

the compensation issue for schools is distinct in that it is not 

primarily a financial question; rather, the issue is whether stu-

dents will be resettled, in what kind of school, and where. 

While rural migrants are excluded from compensation for 

redevelopment of urban land, in theory the state should make 

arrangements for displaced students, regardless of their hukou 

status. Finally, I also focus on the issue of school closures 

rather than just demolitions. In contrast to looking at hous-

ing, the former perspective highlights the rising significance 

of population control in motivating state action. In order for 

this distinction to be meaningful, we will need to address some 

definitional issues.
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DISTINCT PATHWAYS OF  
SCHOOL ELIMINATION

While the bulldozing of a school is a powerful dramatization 

of the state’s callousness toward migrants, in fact not all demo-

litions are created equal. The critical difference is between 

“demolition and relocation” (chaiqian ) and “closure” (guanbi 

). The former has been a regular feature of China’s urban 

landscape for decades, as cities’ built environments have under-

gone a dramatic transformation in the reform era. As noted ear-

lier, the process of demolition and relocation is by no means 

benign. It is typically dominated by developers and their revenue- 

hungry allies in the state, while affected residents are given few 

meaningful avenues for exercising political voice. Nonetheless, 

from a legal standpoint demolition and relocation implies a 

responsibility on the part of the government to indeed relocate 

residents affected by the redevelopment.16 Affected populations 

may not have a say in the matter, but the government is obli-

gated to provide compensatory space elsewhere within their 

jurisdiction.17 Many migrant schools in Beijing and elsewhere 

have been impacted by demolition and relocation as massive 

new infrastructure projects are rolled out, land values in the core 

rise, and the city seeks more profitable uses for the land. In 

these cases, schools are not specifically targeted because they 

are migrant schools; rather, they are simply caught up in the 

maelstrom of China’s urban revolution, as are countless other 

occupants of the city.

Closure, on the other hand, represents an entirely different 

politics. A closure is final, and the state has no obligation to 

provide compensation to the school. While there is some 

ambiguity as to the legal obligations with regard to placing 

affected students in other schools, in practice the government 



Population Management’s “Hard Edge”  149

has not been proactive. Migrant schools operating without 

official licensing— a significant majority in Beijing— are par-

ticularly susceptible to closure since the government need not 

provide any legal justification. Unlicensed schools operate at 

the discretion of local officials, thus leaving them in a precari-

ous position. While demolition and relocation are associated 

with a process of spatial peripheralization (with its own atten-

dant social and economic costs), closure is more directly expul-

sionary in nature. As Mr. Li, an experienced NGO activist in 

Beijing, said, “[Schools] aren’t afraid of demolition and reloca-

tion . . .  because people in one district can move to another 

district and rent another space, and they’ll be ok. What they 

fear is closure.” 18

From 2010 a huge number of Beijing’s migrant schools were 

closed or demolished and relocated, impacting tens of thousands 

of children, a summary of which appears in table 5.1 at the close 

of this chapter.19 Data were collected by collating publicly avail-

able reports, both from traditional and social media, and thus 

should be seen as underreporting the extent of demolitions. I 

have verified that at least 76 schools were closed and/or demol-

ished in Beijing between 2010 and 2018, affecting at least 46,965 

students. However, this latter number excludes observations for 

which I could not find specific information on the number of 

students affected. By including estimates from these additional 

nineteen observations, that number increases to more than 

62,000.20 This should be taken as a baseline. As just one indica-

tor of the shortcomings of these data, I only have twenty obser-

vations for the entirety of the year 2011, whereas numerous 

media reports claimed that between twenty- four and thirty 

schools were demolished that summer alone. I could not include 

observations without adequate verifiable information (e.g., 

school name, location). Even if the number of affected students 
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TABLE 5.1

Year School Name District Most precise location

2010 Rongqian School 

( )

Daxing Daxing District, Jiugong 

Township, Wu Dian Er 

Dui ( )

2010 Xinyuan School 

( )

Daxing Daxing District, Jiugong 

Township, Shu Qiao 

Village (

)

2010 Xiangshang 

School ( )

Changping Changping District, 

Huilongguan Village  

( )

2010 Tenglong School 

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Dongba Xiang (

) — > Chaoyang 

District, Shibalidian 

Xiang ( )

2010 Yingjie School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Dongba Xiang, Qikeshu 

Village (

)

2010 Yingjie School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, Shibali 

Dian ( )

2010 Xinli School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, Shibali 

Dian ( )

2010 Beigao Shiyan 

School (

)

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Cuigezhuang Xiang  

( )

2010 Yuying School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Cuigezhuang Xiang  

( )



Year School Name District Most precise location

2010 Cuigezhuang 

Shiyan School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Cuigezhuang Xiang (

)

2010 Nangao Jinghua 

School (

)

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Cuigezhuang Xiang (

)

2010 Taoyuan School 

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Cuigezhuang Xiang (

)

2010 Qinglian School 

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Cuigezhuang Xiang (

)

2010 Xingxing School 

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Cuigezhuang Xiang (

)

2010 Wende School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Cuigezhuang Xiang (

)

2010 Nangao Shiyan 

School (

)

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Cuigezhuang Xiang (

)

2010 Hongjunying 

Xiwang School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Guangying Xiang, 

Beiyuan Village (

)

2011 Yingcai School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Jinzhan Xiang, 114 

Leizhuang (

114 )

TABLE 5.1 (continued)
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Year School Name District Most precise location

2011 Tianyuan School 

( )

Daxing Daxing District, Xihong-

men Township (

)

2011 Yuhong School  

( )

Daxing Daxing District, Xihong-

men Township, 24 North 

Tonghua Street (

24 )

2011 Tuanhe Shiyan 

School (

)

Daxing Daxing District, Xihong-

men Township, Tuanhebei 

Village (

)

2011 Jianxinzhuang 

Shiyan School  

( )

Daxing Daxing District, Xihong-

men Township, 52 

Jianxinzhuang Industrial 

Park (

52 )

2011 Lantian Shiyan 

School (

)

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, Dongba 

Xiang ( )

2011 Dongba Shiyan 

School (

)

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Dongba Xiang (

)

2011 Yuying School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Dongba Xiang (

)

2011 Dongba Peixin 

School (

)

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Dongba Xiang (

)

TABLE 5.1 (continued)

(continued)



Year School Name District Most precise location

2011 Yucai School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, Jiangtai 

Xiang ( )

2011 Xiwang Zhi 

Xing School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, Jiangtai 

Xiang, Dongbajianfang 

Village (

)

2011 Dong Beiya 

School (

)

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, Jiangtai 

Xiang, Yongjia Village  

( )

2011 Miaomiao 

School 

Haidian Haidian District, Sijiqing 

Township, Beiwu Village 

Street, Zhongwu Village  

(

)

2011 Lǜyuan School  

( )

Haidian Haidian District, Haidian 

Xiang, Shucun Xiaoqinghe 

Street, north side (

)

2011 Xin Xiwang 

School (

)

Haidian Haidian District, Xisanqi, 

Dongsheng Xiang (

)

2011 Hongxing School 

( )*

Haidian Haidian District, Xisan 

Qi, Dongsheng Xiang, 

Xiaoying Dadui, North 

Panzhuang Village (

)

2011 Chunlei School  

( )

Shijingshan Shijingshan District, 

Liuniang Fu, Yinliao Chang 

( )

TABLE 5.1 (continued)
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Year School Name District Most precise location

2011 Taihe School  

( )

Shijingshan Shijingshan Village, 

Yongwangfu Village  

( )

2011 Hongxing 

School  

( )

Shijingshan Shijingshan Village, 

Yongwangfu Village  

( )

2011 Xianfeng School 

( )

Shijingshan Shijingshan Village, 

Yongwangfu Village  

( )

2012 Tongxin Shiyan 

School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Jinzhan Xiang, Pi Village  

( )

2012 Xinli School  

(

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Jinzhan Xiang, Pi Village  

( )

2012 Diyi Xingong-

mian School 

(Xiwang School) 

 

( ))

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Jinzhan Xiang, 

Magezhuang Village  

( )

2012 Ma Ge Zhuang 

Shi Yan School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, Jinzhan 

Xiang, Magezhuang Village 

( )

2014 Shiji School  

( )

Fengtai Fengtai District, Wangzuo 

Township, Dianqi Village 

( )

2014– 

2016

Chengxin School 

( )

Daxing Daxing District, Xihong-

men Township, Si Village 

( )

TABLE 5.1 (continued)
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Year School Name District Most precise location

2014 Zhenhua School 

( )

Daxing Daxing District, Xihong-

men Township, Xing-

guangming Juweihui (

)

2014 Zhiquan School 

(

Changping Changping District, 

Dongxiaokou Township, 

Zhongtan Village (

)

2014 Mingxin School 

( )

Changping Changping District, 

Huilongguan Township, 

319 Qiliqu North Village  

(

319 )

2014 Zhenhua School 

( )

Changping Changping District, 

Dongxiaokou Township  

( )

2014 Jingwei School  

( )

Changping Changping District, 

Dongxiaokou Township, 

Dingfu Huangzhuang  

( )

2015 Yuxing School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, Sunhe 

Xiang, Xiaxinbao Village  

( )

2015 Shaziying 

Shiyan School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, Sunhe 

Xiang, Shaziying Village  

( )

2015 Huacheng 

School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, Sunhe 

Xiang, Shaziying Village  

( )

TABLE 5.1 (continued)
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Year School Name District Most precise location

2014– 

2016

Peiyan School  

( )

Tongzhou Tongzhou District, Taihu 

Township, Dongshi 

Village, North Dongshi 

Street (

)

2014– 

2016

Shahe Shiyan 

School  

( )

Changping Changping District, Shahe 

Township, 73 Gongwanhua 

( 73 )

2014– 

2016

Cuigezhuang 

Weilai Bilingual 

School (

)

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Cuigezhuang Xiang, 

Dongxindian Village  

( )

2014– 

2016

Chunlei School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Gaobeidian Xiang, 315 

Banbicdian Village (

315 )

2014– 

2016

Qinghua Ao 

Xiao ( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Gaobeidian Xiang, 

Baijialou Village (

)

2014– 

2016

Qi Cai School  

( )

Tongzhou Tongzhou District, Taihu 

Township, Tianfu Village 

( )

2014– 

2016

Li Hua School, 

Gao Lou Jin 

Campus (

)

Tongzhou Tongzhou District, Liyuan 

Township, Gaoloujin 

Village (

)

2014– 

2016

Mingyuan 

School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Xiaohongmen Xiang, 

Long Zhua Shu Nan Li  

( )

TABLE 5.1 (continued)
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2014– 

2016

Xinghe Bilingual 

School  

( ) 

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Jinzhan Xiang, Changdian 

Village (

)

2014– 

2016

Hongxiang 

School  

( )

Chaoyang Chaoyang District, 

Sanjianfang Xiang, 263 

Xinfang Village (

263 )

2014– 

2016

Anmin School, 

Chenguang 

Campus (

, )

Chaoyang

2017 Haidi School  

(  

(3rd relocation))

Daxing Daxing District, Jiugong 

Township, Xi San Street, 

Nan Xiao Jie, No.2 Village 

(

)

2017 Jianxinzhuang 

Shiyan School  

( )

Daxing Daxing District, Xihong-

men Township, No. 52 

Jianxin Zhuang Industrial 

Park (

52 )

2017 Mingyuan 

School (

)

Daxing Daxing District, Demao 

Zhuang, 18 De Yu Jia 

Street (

18 )

2017 Tuanhe Shiyan 

School (

)

Daxing Daxing District, Xihong-

men Township, Tuanhe 

South Village (

)

TABLE 5.1 (continued)
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Year School Name District Most precise location

2017 Jingwei School, 

Dingfu Primary 

( , 

)

Daxing Daxing District, Ding Fu 

Huang Zhuang (

)

2017 Jingrui School  

( )

Changping near Zhenhua School (near 

)

2017 Chunfeng School 

( )

Changping Changping District, 

Xiaotangshan Township, 

Jiang Li village, north of 

Zhiquan School (

, north of 

)

2017 Limin School  

( )

Changping Changping District, 

Dongxiaokou Township, 

Ban Jie Ta Village, West of 

Zhiquan School (

, west of  

2017 Zhiquan School 

( )

Changping Changping District, 

Beiqijia Township, South 

of Dong San Qi Village  

(

)

2017 Zhenxin School 

( )

Changping Changping District, Beiqi 

Jia Township, Yandan 

Village  

( )

2017 Haiqing School  

( )

Changping Changping District, 

Longguan Township, 

Sanhe Zhuang, 10 Ma Jia 

Di (

10 )

TABLE 5.1 (continued)

(continued)
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is just 62,000, this represents a massive amount of social disloca-

tion targeted at a specific group. How then, did migrant schools 

come to be specifically targeted for elimination?

The Regulatory Context in Beijing

As informal schooling in Beijing expanded rapidly in the early 

2000s, the municipal government became wary about this 

large swath of the education sector exceeding their control. 

Announced in October 2005, the “Beijing Department of Edu-

cation Notification on Strengthening Management of Migrant 

Population Self- Run Schools” aimed to assert greater regulatory 

power under the guiding principle of “supporting some, approv-

ing some, and eliminating some.” 21 A specific breakdown of 

TABLE 5.1 (continued)

Year School Name District Most precise location

2017 Shuren School  

( )

Shijingshan Shijingshan District, Lugu 

Shequ, Yamenkou Village, 

South Street (

)

2018 Taijing School  

( )

Shijingshan Shijingshan District, Lugu 

Shequ, Yamenkou Village, 

100 Southwestern Street  

(

100 )

2018 Huangzhuang 

School  

( )

Shijingshan Shijingshan District, East 

Lianshi Street, 43 

Southwestern Miaopu  

(

43 )
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what share of schools were to be eliminated was not provided, 

nor were details about financial support. In 2006, the Depart-

ment of Education accepted licensing applications from migrant 

schools, but few were approved.22 By 2011, school principals and 

civil society actors were unanimous in their assessment that it 

was nearly impossible for migrant schools to become licensed. If 

schools could not expect financial support or licensing, that left 

them with but one option: elimination.

The principles established in the 2005 notification were halt-

ingly put into practice. Following the 2006 invitation for license 

applications, only sixty- two out of approximately three hun-

dred migrant schools in the city had official recognition.23 

According to most accounts, no migrant schools were licensed 

after this, while the state began taking measures to gradually 

winnow away the unlicensed schools. Despite ongoing pres-

sures, there were still 112 schools as of 2016.24 In part this was 

due to the relative autonomy of the districts in implementing 

directives from the municipal government, and indeed there 

were important differences within Beijing. Although it could 

never be publicly acknowledged, the persistence of wholly infor-

mal schools is at least partly explained by the fact that they pro-

vide an important service— albeit one of poor quality— while 

costing the government nothing or almost nothing. Nonethe-

less, the general trend of eliminating wholly unregulated 

schools had been clearly established in 2006.

Regularized Relocation

Within this regulatory context, migrant schools have become 

accustomed to continually facing the dual threats of reloca-

tion and closure. Zhifan School, which by 2008 was regularly 
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winning praise from the government and associated institu-

tions, had suffered repeated attacks in its early days. An official 

history of the school recounted these difficulties in a forthright 

manner:

As a start, [Zhifan] School used the 2,000 RMB loan from its 

founders as the school’s building fund. The school was built 

from scratch and opened its doors on the 6th of August [2001]. 

However it was closed shortly after on August 25th, as it did not 

have an operation permit. After August 25th, the newly estab-

lished [Zhifan] School fought to survive despite the extremely 

difficult conditions. During this period, the school was made to 

move five times. In addition, it was also penalized and forced to 

close down four times. The path to provide a well- rounded edu-

cation for migrant children proved to be exceptionally arduous.

Stormy Days: There were various reasons behind [Zhifan] 

School’s frequent moves in the beginning of its establishment. 

For the first two times, it was because the school was forced by 

the government to close its doors. For the following three times, 

it was because the school buildings had to be demolished in 

order to make way for the expansion of the city of Beijing. This 

explains why Zhifan School slowly made its way from the 

Fourth Ring Road to the Fifth Ring Road and eventually to its 

current position within the Sixth Ring Road. As for the four 

closures, the school was forced to close by the government for 

the first two times; for the following two times, the school was 

unable to pay rent due to financial difficulties, hence resulting in 

the landlord cutting water and electricity supply, and eventually 

reclaiming the school’s facilities.25

The report does not provide a specific timeframe within which 

these closures and relocations took place. Although I did not 
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verify this, it would seem likely that the school was not forced 

to close or relocate after 2008, at which point they had substan-

tial foundation support and official recognition. At most, these 

numerous closures and relocations happened over a ten- year 

period, since this document was produced in 2011.

Having secured significant external fiscal resources, Zhifan 

escaped the threat of imminent closure that so pervades Bei-

jing’s migrant schools. But as depicted in previous chapters, 

Zhifan is quite exceptional in many regards, notably its official 

registration and relatively abundant foundation support. Other 

schools that occupied a legal gray zone could be summarily 

closed down, with the government free of legal responsibility to 

resettle the displaced students or provide financial compensa-

tion. Rapidly increasing land values and an increasingly nativist 

political sentiment over the course of the 2010s provided plenty 

of motivation for local officials to remove migrant schools, for 

based on official metrics of valuation, the schools provided 

almost nothing. As a result, many schools in this period of time 

were forced to regularly fight for their survival, which often 

involved relocating further into Beijing’s periphery.

Demolition and Relocation

Demolitions due to urban redevelopment are a fact of life for 

many people and institutions in Chinese cities, but migrant 

schools are particularly vulnerable. Even migrant schools in the 

enviable position of having official licensing can be subject to 

highly coercive pressures, a tendency that was made patently 

clear in the case of Jingwei and Huangzhuang schools.

Jingwei School, located in Dongxiaokou township in the 

southeastern corner of Changping District since 2003, was 
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living on borrowed time when I first visited in 2014. This area 

has better connections to transportation infrastructure than 

most parts of Changping, located as it is just to the north of the 

Olympic park and a short bus ride away from three different 

subway lines. Dongxiaokou had a high concentration of 

migrants from Henan Province who lived in ramshackle infor-

mal housing set amid piles of waste (see figure 5.1). Most of the 

residents were involved in waste recycling— an essential func-

tion for the city, but less desirable from the perspective of vil-

lage officials than the rapidly encroaching high- rise apartments 

developments.26 Jingwei was one of three migrant schools in 

the community (the other two, Zhenhua and Mingxin, will 

be discussed later). It received official licensing from Chang-

ping District in 2006 and enrolled more than seven hundred 

students in 2013.

These schools, and indeed the entire community, had known 

since 2010 that Dongxiaokou was included in a major citywide 

FIGURE 5.1 Dongxiaokou neighborhood.

Photo by the author.
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redevelopment plan. The plan aimed to redevelop fifty urban 

villages dispersed across Beijing, covering a total land area of 

85.3 square kilometers, which housed 214,000 locals and more 

than one million migrants.27 Five of these villages were within 

Dongxiaokou. Seemingly attentive to earlier rounds of land req-

uisition, which had resulted in conflicts and complaints about 

social equity, the government planned to emphasize villagers’ 

interests during this redevelopment push. Indeed, Dongxiaokou 

Township Party Secretary Li Zhijie said, “Before demolition 

and redevelopment, first we convene a village representative 

congress to allow villagers to discuss the compensation plan and 

design for their resettlement housing. . . .  We ensure that villag-

ers take care of villager business, and nothing will be demol-

ished unless approved by the village representative congress.”

As extensively documented in the literature, however, nonlo-

cal residents are not considered part of the village, and the state 

has no obligation to consult with them or consider their inter-

ests. The Dongxiaokou village committee, without prior notice 

to school administrators, cut Jingwei’s electricity on Decem-

ber 22, 2013, in an effort to push the school out. This coercive 

action came despite a lease on the property that lasted through 

2017. The principal of the school, who I would later discover was 

perfectly amenable to relocation in principle, was furious, since 

the school was left with no lighting and no heat, at one of the 

coldest times of year: “Cutting the electricity was not okay. 

We still hadn’t gone on break, and the Education Department 

didn’t consider this. They said it was maintenance. . . .  They 

didn’t inform the school, they just cut [the power].” 28 The story 

gained significant media attention as the image of hundreds of 

children braving the Beijing winter to attend classes underlined 

the inequities of the city’s education system. But the deputy sec-

retary of the village committee suggested he was not to blame. 
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He noted that the school’s landlord had been informed on 

December 2, twenty days prior to cutting the power, and there-

fore “we already gave them enough time [to vacate].” 29

The school’s official licensing was apparently of no use in 

averting such coercive steps on the part of the government. 

Following the electricity shutoff, the principal visited various 

government offices more than ten times, but to no avail: “The 

village committee wants [us] to negotiate with the landlord, the 

township wants us to negotiate with the village committee.” 30 

The principal was dismissive of the school’s official status, sug-

gesting that it could not prevent the forced relocation: “The 

Education Department changes lots of names, they say you are 

illegal, or you’re self- run [ziban ], or you’re a migrant 

school. . . .  There is no distinction between having a license or 

not when they are demolishing and relocating.” 31 As soon as the 

semester ended, Jingwei abandoned its Dongxiaokou location 

amid a sea of rubble (see figure 5.2).32

FIGURE 5.2 Jingwei School and demolition.

Photo by the author.
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I went to visit Jingwei in its new location in June 2014. The 

school had been relocated fifteen kilometers to the northwest of 

the original location, or more than an hour by bus depending 

on traffic. Although I had not been able to get into the previous 

location before it was closed, the new facilities appeared to be 

an improvement.33 While still a far cry from most public schools 

in the city, the new location was relatively tidy and spacious and 

in a decent state of upkeep. About half a year after the school 

had been unceremoniously dispatched from Dongxiaokou, the 

principal seemed to be relatively satisfied with the outcome: “[At 

the old location] there were demolished bricks everywhere 

around the school, if one of the children fell on their way to 

class, that would cause difficulty for the school. . . .  At the time, 

I thought they just wanted to shut us down, and when they froze 

our assets my heart was full of resentment. Later I thought 

about it; actually, it was the right thing.”  34 As I learned in inter-

views with numerous school administrators and parents, many 

could not imagine a city in which coercive redevelopment was 

not the norm. For most, the relevant question was not whether 

they would be forced to move or not, but the kinds of resettle-

ment conditions they could secure.

While Jingwei eventually received decent accommodation 

deeper in the periphery, the move was not without costs. The 

clearest indicator of social stress resulting from the relocation 

was the precipitous drop in student enrollment, from more than 

seven hundred to some three hundred. I was not able to interview 

parents of children who did not move to the new location, but 

one may speculate that the new more peripheral location would 

have made it impossible for many children to remain enrolled. In 

fact, a majority of the three hundred or so remaining students 

lived in on- site dorms, traveling to other parts of the city to 

see  their parents on weekends.35 It seems plausible that this 
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demolition and relocation introduced new sets of social and pos-

sibly economic stresses into the lives of hundreds of migrant 

families. As a licensed school, Jingwei certainly received better 

treatment than its totally informal counterparts. But as the 

Huangzhuang School case reveals, by 2018 official recognition 

was no longer an adequate prophylactic against the finality of 

closure.

Closure

Whereas many migrant school demolitions in Beijing had his-

torically resulted from a combination of rising land values and 

state indifference to these communities’ well- being, by 2011 

school demolitions were increasingly justified or motivated by 

population control. Beijing officials had likely come under greater 

pressure to be proactive, and a population “redline” established 

in 2005 to cap the city’s population at 18 million was surpassed in 

2010, ten years ahead of schedule. Over the next several years, 

the city employed a number of strategies to limit the population, 

most important among them the increased restrictions on access-

ing public schools that have already been discussed. Squeezing 

children out of the public system worked in tandem with elimi-

nation of informal options. Given that these schools generally 

had no operating license to revoke, the state resorted to direct 

and coercive demolitions.

This change in tack was marked decisively in August  2011 

when an unprecedented campaign was launched across multiple 

districts in the city to crack down on unlicensed schools. With 

little forewarning, and only a few weeks before the fall semester 

was to start, at least twenty- four schools were shuttered, leaving 

up to thirty thousand students with nowhere to go.36 The 
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Education Department claimed these closures were in response 

to schools’ failure to meet safety standards. Furthermore, it 

promised that “most” students would be resettled in licensed 

public or private schools, with Chaoyang District claiming 

fully 90 percent would be resettled within its boundaries (these 

goals were almost certainly not met).37 Suspicions about the 

willingness of the state to resettle students was seemingly con-

firmed when one official made their intentions quite explicit in 

an interview with Caixin: “An official at Beijing’s education 

department said it’s difficult to properly arrange for educating a 

student who’s been dismissed from an unauthorized school. 

One reason is that the municipal government must consider 

population control when designing and implementing educa-

tional policies.”  38 Clearly, these demolitions were not simply 

about enforcing safety regulations.

The concentrated spate of demolitions in 2011 received sig-

nificant domestic and international media attention and gen-

erated something of a public backlash, as well as disruptive 

protests from parents. In light of this, the government made 

efforts to space out the demolitions somewhat over time. By all 

outward appearances, officials were under immense pressure to 

succeed in population reduction where they had failed previ-

ously. Indeed, the national- level urbanization plan from 2014 

specifically called for extra- large cities such as Beijing to “strictly 

control” their population. Within Beijing and Shanghai, street- 

level officials were given population reduction targets, with 

wide latitude in method of implementation. Informal schools 

continued to be a popular target, both because of their immedi-

ate effect and also because of the presumed knock- on effect 

within migrant communities.

As might be expected, families, teachers, and school admin-

istrators were often vigorously opposed to seemingly arbitrary 
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demolitions. One consequence of this is that the state often 

deployed contingents of police and/or thugs in order to enforce 

eviction notices. A former teacher from a school in Shaziying, a 

village in the northeastern district of Shunyi, related how his 

school’s eviction was both unexpected and violent:

A lot of security just showed up. I was so terrified I didn’t want to 

come out [of the school grounds]. I said, “What is this all about?” 

They said we were being shut down, there were more than a hun-

dred of them. They weren’t actual security, they were just a bunch 

of thugs . . .  more than a hundred of them blocking the gate, like 

the mafia. They dragged the parents inside and beat them. . . .  I 

said, “I’m calling the police.” The police came, but it was useless, 

the government had already made a decision.39

As already indicated, it is not always possible to fully untangle 

whether a school is being closed in order for an official to reach 

his or her population expulsion quota or to secure land for more 

valuable uses. When we turn to the case of the Huangzhuang 

School, however, it is apparent that the two pressures, political 

and economic, are linked. Regardless of original intent, we see 

that the increasingly nativist political environment provides 

further rationale for urban land dispossession, even when the 

school in question is fully licensed and highly reputed.

Shuttering an Award- Winning School

Huangzhuang School was first established in 1998 in response 

to the growing demand for education from those shut out of the 

public system.40 The school grew rapidly in the relatively laissez- 

faire environment that existed at the time, and quickly grew to 
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include a number of branch schools. In 2003 the main school 

moved to what would be its final location in western Beijing’s 

Shijingshan District, renting a large space from a subsidiary 

company of the Beijing Urban Construction Group.41 While 

the move had been precipitated by their previous site being 

demolished, this new larger space was only two hundred meters 

away. Subsequently, Huangzhuang was able to secure an official 

operating license. The school began to attract widespread media 

attention for its high standards, and significant domestic and 

international foundation support followed (including from Save 

the Children and the NBA). In 2017, the school’s total enroll-

ment was 1975, making it the largest and perhaps best- known 

migrant school in the city.

The school’s relative success was not enough to prevent their 

landlord from taking steps to remove them. In August  2017, 

the company told the school it was canceling its lease to clear 

the area. Anti- migrant policies in the capital had been ratch-

eted up yet further in 2017, when the government announced 

the new population redline of 23 million. In this context, the 

company framed its eviction efforts as helping to relocate non-

capital functions out of the city. Students, parents, and teachers 

mobilized in response, writing a widely circulated open letter 

and pleading with the Education Department to intervene. 

Implicitly accepting the terms of the population management 

regime, the open letter argued for leniency based on the par-

ents’ presumed contributions to the economy: “Basically all of 

the parents of our school’s 1975 children have formal employ-

ment. 90 percent of these parents are not targets for clearing 

[shujie ]. 80 percent of these students were born in Beijing. 

If the school is demolished, 95 percent of these children will 

become left- behind children or will drop out.” 42 In response 

to  pressure from the community and media attention, the 
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Education Department sided with the school, and Huang-

zhuang was able to keep its doors open.

But things did not work out so well in 2018. Taking a differ-

ent tack this time, on August 9 the company once again sent a 

notification to the school announcing it was canceling the school’s 

lease, despite its being set to expire in 2025. On the night of 

August  10, the company sealed the entrance to the school. A 

crucial difference this time was that the company had the sup-

port of the Education Department— indeed, the latter had as of 

that summer failed to renew Huangzhuang’s license. The lack 

of license was in turn part of the company’s justification for 

eviction. In the month leading up to the eviction notice, school 

principal Chen Enshi had been in negotiations with the author-

ities. But no satisfactory relocation plan emerged, at least in 

part because there were no adequate spaces for rent in the area 

that were within the school’s budget. Principal Chen was even-

tually resigned to closing down after twenty years in operation, 

and the school’s gates shut for good in August.

Although the Education Department was unable or unwill-

ing to relocate the school, it had still promised to resettle the 

students. The previous few years had seen more and more 

migrant schools shuttered, and Shijingshan District was no 

exception. Three other schools in the area had been recently 

closed, and there was only one remaining in the entire district. 

Since most displaced children had little hope of getting into 

public schools, the majority of Huangzhuang’s students were to 

be placed several kilometers away in this remaining school, or 

somewhere still further afield. Although it is unclear whether 

Huangzhuang’s earlier assessment that 95  percent of its stu-

dents would drop out or become left- behind children was accu-

rate, there was anecdotal evidence that many parents would 

have to send their children to the village. As the parent of one 
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displaced child said, “[the remaining] private schools are so 

expensive, and we can’t get into a public school.” 43

The proximate cause of the demolitions of both Jingwei and 

Huangzhuang was developers pushing to make more profitable 

use of land in a context of rapidly increasing real estate values. 

The Dongxiaokou government had demarcated the community 

of recyclers and migrant slums for redevelopment, a process 

that had already laid waste to half the village when I visited in 

2014. In Shijingshan, the lease Huangzhuang signed thirteen 

years before had locked in rent that was far below what the 

market was fetching by 2017. In this case, the eviction was spear-

headed by the landlord rather than the state. The broader con-

text of the municipal government’s growing hostility toward 

migrants is critical; in both cases, a more sympathetic district or 

municipal government most certainly could have intervened to 

avert the demolitions or to secure better relocation conditions. 

Over the course of the 2010s, the economic and political impe-

tuses for evicting migrants grew, leaving increasingly dim pros-

pects for migrant schools, even those that were licensed. As 

principal Chen Enshi trenchantly remarked, “the fate of migrant 

schools is tightly linked with urban development and popula-

tion policy.” 44

Demolitions at Home, Work

While the focus here is on schools, evictions and demolitions of 

the home or the workplace have an immediate impact on chil-

dren’s education, even if the school itself remains unscathed. 

Working- class migrants generally occupy a position of infor-

mality and precarity in both labor and housing markets, which 

means that, as with the schools, they are frequently subject to 
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eviction and demolition. When a residence or parents’ work-

place is demolished, families often face lengthened commutes 

or the prospect of switching schools, putting further pressure 

on the social and educational life of the children.

In Beijing and other cities, a large portion of migrants are 

engaged in small- scale entrepreneurial activity, and opening 

small shops is a popular choice for those who have escaped the 

lowest rung of informality. Regardless of the market viability of 

such operations, such businesses are rarely a priority for govern-

ment officials, since they cannot generate the kind of returns 

associated with high- rise apartments or high- end consumption. 

As a result, many of these small business owners found them-

selves subject to the centrifugal force that structured so much 

of migrant life in Beijing. Ms. Xu, the Shandong native living 

in Liwanzhuang, talked about the difficulty of managing a 

small business in the context of rising rents: “The main problem 

with doing business is that rent is extremely expensive. If you go 

to a more remote place, then there’s a real possibility that as soon 

as your business is running well, as soon as you’ve established a 

base, then you’ll immediately get demolished again.” 45 As Ms. 

Xu’s husband, Mr. Fan, notes below, these workplace demoli-

tions had an immediate impact on their children’s education.

Workplace or housing demolitions can also undermine par-

ents’ ability to enroll in public schools. As was detailed exten-

sively in chapters 2 and 4, parents’ labor market position is the 

single most important factor in gaining admission to public 

schools. If parents lose their employment as a result of their 

workplace’s being demolished or relocated, their child may not 

be able to enroll in public school the following year. Mr. Fan 

talked about how continual demolitions prevented him from 

maintaining the business license necessary to get his children 

into public schools: “I’m an individual (geti ) contractor. 
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After setting up my business for a short time we were demol-

ished once again, so I couldn’t get a business license. With a 

business license you can get those permits or whatever they’re 

called. But we didn’t have [the license] because we were demol-

ished, so it became invalid.” 46 Since migrant children are seen as 

an appendage of their gainfully employed parents, their social 

reproduction is provisionally linked to the value of parental 

labor. When that labor is rendered invaluable, the child’s access 

to education is similarly thrown into question.

Home demolitions do not always result in students being 

forced to change schools, but they can result in other kinds of 

disruptions. Mr. Lu, the grandfather of a student in Dongxia-

okou’s Zhenhua School, detailed the hardships his family had 

endured in the face of repeated home demolitions:

We’ve moved several times. They demolish and we move. Last 

month, we still lived quite close [to the school], I’d get him to 

school on my tricycle in just five minutes. Now from [where we 

live] it takes thirty minutes. Getting to school every day is just 

exhausting. You need to watch the clock carefully. After this 

semester, they’re going to demolish things again. We’ll have to 

move, we can’t let the kid miss school before then. If we move 

to a different school in the area, we’ll have to pay more money. 

What a pain.47

In this case, the family was fortunate to have a grandparent 

who was able to take on a share of the reproductive labor. Even 

so, it came at the expense of less time at home, and it was physi-

cally taxing for Mr. Lu. These kinds of continual commuting 

fixes were a common feature of migrant life.

Finally, it would be remiss to fail to mention the exclamation 

mark at the end of the 2011– 2017 expulsionary hard turn. On 
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November 18, 2017, a fire broke out in a migrant housing com-

plex in southern Beijing’s Daxing District, resulting in nine-

teen deaths. The fire was likely caused by shoddy construction 

and poor implementation of safety measures, features that are 

common in the city’s informal housing sector. The municipal 

government used the pretext of ensuring fire safety to launch 

a campaign of mass eviction, affecting perhaps more than 

100,000 migrants.48 The evictions targeted migrant communi-

ties in general rather than schools in particular. Nonetheless, 

schools were subject to this orgy of destruction, either directly 

or indirectly via housing demolition. In addition to helping the 

government secure its population control aims, it was also a 

clear indication that they were siding with real estate interests 

against labor- intensive industries. Indeed, Alibaba and JD . com, 

companies highly dependent on a poorly compensated migrant 

workforce, had to scramble to arrange housing for their dis-

placed couriers.49 These and tens of thousands of other workers 

were being pushed from the city, often over the protests of their 

employers. As one warehousing company executive commented 

in the wake of the evictions, “Many delivery companies have 

stopped receiving Beijing- bound packages because they don’t 

have the capacity to deal with them. . . .  Delivery companies 

face hundreds of millions of renminbi in losses.” 50 While cer-

tain segments of capital were suffering from the expulsion of 

viable laborers, Beijing’s political class would soon learn the 

happy news that city’s population was already falling.

IMPACTS OF SCHOOL DEMOLITIONS

As would be expected, school demolitions leave a path of 

destruction— physical, social, and psychological— in their wake. 
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Even in the best- case scenario of adequate relocation of stu-

dents, such events are deeply disruptive to daily life.

Sociospatial Reorganization

Perhaps the clearest consequence of school demolitions is the 

increased spatial peripheralization of the spaces of migrant 

social reproduction. Given economic and political pressures for 

migrants to move further from the urban core or out of the city 

altogether, school demolitions simply thrust migrant families 

into an already intensifying centrifugal current. In 2013, 

an  interactive map compiled by the New Citizen Program 

(a  Beijing- based NGO) revealed only four of eighty migrant 

schools in Beijing within the Fourth Ring Road.51 As can be 

seen in a 2016 map (figure  5.3), a large majority of the city’s 

migrant schools are outside of the Fifth Ring Road (which runs 

along a roughly twenty- kilometer radius from Tiananmen 

Square). As an expert from the New Citizen Program put it, 

“There will always be more suburbs, there will always be a place 

where the city meets the country. Now it’s the Fifth, Sixth 

Ring road, soon it will be the Sixth, Seventh ring road. These 

people will once again be squeezed out to where the city meets 

the country.” 52

When one leg of the school- work- home commuting triangle 

is subjected to centrifugal pressures, it can result in severe dis-

ruption for families. If children either need to find a new school 

following closure or move with their relocated school, it will 

generally lengthen commuting time, either for one parent, the 

child, or both. For those parents who need to work in the urban 

core, the peripheralization of available school options adds time 

demands by further separating the spaces of production and 



Population Management’s “Hard Edge”  177

reproduction within the city. As the boundaries of the school- 

work- home triangle push up against the limits of social and/or 

economic feasibility, parents then must consider a range of 

unpalatable options including searching for new work, moving 

homes, or sending their child to boarding school or to their 

home village.

FIGURE 5.3 Location of migrant schools in Beijing, 2016.

Note: The dark black dots represent schools that were closed down or demolished 

between 2014 and 2016; other dots represent both licensed and unlicensed migrant 

schools. The two roughly circular lines represent the Fifth and Sixth Ring Roads. 

Source: http:// thegroundbreaking . com / archives / 38007 (permission to use  

the image explicitly granted).
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As the periphery of the city has extended outward, migrant 

communities have been subject to waves of rapid growth fol-

lowed by the threat or reality of redevelopment and demolition. 

Liwanzhuang was just such an example, located as it was in the 

eastern reaches of Chaoyang, far beyond the Fifth Ring Road. 

The principal of Shusheng School estimated that the surround-

ing village’s population grew from one to two thousand people 

in 2005 to more than ten thousand by the end of 2011. Many 

parents I encountered in the community had relocated to the 

village in response to evictions closer to the urban core. For 

example, Feng Huai, a mother from Henan living in Liwan-

zhuang, explained how she had to relocate from Wangjing, a 

section of Beijing that had been dramatically remade in recent 

years amid rapidly increasing real estate values: “We moved to 

[Liwanzhuang] because my husband’s company was demol-

ished and relocated here. So I came along with him, and I left 

my job.” 53 The relocation of her husband’s work also meant 

that their son had to change schools. While not specific to 

schools, the social ephemerality generated by ongoing waves 

of demolition was directly reflected in the peripatetic nature 

of the student body.

Student Resettlement

As might be expected, much parental and public attention is 

focused on the question of student resettlement in the wake of 

school demolitions. The Beijing government is keenly aware 

of the optics of evicting children from their schools and has 

been at pains to publicly state that appropriate accommodations 

will be made. An official notification on migrant children’s 

education from the Beijing municipal government affirms that 
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“various tasks must be properly addressed before eliminating 

[the school]. Appropriate arrangements must be made for cur-

rent students to continue their studies elsewhere, ensuring that 

their studies are not impacted, and upholding social stability.” 54 

Following the mass closures of 2011, the Chaoyang District 

Education Department stated that it was fully prepared and 

that the authorities would “absolutely not allow even one child 

from a closed school to be deprived of an education.” 55

Nonetheless, thousands of children have in fact been 

deprived of their education as a result of school closures and 

demolitions. Although it might be reasonable to make an a pri-

ori assumption that this would be the case based on the general 

anti- migrant politics of the 2010s, in fact there is clear empiri-

cal evidence as well. The New Citizen Program conducted a 

survey of families displaced when Xin Gong Min School, 

which the NGO operated, was shut down in July  2012.56 

Located in Chaoyang District, the school of more than eight 

hundred students had included not only a primary school but 

also a preschool and middle school. Prior to the demolition, 

the Education Department produced a resettlement plan for 

the affected students, promising to make arrangements for stu-

dents in grades 1– 5 and 7– 8. Because preschool students about 

to begin grade 1 and recently graduated primary school students 

about to enter middle school were excluded from the plan, only 

650 out of 854 were included. Since the NGO operated the 

school, it used parents’ contact information to follow up with 

them in late August 2012 to inquire about their children’s reset-

tlement after the closure, and it was able to collect information 

on 746 out of 854 students.

The results of the survey are unmistakable: a significant por-

tion of students were forced out of Beijing following the 

closure, and most of those who stayed behind faced new 
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inconveniences or stresses on daily life. Among all students, 

71.85 percent stayed in Beijing, 18.63 went to their village, .54 per-

cent (four in total) dropped out, and 8.98  percent were still 

unsure— a precarious position, given that registration for the 

new school year had passed when the survey was conducted. 

Even among those students included in the resettlement plan, 

18.82 percent reported sending their children back to the village. 

Of those not included in the plan, only 61.22 percent were stay-

ing in Beijing. Finally, of those who were resettled and stayed 

in Beijing, only 16.51  percent were settled in public schools, 

indicating nonenforcement of the national “two primaries” pol-

icy (in which migrants are to be primarily enrolled in public 

schools).

Aside from remaining shut out of the public system, migrant 

families who stayed in Beijing encountered new hardships after 

Xin Gong Min was closed. The report found that in the less 

than two months between the announcement of the closure 

and the survey, fifteen families had to move homes because 

their children were resettled in a distant location, with most 

reporting significant increases in rent. A majority of students 

experienced lengthened commuting times, with an average 

increase of 20 percent. One of the students who was forced to 

drop out did so for tragic reasons. As explained in the report:

One student who suffered from hemophilia had lived [near Xin 

Gong Min School], and the school was able to accept students 

with special illnesses. His mother was also a teacher at the 

school, and so it was convenient for her to care for him. But with 

the school closure, he was to be resettled in a school that was 

unwilling to accept him [because of his illness]. . . .  Although 

this person really loved studies and strongly desired to return to 

school, he was left with no choice but to drop out.
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Indeed, demolitions and closures are themselves a kind of bio-

political sorting process, since families and individuals have 

uneven capacity to respond to the shock of displacement.

This survey only covered one school, and the objection may 

be raised that it would be unfair to assume that it is representa-

tive of the experience of displaced students in general. Cer-

tainly that is the case, but if anything, students from Xin Gong 

Min were likely to receive better treatment than most. The New 

Citizen Program is perhaps the country’s largest and best- 

known NGO focusing on migrant education issues. Given the 

organization’s ability to corral and disseminate information in 

civil society, both domestically and internationally, there is 

every reason to believe the government would take extra steps 

to ensure a positive outcome for the displaced students. Fur-

thermore, the school was located in Chaoyang, the district that 

had publicly promised that it would “not allow even one child” 

to be deprived of education because of a closure. In contrast, 

Haidian District in northwestern Beijing stated that following 

a closure, students who could gather the “five permits” (dis-

cussed in previous chapters) could apply to public schools. Since 

that had been the policy in place all along, and the parents pre-

sumably had their children enrolled in a migrant school because 

they could not get into public schools, this approach was tanta-

mount to telling families that they were on their own.57 While 

the survey data reveal that Chaoyang was far from perfect, the 

Education Department there was making more of an effort 

than in other districts.

Other anecdotal evidence hints at a variety of problems in 

resettling displaced migrant children, and even in the best- case 

scenario of resettlement in public schools, migrant children 

have been saddled with challenges and indignities. A public 

school in Haidian District that was forced to admit students 
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displaced in the 2011 mass demolitions had to quickly erect 

temporary steel buildings to accommodate the new arrivals. 

But rather than integrate the migrant children into the existing 

student body, it kept them segregated in the temporary build-

ings, which were located on the far side of the playground. One 

parent, Ms. Liu, was pleased to have left behind the badly 

underresourced school from which her child had been removed. 

But the separate classrooms were a cause of concern: “I think it 

seems like two different worlds. I’m worried the children will 

suffer psychologically.” 58

Hasty construction of new buildings to accommodate dis-

placed students presented schools with safety challenges as well. 

Following the 2011 demolitions, one private school in Chaoyang 

with a student body of six hundred was ordered to accept hun-

dreds of displaced students, pushing the school to use teachers’ 

offices and meeting rooms as classrooms. In an interview just 

two days before the start of the semester, the principal was wor-

ried about their preparedness: “When the new buildings are 

finished, I estimate that at max the school could hold nine hun-

dred people. . . .  Whether or not these rush- job buildings are 

safe [is a question], it might become another illegal migrant 

school.” 59 Such ill- planned construction called into question the 

government’s primary justification for the initial school demoli-

tions, namely, that the targeted migrant schools were not up to 

standard and were therefore unsafe.

As these examples suggest, migrant school demolitions pro-

duce ripple effects in neighboring schools. Even if a large share 

of displaced students leaves the city for rural areas, a single 

demolition is still likely to produce several hundred students 

who will enroll within the city (be it with the assistance of the 

government or not). As would be expected, parents typically try 

to enroll their children in proximate locations. Following the 
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2011 demolitions, a number of principals in schools accepting 

displaced students confirmed that they had received a notifica-

tion from the Education Department informing them that they 

must “unconditionally accept [the students], admit everyone 

who registers, and that accounting will happen after the stu-

dents are admitted.” 60 When schools are forced to admit large 

numbers of students with extremely short lead times and with-

out promises for commensurate financial support, even sympa-

thetic public schools are likely to be resistant.

Nonetheless, the schools that are most deeply impacted by 

resettlement following demolitions are inevitably other migrant 

schools where huge numbers of children are sometimes absorbed 

with little notice. One teacher from Yinghong related how stu-

dents from a sister school were managed:

The boss [i.e., owner of the school] has another school [else-

where in the city]. Why was it shut down? The city was expand-

ing and that area was a village. According to the Beijing urban 

plan, that area was all single- story buildings, they wanted to 

consolidate the land, so they demolished. Last year there were 

five hundred to six hundred people at the school, and after it was 

demolished they were displaced. A neighboring school origi-

nally had five hundred students, but now it’s eight hundred.61

It is important to point out that most migrant schools are profit- 

oriented organizations, and there is very little state oversight in 

terms of ensuring student- teacher ratios or other pedagogical 

standards. Such an influx of students might be seen as a boon 

from the owner’s perspective, but could engender massive dis-

ruptions for students and teachers.

Finally, many parents found that enrolling their children 

anew at any school proved to be a challenge, particularly given 
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that they often received little advance notice of the demolition. A 

migrant domestic worker I interviewed recounted the hardship 

her family experienced after her child’s school was demolished in 

2011 to make way for a major infrastructure project:

The place where we were living was going to be demolished, and 

the school was also demolished. As soon as it was demolished, 

our school’s kids had nowhere to go to school. So we moved else-

where [in Beijing] and tried to get our child into the school there, 

but it was too hard to get in, so we registered at a private 

school. . . .  After we registered, that school’s land was assessed 

for something, for planting trees, so the school couldn’t accept 

any more students, and we were kicked out. And it was already 

the end of August and school started on September  1, and our 

child still didn’t have a place to enroll. There was nowhere to 

enroll, and there wasn’t anyone back in the village to look after 

him.62

While there are clearly heterogenous experiences in post- 

demolition resettlement, migrant families inevitably encounter 

severe disruptions to established patterns of social reproduction.

Radical Uncertainty

Ongoing demolitions within an increasingly nativist political 

environment left migrants with a general sense of unease and 

resignation to their eventual relocation.63 Most migrants could 

not imagine a city in which they were not frequently uprooted by 

the development imperative, but they were still concerned 

with how the process of demolition and relocation would play 

out.64 This meant that children, parents, teachers, and school 
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administrators had to contend with a state of radical uncer-

tainty about the future. In 2014, Principal Ma from Yinghong 

described it thus:

At the moment I’m not worried [about demolition]. But it’s 

impossible to say whether we’ll be demolished in the future. . . .  

In 2002 there was a plan to eliminate all of the single- story 

buildings in Changping District by 2007, before the 2008 

Olympics, but they still haven’t followed through. This is just an 

idea the government has, but if they’re really going to demolish 

us. . . .  It probably won’t happen in the next year or two, but 

after that I don’t know.65

This uncertainty was experienced differently by parents, many 

of whom had extensive experience with scrambling to find new 

schools for their children. When asked about the village gov-

ernment’s widely acknowledged designs on the land under her 

child’s school, one mother in Liwanzhuang responded, “If they 

demolish us, our child will once again have to face choosing a 

new school, we’ll once again have to run around to various 

schools, right?” 66 The threat of the bulldozer was a constant 

presence in Beijing’s migrant schools, with all sorts of attendant 

issues for pedagogy and social time horizons, for student and 

teacher recruitment and retention, and for the general affective 

state of the community.

Even for those schools whose fate was sealed, the precise date 

of their demolition could remain a mystery. This was very much 

the case for Mingxin and Zhenhua, two schools just to the west 

of the former site of the defunct Jingwei campus in Dongxiaokou. 

When I visited Dongxiakou in 2014, the village was divided by an 

enormous mountain of earth that had been removed from the 

construction site of a massive neighboring housing development. 
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To the east of this mound (visible in the background of figure 5.4) 

was the sea of rubble surrounding the former Jingwei site and 

the aforementioned in- process housing project. There were no 

active human settlements, only destruction and construction. The 

remaining portion of the village was to the west of the mound, 

and hundreds of migrant families did their best to go about their 

lives with this visible manifestation of their impending destruc-

tion literally looming over them.

In addition to the environmental hazards of living in the 

shadow of this project— sand and vehicle exhaust frequently blew 

through the settlement— it produced a great sense of uncer-

tainty on the part of the remaining inhabitants. None of the 

administrators, teachers, or parents from Mingxin or Zhenhua 

knew exactly when the schools would be demolished, but they 

all knew it was coming. A father who worked as a recycler in 

Dongxiaokou expressed this sense of powerlessness: “The demo-

lition will happen whenever they say so. They let the school 

FIGURE 5.4 Dongxiaokou neighborhood.

Photo by the author.
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operate for one year at a time. If they just get one year, then 

they just get one year.” 67

This pervasive sense of uncertainty I witnessed among 

migrant parents was rooted in the process, noted above, of con-

tinual sociospatial marginalization. Migrants have often found 

that just as they establish a toehold in the city, as intimations of 

community and predictable reproduction emerged in the insti-

tutional interstices, they would again be uprooted— if not by 

impersonal bureaucratic rules, then by the much more immedi-

ate violence of demolition. Mr. Lu, grandfather of a student 

in Zhenhua, discussed the experience of recurrent relocations 

and his anticipated departure from Dongxiaokou with political 

acuity:

EF: Are you thinking of moving?

Lu: [sighs] Since our child’s school is not secure, we’ll have to 

move again. Now the demolitions are really severe, we can’t 

say for sure when they’ll demolish the place where we live, but 

we’ll have to move. These little houses, our government says 

that they’re “chaotic.” Wherever there are lots of people it’s 

chaotic. If they demolish and we move somewhere else, it’ll be 

the same. As soon as there are lots of people, it’s chaotic, the 

environment and hygiene are no good. Do you think anything 

will be different in the future? If they want you to live in high- 

rises, can you afford it? Some people can, but the large major-

ity cannot. So if we move again, we’ll move to some distant 

suburb, some place with a migrant school . . .  we’re just afraid 

of demolitions.68

As is clear from Mr. Lu’s comments, the experience of being 

subjected to round after round of radical uncertainty and social 

service denial via sociospatial marginalization was exhausting 
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and demoralizing, even if it had become normalized as a fea-

ture of migrant life in the capital.

CONCLUSION

Mass demolitions in 2011 were followed by a series of migrant 

school closings that then proceeded at a steady rate up through 

at least 2017, when the city’s population began to shrink. These 

events furthered the sociospatial marginality of migrant com-

munities and added new stresses on family life. There is strong 

evidence that migrant school closures and relocations forced 

many families to send their children out of the city, thus con-

tributing to the ongoing production of left- behind children, 

while those who remained in Beijing faced longer commutes 

and the challenge of integrating into a new school. The gener-

ally unsettled landscape left migrant families with a pervasive 

sense of uncertainty about the future.

A focus on school closures, relocations, and demolitions pro-

vides further insight into the politics shaping the urbanization 

of people in China. Impersonal, transparent administrative 

arrangements relegate tens of thousands of people in Beijing 

(and millions nationwide) to a sphere of informal education. 

Exclusion from the formal system of education is problematic 

not only because it enhances educational inequality, but also 

because it leaves migrant children and their families subject to 

the whims of an urban government that is at turns anxious about 

overpopulation and interested in cashing in on rising land val-

ues. While demolitions are a spectacular display of callousness 

by the state, they are not an aberration but a direct extension of 

a political logic that is objectified in official regulations.
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We can think of physical elimination of migrant schools as an 

elemental tool— a blunt one, certainly— in the urban state’s pop-

ulation management regime. As state officials navigate the vicis-

situdes of the urban growth dilemma, informal schools are an 

easy target when demands for population control and/or access to 

land override the desire for abundant labor. Whereas housing 

demolitions in migrant neighborhoods target current workers, 

zeroing in on the schools is both practically and symbolically a 

powerful intervention to short- circuit intergenerational renewal 

for a particular segment of the population. Those impacted are 

denied access to social reproduction by the bulldozer, irrespective 

of the family’s contributions to the city as workers. The demoli-

tions render them surplus.

The state’s efforts at treating people as depersonalized bear-

ers of labor powers in the governance of urban space engenders 

massive affective strain within migrant schools. While families 

of course bear much of this burden, teachers play a critical role 

in responding to rolling crises of social reproduction. The con-

tent of their labor both reflects the broader social crisis and serves 

to ameliorate some of its cruelest effects.





Their parents are migrant workers, they don’t have any 

time . . .  some parents don’t have any schooling, and they say 

they can’t tutor their children, they themselves don’t under-

stand the homework. So the entire burden is put on the bodies 

of us teachers.

— Teacher Zhang, Shusheng School

The urban state’s efforts to pursue a just- in- time approach 

to the urbanization of people is a utopia— human move-

ment simply will not adhere to the plan. But to work and 

live outside of one’s officially designated position in the socio-

spatial hierarchy is to accept a whole series of indignities and 

social frictions, up to and including the possibility of physical 

expulsion. The necessity of generating a wage keeps migrants 

from poor rural areas pinned to prosperous cities, even as the 

institutions of social reproduction, be they public or private, are 

continually foreclosed or subject to malignant neglect.

Teachers play an essential role in mitigating some of the 

cruelest effects of the urban population management regime. 

While families of course bear the lion’s share of the burden, 

6
REPRODUCTIVE SHOCK 

ABSORBERS

Teachers in Migrant Schools
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teachers and schools are for many migrants the only point of 

institutional support in an otherwise grim biopolitical land-

scape. Teachers accept wages far below the city average and toil 

exceedingly long hours while taking on a series of reproductive 

responsibilities that ought to be dispersed across a wider array 

of institutional settings (and are for those considered part of the 

urban population). In addition to formal pedagogical responsi-

bilities, teachers loan money to students and provide them with 

basic medical care, and, crucially, emotional support. All of 

these demands from students and families are intensified by 

their provisional position within the city. Teachers interpret and 

justify these difficult conditions though a gendered lens, often 

referring to themselves as “mothers” to their students. While 

their affection is often reciprocated in profoundly moving ways, 

working in migrant schools remains a highly exploitative and 

stressful profession. I conceive of these teachers as “reproduc-

tive shock absorbers,” for they are on the frontlines of respond-

ing to the ongoing crisis of social reproduction generated by the 

failed urbanization of people.

I mostly present empirical material from Beijing, but my 

research in other parts of the country revealed qualitatively 

similar conditions (with some quantitative differences, e.g., 

wages and hours worked). Approaching the urbanization of 

people from the perspective of teachers provides another win-

dow onto the myriad dislocations experienced by migrants and 

migrant schools. Crucially, we will see how teachers’ greatest 

challenge at work is managing generalized social entropy as 

refracted into the classroom. But the story is not entirely bleak: 

we will also see that teachers play a critical role in sustaining 

and nurturing their students, intellectually, emotionally, and 

physically. These individualized coping methods are certainly 
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insufficient to overcoming the profound structural inequalities 

that pervade urban society, but they are nonetheless crucial in 

making life bearable for children in the present. In this sense, 

teachers are yet another example of a feminized, underpaid, 

and overworked segment of the working class whose labor is 

critical to the maintenance of life.

THE MIGRANTS, THE IDEALISTIC 
GRADUATES, AND THE RETIREES

The “migrant” is certainly the most common type of teacher in 

Beijing (and likely in other cities throughout China).1 As with 

the communities they serve, these teachers are from rural areas 

and of modest means. They generally have somewhat more 

education than the parents of their students, with most of them 

having graduated from junior colleges or lower- tier universities. 

Typically, they are young: most of my interviewees were younger 

than thirty. Many of these teachers do not hold official teaching 

credentials. While the situation may have improved somewhat 

in recent years, a 2004 survey in Guangzhou found that only 

55  percent of migrant schoolteachers were licensed, and it is 

almost certain that Beijing fares even worse.2

This is not to suggest that teachers do not have important 

ethical and emotional attachments to their work— indeed, this 

is the norm. Rather, it suggests that they do not envision a life-

time in the profession, either because they do not have the 

vocational orientation or simply because of the poor wages and 

working conditions. Teacher Zhang from Shusheng exempli-

fied the rather casual relationship many migrant schoolteachers 

had to the profession:



194  Reproductive Shock Absorbers

At first, because my child was young, I didn’t dare leave home to 

work, so I stayed back at home and ran a fruit stand. I came [to 

Beijing] in 2007, and I spent a year at the furniture company 

where my husband worked. . . .  After a day of work I was so 

tired, since it was factory work, and it was really filthy, I felt like 

I couldn’t handle it physically. After that I saw there was a 

school hiring, so I started doing this, even though the wages 

were half of what I was making before.3

Teacher Gu from Zhifan had a similarly uneven career path. 

After working as a teacher in the public school in her home 

village in Henan, she came to the city to work in a factory pro-

ducing construction- grade sealing strips for more than a year: 

“But then the factory was going to relocate and my contract was 

ending. It was moving too far away, and I thought the work was 

too tiring and didn’t suit me. After all, I was used to [teaching] 

so I looked for a job in a school.” 4

In addition to the possibility of a sense of social affiliation, 

there are structural reasons why migrant schools end up with a 

disproportionate number of migrant teachers. Teacher Lin 

from Yinghong detailed the link between superior social wel-

fare for Beijing residents and the existence of an overwhelm-

ingly migrant workforce in the schools: “People who were born 

and raised in Beijing rarely do this kind of job, the wages are so 

low. Beijing’s education system is highly developed, there are a 

lot of universities, and it’s easy for Beijingers to get into univer-

sity. . . .  If they get into a good university, of course they won’t 

[take this job]. All of us are migrant teachers.” 5

As discussed in chapter 3, teachers who had an opportunity 

to land jobs in public schools invariably would do so. The migrant 

teachers generally found themselves excluded from the public 

system and working in a migrant school was seen as a less 
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desirable option. Without elaborating on why she couldn’t get 

into a public school, Teacher Ma from Yinghong indicated that 

private schools were a clear second choice:

After graduating in my hometown in Hebei I took the univer-

sity entrance exam in 2000. After finishing I couldn’t get a state 

job [bianzhi ]— for these jobs, the government pays your 

salary, it’s an iron rice bowl, they can only move you to different 

positions within the school [rather than dismissal] indefinitely. 

That group of graduates that I was in couldn’t get a state job, so 

we went out to Beijing to look for work. At that time in the city, 

I felt like it wasn’t right for me to do other jobs, because I had 

studied this major, it was at an education college. I studied edu-

cation at university for three years.6

Similarly, Teacher Su, also from Hebei, described the challenge 

of finding employment in her hometown: “In my hometown it’s 

hard to get into public schools, and there are few private schools, 

I could only work in a nursery. I really do want to go back home, 

so I’m getting ready to be a nursery schoolteacher.” 7

A small number of locals and highly educated people do end 

up working in migrant schools, though usually not for very long: 

this is the “idealistic graduate.” These teachers have a very dif-

ferent professional disposition and orientation to work. Having 

recently graduated from top universities, they view their work as 

a way of giving back to society. They recognize the injustice and 

inequality in China’s education system and want to do some-

thing about it. Teacher Wang from Yinghong, himself the child 

of migrant workers, explained his logic in choosing the low- 

waged job: “[Yinghong] is special, it’s not like a public school. 

The conditions are bad. We come here to help the children, 

they have little contact with [good] education, the conditions 
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aren’t good here, and they don’t have much contact with teach-

ers, [their education] is not comprehensive. So I’m primarily 

here to help the children.” 8 Anecdotally, a number of these ide-

alistic teachers referred to their firsthand experiences with the 

injustices of China’s citizenship regime. Whether it was spend-

ing time as a left- behind child when their parents went to the 

city or trying to navigate the urban school system as a nonlocal, 

these adult migrants felt fortunate to have made it to university 

and wanted to do what they could to help others follow in their 

footsteps.

Teacher Zhou from Yinghong exemplified this tendency, 

having himself endured extreme hardship as a young person.9 

He grew up in a remote rural part of Yunnan Province in a vil-

lage that did not even have a road. He dropped out of school 

after fifth grade, and at the age of twelve he moved to Chongq-

ing to work. After bouncing around a variety of exploitative 

and dangerous jobs (including working on electrical infrastruc-

ture), he returned home at the age of fourteen because he 

wanted to continue his schooling. Zhou’s parents refused, say-

ing they needed the additional income, and he went to work in 

the local mine. He studied for the middle school entrance exam 

in secret and ended up getting the second highest score in the 

township. Eventually he was admitted to university in Beijing. 

Unable to speak Mandarin well, he continued to work con-

struction and donate at underground blood banks in order to 

support his family. While Teacher Zhou left Yinghong for 

more lucrative employment shortly after we met, he spoke pow-

erfully and emotionally— breaking down in tears several times 

during our interview— about how his own experience moti-

vated his desire to try and do something for impoverished 

children.
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Other college graduates expressed a more self- oriented 

motivation for taking up the work. When I asked Teacher Pan 

from Shusheng why she joined the Teacher Future China pro-

gram, she said, “I also wanted to really experience those chil-

dren that I hadn’t encountered before. Since I grew up in the 

city, I haven’t had contact with rural children. I’ve heard them, 

and seen them, but never come into direct contact, so I wanted 

to experience it myself.” 10 Although there are isolated cases of 

this type of teacher’s staying in the profession, the large major-

ity leave within a year or two for better paying jobs. Their ide-

alism notwithstanding, these teachers are often unprepared 

professionally, socially, and emotionally for the challenge of 

educating the urban underclass.

Finally, there are the retirees. Retirement age for female 

teachers in public schools is fifty- five, which means that retir-

ees often have many good working years left. While they are no 

longer allowed to teach in public schools, private schools have 

no such restrictions. Although this is a numerically smaller 

group, these teachers are often highly valued by migrant school 

administrators, given their professional training and wealth of 

experience. Retirees take these jobs for a variety of reasons, both 

idealistic and practical.11 This group of teachers included both 

locals as well as people from other cities and provinces. In at 

least a few cases, I found that they had followed their adult chil-

dren to the city. Teacher Hu from Zhifan explained it thus: “My 

hometown is in Heilongjiang. My daughter got into university 

and got a Beijing hukou, and I have only one daughter. So after I 

retired there [Heilongjiang] I came here. I was bored just hang-

ing around the house and felt lonely after leaving work and the 

children behind. So I got this job.”  12 In sum, teachers ended up 

in migrant schools for a variety of reasons, and their social and 
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professional trajectories had a significant impact on how they 

responded to the challenges of the workplace.

LABORING IN A SPACE OF 
CONCENTRATED DEPRIVATION

Teachers in migrant schools are, from nearly any perspective, 

engaged in socially necessary work. Migrant parents, excluded 

as they are from public schools and services more broadly, count 

on them to educate and care for their children. The teachers’ 

role is all the more critical given that parents often have only 

completed primary or middle school education and are severely 

overworked, with little time to tutor their children. The state, 

too, relies on these teachers to shoulder the burden of deliv-

ering its curriculum and providing at least minimal social 

support to an excluded underclass that has at times been res-

tive. Finally, even if urban governments in elite cities are 

single- mindedly focused on the production and retention of 

“elite talents,” in reality capitalists still need a diverse pool of 

labor. Teachers in migrant schools are producing future labor-

ers, helping to develop the capacities they will need in order to 

find employment.

And yet, as outlined in chapter 3, the workplace is a space of 

concentrated deprivation. The migrant school, particularly in 

Beijing, absorbs those students from families with the absolute 

fewest resources— cultural, economic, and social— at their dis-

posal. The difficulty is compounded by the fact that it is pre-

cisely this deprivation that in turn prevents these families and 

their educators from accessing nominally public resources that 

might otherwise ameliorate the inequality- producing tenden-

cies of the market. Migrant schoolteachers are faced with the 
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monumental challenge of educating the worst- off students, and 

doing so with the fewest institutional and material resources.

This deprivation is most clearly indicated by teachers’ pov-

erty wages, which are often times below the legal minimum. 

One survey of 442 migrant schoolteachers in Beijing from 2009 

found that nearly 30 percent were paid less than 800 yuan (the 

city’s minimum wage at the time) and another 65 percent were 

paid between 800 and 1,200 yuan.13 If anything, these numbers 

are likely to be misleadingly optimistic, since the minimum 

wage is based on a forty- hour workweek. It is exceptionally 

unusual if not unheard of for migrant schoolteachers to work so 

few hours. Teachers in Beijing were almost uniformly dissatis-

fied with their wages, and the highest monthly wage I found in 

my fieldwork was only 300 yuan above the legal minimum.14

Migrant schools were rife with violations of labor law beyond 

paying below the minimum wage. Many, though certainly not 

all, teachers worked without a labor contract, even several years 

after the implementation of the landmark Labor Contract Law 

in 2008. Teachers at Yinghong did not have contracts, and 

Teacher Lin explained his understanding: “We don’t have labor 

contracts . . .  why is this? Most important, it’s because this way 

we don’t have legal protection. Labor law is often tilted in favor 

of workers, so not signing a contract works to the boss’s advan-

tage.” 15 Social insurance, a legal requirement for employees, was 

offered only at Zhifan. But even there, teachers had to forgo 

higher wages to have the security of social insurance: “In one 

month we earn 1,200 yuan. But there’s something, that’s the 

social insurance. I came here even though wages at this school 

are lower than some other places. But here we have insurance 

and other places don’t have it. I wouldn’t have peace of mind.” 16

Because teachers’ own reproduction could not be guaranteed 

by their poverty wages, it was quite common for them to have 
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second jobs on evenings and weekends during the school year 

as well as during summer breaks. Perhaps the most common 

moonlighting option was to work in private tutoring compa-

nies, helping mostly middle class and wealthy local students 

with their homework and exams. Teacher Zhou from Yinghong 

explained his reasoning in taking on a second job: “[Teaching 

at Yinghong] is purely a [social] contribution. . . .  My monthly 

salary is around 1,200 RMB. When I go to an outside company 

to teach, I earn about 260 per hour. So if I teach one outside 

class, that’s already more than one day of salary.” 17 Most migrant 

schoolteachers were not university graduates and therefore 

could not get such highly compensated part- time work. One 

teacher in Beijing received media attention when her family’s 

medical bills forced her to supplement the income from her 

teaching job by selling corn on the street.18 And because 

migrant schoolteachers are generally not paid during school 

vacation, most of them must find work in the summers. Some 

found temporary work in factories, while others would go to 

their rural hometowns to help out on the farm.

In addition to the bad terms of employment, the generalized 

poverty of the community within which the schools were 

embedded was also directly reflected in teachers’ work. I was 

somewhat surprised when Teacher Xu from Yinghong told me 

that not only is she a “nanny” and a “ janitor” for the students, 

but “a lot of male students will raise their hand and say, ‘you’re 

our bank!’ ” 19 She continued to tell how me how she recently 

had a student who had forgotten his notebook, and she lent 

him money to go buy one. The next day he came to return the 

money, and she said, “I don’t need it, you hold on to it to buy a 

popsicle or get a notebook for the next time you need one.” 

Teacher Wang linked parents’ absences with his spending 

money on the students: “Some children stay here at lunchtime 
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and their parents don’t come. We teachers will spend some 

money to get them something to eat, since we’re afraid they’ll 

be hungry otherwise. This happens quite a lot.” 20 I encountered 

other instances where teachers provided basic medical care for 

their students, as the schools did not employ a nurse and chil-

dren were generally without medical insurance. It is normal for 

teachers to care for their students— but paying for basic biologi-

cal upkeep is by no means in their job description.

Uneven Abilities and Social Entropy

I was surprised to learn that one of teachers’ biggest concerns 

about their work was unrelated to the poverty wages and gruel-

ing hours. In interview after interview, I found that teachers 

really struggled with the interconnected problems of high stu-

dent turnover and uneven abilities of their students. We have 

already seen how the highest- performing students in migrant 

schools could be snatched up by public schools, thus leaving the 

students who required the most attention concentrated in 

migrant schools. But there were in fact myriad social and eco-

nomic forces at play all of which conspired to produce astonish-

ingly high student turnover. I could not find data on migrant 

student turnover for the entirety of Beijing, but the schools I 

studied lost upward of one quarter of the student body each year. 

A conversation I had with the principal of Jingwei is instructive:

EF: Is student turnover high here?

Principal: Not too high.

EF: So how many people leave each semester?

Principal: About seventy people. Our turnover rate is 30 

percent.21
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If 30 percent annual turnover was considered “not too high” 

in the context of Beijing’s migrant schools, one begins to get a 

sense of just how ephemeral pedagogical and social encounters 

really were.

There were many structural conditions that furthered recur-

rent student loss, including families going to the village for 

public schooling, seeking better educational options within the 

city, and housing or school demolitions. But the greatest con-

tributor to student turnover derived from parents’ precarious 

position in the urban labor market. Recall that parents of chil-

dren in migrant schools are those least likely to have formal 

employment, which means that they are generally engaged in 

marginal and informal types of work. Teachers were quite cog-

nizant of the linkages between parents’ work and student turn-

over. After Teacher Hu from Zhifan commented that student 

turnover is “very high here,” I asked her why she thought that 

was the case. She responded, “Their home isn’t here. Their work 

is fluid so their residence is fluid. Some of them are here because 

they find work here, but tomorrow they find a better job over 

there so they leave. For instance, in construction, today they’re 

here, tomorrow they’re there, then they have to move homes. 

It’s really inconvenient. The fluidity of the work causes the high 

fluidity of the students.” 22 Recall that the essence of just- in- 

time logistics is continual improvement in the precision of 

managing a “flow process.” 23 Here we see that flow dynamics in 

the labor market are reflected into, and severely disrupt, pro-

cesses of social reproduction.

The exceedingly high levels of student mobility in turn had a 

major impact on teachers’ experience of work. In addition to 

the emotional challenges faced by both the children and teach-

ers, it also resulted in a classroom of students with wildly 
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uneven levels and kinds of preparation. Teacher Zhang’s expla-

nation of the situation helped to clarify the connection between 

high levels of student turnover and the added stress of teaching 

in a migrant school:

This kind of school is different from public schools in 

 Beijing. . . .  Our students come from the four corners of the 

country. . . .  and our turnover is quite high. This year we have 

these students, next year some parents will move or go back to 

the village, so a portion of students leave and new students 

come in. Real high turnover. And their [academic] founda-

tions are not the same. They speak all kinds of different dia-

lects, and their levels are all different. . . .  If ten students [in a 

class of thirty] leave this year, and new ones come in, I’m 

under a lot of pressure because I have to once again learn 

about these students, learn their backgrounds. . . .  Some come 

in the middle of the year. Some were enrolled elsewhere, oth-

ers were out of school for half a year. Some of them have used 

totally different teaching materials, so where do we even start? 

This is a problem.24

Of course, all teachers, even those in elite settings, must care-

fully consider how to tailor their pedagogy to the abilities of 

their classroom. But the peripatetic student body of Beijing’s 

migrant schools introduced dramatic uncertainty into class-

rooms already challenged by overcrowding and poor physical 

plant.

The difficulty of mediating students’ uneven abilities was 

compounded by the fact that the faculty too were in a con-

stant state of flux. In my research, I found that Beijing’s 

migrant schools typically had teacher turnover rates of above 



204  Reproductive Shock Absorbers

25  percent each year. A twelve- city survey found annual 

turnover rates of over 20 percent in licensed migrant schools 

and nearly 50 percent in unlicensed schools.25 Teachers thus 

confronted a classroom that may have seen rotating cast of 

instructors shuffling in and out, even during the course of a 

semester. While the extreme disruption that Teacher Lin 

described in his math class at Yinghong was not the norm, 

the reasons he gives for regular teacher departures were a 

direct result of the structural position that all migrant 

schools face:

When I started here it was already one month into the semester. 

A class I teach had already had three different teachers [that 

semester]. The first teacher was from a village in Zhangjiakou,26 

their house back in the village was about to collapse and the 

state gave them some materials to fix it, so they had to go back. 

The second teacher was a young girl, she had just graduated. She 

decided she wanted to quit after just seven days because the con-

ditions were too bad. . . .  The third one was our own Teacher 

Che, usually they do other things in the school . . .  so they sub-

stituted in the class. After just a few days I arrived. So this 

semester they’ve already had four different teachers . . .  in regu-

lar private schools, especially migrant schools, the turnover is 

extremely high.27

In a sense, the instability in the ranks of the students was mir-

rored by high levels of teacher turnover. The consequence was 

that students and teachers were in a perpetual state of peda-

gogical readjustment. It is therefore not surprising that the 

uneven abilities of students was one of teachers’ primary work 

challenges.



Reproductive Shock Absorbers  205

Teachers and Parents

As is true for all primary school educators, the work of migrant 

schoolteachers was heavily structured by their students’ family 

dynamics. Class inequalities and the citizenship regime con-

spire to funnel the least well- resourced families into the least 

well- resourced schools, as we have seen. By no fault of the 

parents, this institutional arrangement put massive pressure 

on teachers to pick up reproductive tasks that parents could 

not. This in turn produced a complex set of relationships between 

teachers and their students’ families, with teachers’ views of 

these families often vacillating between sympathy and conde-

scension or even outright contempt.

An issue that often highlighted the delicate balance between 

sympathy and condescension was parents’ ability to be active 

participants in their children’s education. Principal Ma from 

Yinghong brought this up in the context of discussing prob-

lems the school had with their work environment: “A portion 

of our parents are completely illiterate. They aren’t educated 

and have no schooling. Some of them, migrants, just have 

two or three years of primary schooling . . .  so they can’t 

tutor their children. . . .  This means that they are putting the 

entire responsibility on the school. So our teachers really have 

a tough time, much more so than public schoolteachers.” 28 

Teacher Guo, also from Yinghong, confirmed her principal’s 

assessment while expressing an understanding of parents’ dif-

ficulties: “When we encounter some issue [with a student], a 

majority of parents are just like, ‘Oh, we don’t understand 

these things, we haven’t been to school, you go ahead and fig-

ure it out, you take care of this child.’ This is how they think 

about things. Maybe their life circumstances give them no 
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choice, they’re forced to scramble all day just to earn a living 

and they don’t have any time.” 29

Even if teachers could understand and sympathize with par-

ents’ circumstances, the reality was that these limitations cre-

ated significantly more work for them. In addition to class sizes 

that were generally in excess of legal limits, teachers felt that 

they had to pick up the slack that in better- resourced social and 

institutional environments parents would otherwise manage. A 

recurrent theme in my interviews was teachers’ sense that they 

had to take all of the responsibility of educating the child, a situ-

ation that was universally seen as suboptimal: “A lot of parents 

are too busy with work to look after their kids. The kids are 

completely taught by the teachers. There are very few parents 

who will tutor their kids at home, so this is really strenuous for 

teachers. This is because the students are migrants, the parents 

have mostly come here to earn money and so they look after 

their children less.” 30 Teacher Zhang, quoted in the epigraph to 

this chapter, repeatedly stressed in our interview the unique 

challenge of migrant schoolteachers: “Parents very rarely coor-

dinate with teachers. If we give students a bit of homework, 

some parents cannot help them at all. Some parents are just too 

busy with work and don’t have time. The entire responsibility is put 

on the school and the bodies of teachers [emphasis added]. I think 

that teachers like us are much more exhausted than public school 

teachers, and this is directly related to the type of parents.” 31

In some cases, parents’ absence from the lives of their chil-

dren was quite literal: parents were simply not at home or would 

fail to retrieve their children at the end of the school day. 

Teacher Wang from Yinghong could not contain his frustration 

with this sort of situation as he clearly laid out how reproductive 

tasks were shifted from overworked parents onto overworked 

teachers:
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Sometimes these parents come at the end of the day, but some-

times they don’t. So then we have to call them, it’s really 

annoying. This is far too common and too normalized an event. 

Usually we call the parents and ask why they haven’t come, and 

they’ll say they’ve been held up by some issue, but they don’t 

think to inform us ahead of time. . . .  The industries they’re 

working in are no good, their education level and suzhi isn’t 

high, they don’t even think about this issue [picking up their 

children], they only think about earning money. So this puts a 

lot of pressure on the teachers.32

Looking after children whose parents have failed to show up 

was a regular task at migrant schools. Some teachers com-

plained that this amounted to unpaid overtime. But there was 

little other choice when children were left behind.

In an environment where both time and material resources 

are so constrained, conflict was bound to erupt, and indeed 

teachers sometimes clashed with parents. Perhaps the most 

poignant examples were struggles related to tuition collection. 

Although the practice is less common in Beijing than some 

other cities, teachers in some migrant schools were tasked with 

collecting tuition.33 As the families were without exception 

nonlocal, and the overwhelming majority working in informal 

jobs, menial employment, or as small- scale entrepreneurs, this 

was a task that often proved quite difficult. Teacher Lin from 

Yinghong gave an unvarnished account of the possibility for 

conflict: “Some parents have bad habits. Even if they aren’t 

divorced, they might not take responsibility. Some gamble, or 

drink, and don’t take care of anything else. When we’re asking 

for tuition, they can get really angry: ‘My student is doing so 

poorly, you’re lucky I haven’t already come for you!’ Sometimes 

they say crazy things like they’ll destroy the school.” 34 It should 
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be noted that this is a category of problem that simply does not 

exist in public schools, as they do not charge tuition. Migrant 

schools and their employees bear all sorts of burdens that are 

either dispersed or mitigated in a public setting. Frequently the 

scope of this labor extended far beyond pedagogy to include a 

host of other socially reproductive tasks— and providing affec-

tive labor was one of the most salient.

MOTHER- TEACHERS AND  
RECIPROCATED AFFECT

The students in migrant schools had by and large experienced a 

highly transient childhood. Many had spent long periods of 

time apart from one or both of their parents, while enrolled in 

schools in which the student body was in constant flux. Thus, 

in addition to having minimal contact with their parents, peer 

friendships were often fleeting. As has been the case for migrant 

children throughout China, this meant that the schools I stud-

ied had a huge number of emotionally deprived students.35 I 

found that many were incredibly emotionally engaged with and 

even demanding of their teachers. I came to see that children in 

these schools were not only demanding but also eagerly giving 

of emotion in a sometimes disarming manner.

As with reproductive work involving children in most societ-

ies, primary schoolteachers’ work was highly feminized. A large 

majority of the teachers in migrant primary schools were female, 

while the handful of male teachers were likely to teach special-

ized classes in the upper years. When I asked teachers about the 

preponderance of women in the profession, their answers were 

quite uniform. Both male and female teachers referenced sup-

posedly feminine character traits— most frequently affinity for 
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children and patience— and low wages as the explanation. Prin-

cipal Ma from Yinghong attempted to put a positive spin on the 

feminization of the profession: “Women are more likely to 

enjoy this job, because they like children. Second, as for the sal-

ary, women think that since they have a husband who can 

support the family, women can choose a profession that they 

enjoy, she doesn’t need to chase something high- level, they don’t 

need to earn money or what have you, they can pursue spiritual 

satisfaction.” 36 It was not just male teachers or administrators 

who held such views— even if she did not actively approve of 

patriarchal gender relations, Teacher Zhang acknowledged that 

it accounted for the feminization of the job: “In our hometown, 

there are very few male teachers. First, I think this is because 

teachers’ wages and benefits are quite low. And then, guys deal-

ing with children usually, how to put it? It just seems like it’s 

not the kind of thing a man should do.” 37

A recurring theme in my interviews in Beijing (and else-

where) was teachers referring to themselves as a “mother” to 

their students. Susan Greenhalgh and Edwin Winckler have 

discussed the Deng- era emergence of the “good mother,” one 

who is fully devoted to nurturing and educating a highly tal-

ented only child, one who is able to withstand the rigors of 

competition in the increasingly globalized capitalist economy.38 

This highly gendered form of social reproduction was certainly 

apparent in my own fieldwork, with one important twist: this 

fundamentally affective form of labor had been transferred 

from biological mother to teacher. While “mother- like” tasks 

are often expected of primary schoolteachers, the relative 

absence of many students’ parents intensified these demands 

for teachers in migrant schools. Teacher Li from Zhifan 

explained, “One of our children, his mother does business out-

side of the house, and she can’t come back until quite late. 
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Every night I take care of this child, so I have a lot more con-

tact with him.39 And Teacher Ma from Shusheng suggested 

that she had to fill the emotional gap left by overburdened par-

ents: “Just yesterday the students were drawing in class, and 

one of the students wrote out, ‘pursuing love.’ Their families 

really are too busy with work, and they abandon the most basic 

things. Perhaps as the class director sometimes I’m like a 

mother. Sometimes we think we’re a bit fussy and mother- like, 

if it’s going to rain today I’ll say, ‘Don’t forget your umbrella, 

keep your rain jacket on!’ ” 40

The affection that teachers often displayed for their students 

was frequently reciprocated, and many teachers cited this as the 

most important reason for staying in the profession. I experi-

enced this phenomenon firsthand at a graduation ceremony 

Yinghong held with three other migrant schools in the area. 

Approximately two hundred students were in attendance, and 

while I was informed that parents had been invited, there were 

hardly any there (I could not verify precisely, but I saw only two 

adults who were not teachers in the audience). Before the event 

began, I was standing in the large event hall when a boy I vaguely 

recognized from Yinghong came into the room. I recorded the 

interaction in my field notes thus:

His eyes lit up and he ran over saying, “Teacher Eli! You came!” 

and then threw his arms around me. For some reason this 

really got to me, and I got a little choked up, it was an intensely 

emotional experience. Immediately thereafter, two successive 

students had a similar reaction, each of them enthusiastically 

referring to me as “Eli Laoshi” [Teacher Eli]. I couldn’t believe 

they even remembered my name, and was certainly surprised by 

their enthusiasm.41
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I was taken aback because our previous interactions had been 

quite limited, nothing more than exchanging a few words in 

the playground on perhaps two different occasions. The fact 

that I did not even know the boy’s name juxtaposed to the obvi-

ous importance I held for him was unsettling, while at the same 

moving. The almost complete absence of parents at the gradua-

tion ceremony really drove home the impression that these 

children had to seek emotional support from diverse sources.

This experiential knowledge allowed me to see teachers’ nar-

ratives about their work in a new light. And once I was paying 

attention, there was overwhelming evidence that this form of 

reciprocated affect between students and teachers— quite distinct 

from the alienated emotional labor of many service- sector 

jobs— was a distinguishing feature of the work.42 Certainly, 

most teachers in any context will talk about the sense of satis-

faction they derive from working with children and seeing their 

development as a primary motivation for staying in the profes-

sion. But in my research, teachers regularly talked about “lov-

ing” their students, and teachers often spoke of their affection 

for their students with visible emotion. This was not simply a 

platitudinous expression of caring. For instance, when I asked 

Teacher Hu from Zhifan about the best feature of the job, she 

responded, “I’m happy when I’m with the children. Every 

morning when I enter the school, the children greet me. When 

I leave at night, they say goodbye. They sincerely love their 

teacher, and you then have profound feelings toward them.” 43

Although this mutual affect was a regular feature of my 

interviews, none put it quite so poignantly as Li Yingxia, a 

teacher at a migrant school in Guangzhou.44 Writing in a col-

lection of blog posts from migrant schoolteachers around the 

country, Li focused on her relationship with a student named 
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Xiao Tan. She described this student as a difficult child who 

“refused to communicate with his parents.” 45 Xiao Tan often 

caused disruptions in class and was difficult to manage, but Li 

believed he had potential. However, after struggling with him 

over the course of the semester, her confidence in her own abili-

ties was badly undermined. When she saw that he had inten-

tionally selected the wrong answers on a test and received a 

zero, she lost control and immediately called the principal to 

resign. However, the following weekend, she received a series 

of texts from Xiao Tan:

Teacher, I know that you’re so good to me, but I still oppose you. 

I’m so sorry, please forgive me!

Teacher, please don’t abandon us. Please give us one more 

chance to be your students.

Teacher, I will work hard. Teacher, I love you!

Teacher Li was deeply affected by these messages:

Each word of these texts touched my heart. And in reality, he 

did what he said. After I adjusted my mentality and started 

from the beginning, I once again threw myself into the work. 

I treated him just like a mother, I dearly loved him, and he was 

also like a child, and reciprocated in caring for me and helping 

me. . . .  One year later, his English scores increased dramati-

cally. He was proud of his hard work, and I too was proud of his 

efforts. After he took the high school entrance exam, I received 

another text message from him: “Teacher, I got a 114 on English! 

Thank you mother!” When I heard this word “mother,” tears 

started streaming down my face because this “mother” con-

tained so much bitterness, so much effort, so much struggle, 

and so much love!
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Although the teacher- as- mother lens reflects important aspects 

of reality, male teachers were also deeply engaged in reproduc-

tive and specifically affective labor. While men are a small 

minority in migrant schools and indeed primary schools more 

generally, there were at least some in every school I visited. 

I  could not definitively conclude whether men were doing an 

equal share of the work in migrant schools, but they similarly 

cited mutual affect as a or the primary motivation for staying in 

the job. Teacher Wang, with whom I had a closer relationship 

than just about any of my informants, opened up about his feel-

ings for his class of fourth graders:

One time, I was so mad, I gave them an English exam that 

required a parental signature. After three days, only three stu-

dents had signatures. I was so mad, part way through class 

I walked out and went back to our office. They thought I wasn’t 

going to teach them anymore. The whole class showed up in 

tears at my office and pulled me back [to the classroom]. They 

said, “Teacher, we’re sorry, we’ll always listen to you from now 

on.” I was moved to tears. I thought that this group of kids is 

really great. They all apologized together saying, “Teacher, don’t 

cry. We won’t dare ignore you.” Hearing this kind of thing from 

fourth graders, I was really moved.46

Just as with Teacher Li, Wang acknowledged his own frustra-

tion at the students’ inabilities to follow basic instructions (and 

in both cases, there is a possibility that parents’ lack of involve-

ment played a role). The students’ realization that they might 

lose their teacher— with whom, it seems safe to assume, they 

had a strong emotional attachment— brought forth an overt 

display of affection. And as with Teacher Li, Wang tearfully 

returned to the classroom. Thus, while men and women may 
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have interpreted their relationship to their work differently, and 

men were certainly less likely to accept the poverty wages for 

extended periods of time, the basic relationship of intensified 

affective labor would appear to be similar.

This level of affective intensity was even personally transfor-

mative in some cases. Teacher Zhang was one of the most forth-

coming people I encountered during my research and would be 

quite open about her emotional struggles in our conversations. 

The first time I did a formal interview with her, she repeatedly 

referred to herself as “trash” and detailed extensively how she 

didn’t feel competent and was severely overworked. Despite this, 

her connection with her students was undeniable:

I’ve felt that the children love me. And I’ve learned how to love 

other people. Nobody loved me while I was growing up, so I 

didn’t know how to love other people, I didn’t have this ability. 

But these children, they trust me, when they are bullied they 

come crying to me, they write me letters thanking me for teach-

ing them to sing and they give me presents on holidays. Every 

time we’re in class they give me little drawings, they’ll tell me 

I  look pretty when I dress up, and if I’m wearing a bandage 

they’ll ask what happened. Every time they see me they’ll say, 

“Hello teacher!” And they’ve said, “Teacher, we love you!” in 

unison. I think that everyone needs love to mature, and the love 

they’ve given me has allowed me to mature. So it’s precisely 

because of this that I’ve gradually developed the ability to love 

other people, and I love these children.47

The conditions this highly feminized workforce confronted 

were challenging indeed— exploitative, exhausting, and lack-

ing the social status typically afforded teachers in China. 

The mutual affect experienced by “mother- teachers” reflects a 
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reciprocated striving for connection in an institutional context 

that militates strongly against durable sociality.

CONCLUSION

Nancy Fraser has powerfully expounded what she calls a “social- 

reproductive contradiction” within capitalism: Capital accumu-

lation, on the one hand, requires a workforce that is continually 

reproduced, daily and intergenerationally. At the same time, 

however, “capitalism’s orientation to unlimited accumulation 

tends to destabilize the very processes of social reproduction on 

which it relies.” 48 While every individual capitalist requires 

workers who are competent at some given level of productivity, 

given the long time horizons and the unpredictability of a for-

mally free labor market, there is little incentive for them to 

invest in transforming a child into such a worker. The formation 

of labor powers comes about as a result of noncommodified 

reproductive labor within the (patriarchal) family unit and 

broader community, as well as technocratic interventions of the 

state via a series of biopolitical interventions (chiefly health 

and education).

Chinese capitalism is of course dependent on the labor of 

migrant workers, but the urban state is not responsible for their 

upkeep or regeneration, and as a result their social reproduction 

is in a constant state of crisis or near crisis.49 Whether it is due 

to job loss, changes in school admissions policy, or school/

neighborhood demolition and redevelopment, the families who 

appear in migrant schools continually face the threat of expul-

sion and relegation to the surplus population. While the state 

plays some role in mitigating the social- reproductive crisis 

tendency for full members of the urban population, nonlocals 
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have no such guarantee— the impacts of the crisis are unevenly 

distributed.

In the midst of the recurrent dislocation that characterizes 

urban life for China’s migrants, families and teachers confront 

this reproductive crisis in raw form, unmediated by the cushion 

of public resources. Parents’ subordinated position within urban 

labor markets and the population management regime more 

broadly is reflected in teachers’ work. Laboring in a wholly 

privatized environment while serving a working- class commu-

nity, teachers must first accept poverty wages. This situation is 

then justified with reference to patriarchal discourses that 

accept women’s material subordination to their husbands. 

Teachers’ employment is precarious and subject to the capri-

ciousness of urban redevelopment and the business cycle, as is 

the case with the families they serve. Demands on teachers’ 

affective labor are further intensified as their students are in 

constant flux and often grasping for some semblance of secu-

rity. This is not a straightforwardly emotionally exploitative or 

alienating relationship, since teachers tend to cite their stu-

dents’ reciprocated affect as a key motivation for staying in the 

job. For better or worse, much reproductive labor, both material 

and affective, that typically occurs within the family is relo-

cated onto the bodies of teachers. In this sense, teachers absorb 

the social shocks and displacement associated with urban 

China’s perpetual crisis of reproduction.

Teachers’ work is, from the perspective of state and capital, 

a necessary but unacknowledged and unsubsidized form of 

reproduction. But unlike the unpaid and feminized reproduc-

tive work that takes place within the family, teachers are 

engaged in a rather traditional, albeit barely regulated and 

highly exploited, form of wage labor. In this sense, migrant 

schoolteachers occupy a space that is simultaneously productive 
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(for their employers) and reproductive.50 A labor demand for 

better wages and reduced workload is simultaneously a demand 

for better services for the community. On the other hand, teach-

ers’ work conditions would also improve to the extent that par-

ents’ time and energy is freed from daily survival. As has proven 

to be the case in other national settings, this fusing of often 

distinct sites of struggle can be combustible.51 Although teacher- 

community political solidarity has been rare in urban China’s 

migrant community, it holds critical potential as a site of social 

resistance.





The mental state of us migrant workers is very . . .  well, if I go 

to a public school they want this or that: “How long have you 

lived here?” It’s so humiliating, it’s like they don’t see us as 

human.

— Migrant father in Guiyang

In light of the state’s increased emphasis on shifting to an 

urbanization- led model of growth in the 2010s, I began with 

the question: How does the state manage flows of people 

into cities? That is, how are people being urbanized? And what 

are the social consequences? My answer has been that the state 

has attempted to urbanize people— uniting spaces of work and 

social reproduction— according to a just- in- time logic in an 

effort to optimize the structure of the population. This political 

project aims to articulate distributions of labor and capital, in 

the right qualities and quantities, extending social protection to 

a worthy few while relegating social reproduction for those 

deemed unnecessary to the market. Accessing state- subsidized 

reproduction via hukou acquisition is dependent on an individu-

al’s successfully passing a host of evaluative criteria that are 

CONCLUSION

Global Extensions
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largely, but not exclusively, oriented to value in the labor mar-

ket. The central state has expounded an imaginary in which an 

individual’s qualities are quantified via a seemingly impartial 

bureaucratic apparatus, and then matched to the corollary 

position in the sociospatial hierarchy: elite cities for elite peo-

ple, low- end places for low- end people. This technocratically 

determined distribution is imagined as the most appropriate for 

facilitating China’s ascension to the ranks of rich countries.

JIT urbanization is, however, a stark utopia.1 While such a 

smooth spatiotemporal articulation of labor and capital can 

never be realized in practice, the state’s pursuit of this ideal has 

profound consequences. I argued in chapter 2 that the series 

of evaluative mechanisms, when situated within the context of 

China’s highly uneven economic geography and concomitant 

fiscal capacities, results in an inversion of the logic of the welfare 

state. Briefly, nominally public resources are diverted to those 

most likely to succeed in the market based on given endowments 

of economic, cultural, and social capital. Everyone else has their 

social reproduction, and specifically access to education, left to 

the vagaries of the market. The consequence, as detailed in 

chapter 3, is concentrated deprivation in Beijing’s migrant schools, 

in which those with the absolute fewest resources try to eke out 

reproductive existence without any social protection.

While bare survival can be possible in the city’s administra-

tive interstices, chapters 4 and 5 detailed the expulsionary pres-

sures, administrative and physical, with which migrant families 

must contend. As Beijing’s turn to expelling migrants hardened 

over the course of the 2010s, families who previously could have 

found their way into public schools were excluded. Ratcheting 

demands for school enrollment reflected the municipal govern-

ment’s increased emphasis on providing services only to migrants 

who fit with the city’s plans for economic upgrading. These 
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efforts came at precisely the same time that the government was 

eliminating informal schooling options, which resulted in doz-

ens of coercive school closures and demolitions. This “hard edge” 

dovetailed with the desubjectified violence of administrative 

exclusion in rendering surplus a population that was, at least for 

some fraction of capital, a critically important source of labor. 

Finally, in chapter 6 I argued that the structure of urban China’s 

population management regime results in a disproportionate 

amount of reproductive, and specifically affective, labor being 

pushed onto schools and teachers. Amid the chaos and social 

breakdown of the migrant school, teachers serve as affective 

shock absorbers as they endeavor to mitigate the worst effects 

of their students’ social marginality. In short, the urbanization 

of people has proceeded unevenly, with tens of millions of 

proletarian migrants incorporated into the city as workers 

but subjected to expulsionary pressures as full humans. Massive 

implications follow for social and economic inequality.

In contrast to earlier emergent capitalist empires, China is 

developing at a moment of much greater geopolitical constraint. 

This in turn has resulted in a socially and spatially intensive 

form of dispossession and exploitation. In contrast to the racial-

ized surplus populations associated with expansionist Euro- 

American capitalist empires, in China the state has inserted a 

racist break within the dominant Han race, thus producing 

a social group that is relatively disposable.

SITUATING BEIJING

The majority of empirical evidence presented here has been 

drawn from fieldwork in Beijing. As the capital, second largest 

city, and one of the wealthiest, Beijing is in and of itself an 
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important case. But it is these conditions that also make it rather 

exceptional in a number of respects. How widely applicable are 

the insights generated from this case? Although a comprehen-

sive response to that question is beyond the scope of this project, 

data drawn from fieldwork in Guangzhou and Guiyang can help 

in formulating a preliminary answer. However, these are not 

merely comparative cases; we need to understand these cities 

relationally as well, to further flesh out Beijing’s position within 

the sociospatial hierarchy.

Guangzhou is a noteworthy point of comparison for Beijing 

in that it is also a wealthy megacity in the eastern part of the 

country that has attracted millions of migrants. But despite 

these superficial similarities, the urbanization of people, as 

viewed from the perspective of the education system, has pro-

ceeded in a significantly different manner than in Beijing. And 

by at least one measure, Beijing appears to be doing a better job 

at incorporating migrants: whereas official statistics maintain 

that 78 percent of nonlocals were enrolled in public schools in 

Beijing in 2015, in Guangzhou it was only 45 percent.2 Guang-

zhou was an early adopter of point- based school admission for 

nonlocals, and each district has formulated their own set of 

policies. These policies assess applicants based largely on their 

potential to contribute to the city’s economic upgrading, and 

therefore heavily favor the highly educated and wealthy. The 

city’s low enrollment of nonlocals reveals that this formally 

equal and transparent system for assessing admissions has left 

a majority of migrants outside the public system.

The difference in the headline admissions rates between Bei-

jing and Guangzhou, however, masks a more complex reality. 

While it is certainly true that it is exceptionally difficult for 

working- class migrants to get into public schools in Guang-

zhou, it is not apparent that the overall system is less equal. As 
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in Beijing, migrants in Guangzhou who are excluded from 

public schools are restricted to private education. But whereas 

migrant schools in Beijing are subjected to ongoing threats of 

demolition while receiving almost no public oversight or sup-

port, private schools in Guangzhou are fully legal, licensed, 

regulated, and in many cases, financially supported in a charter 

school– like arrangement. In the mid- 2010s, Guangzhou had 

roughly three hundred migrant schools3— twice as many as in 

Beijing, despite its smaller overall population. This privatized 

school system allowed more migrants to bring their children 

with them to the city: in Guangzhou, 46 percent of migrants were 

living in the same place as their school- aged children, whereas 

in Beijing it was a mere 22 percent.4 While Guangzhou is more 

exclusionary with respect to public education, its private educa-

tion system is more institutionalized and stable.

In my research I found that conditions in Guangzhou’s migrant 

schools were certainly better than in Beijing. The physical plant 

and facilities were superior, since private capital could invest 

with confidence that the building would not be demolished at a 

moment’s notice. Teachers’ salaries in the four schools I visited in 

Guangzhou were significantly better (all received above minimum 

wage), and they worked fewer hours.5 I do not have comparative 

data on student performance, but there is no question that Guang-

zhou’s migrant schools provide a somewhat more settled environ-

ment than their Beijing counterparts.

Nonetheless, it also must be emphasized that Guangzhou’s 

highly marketized approach suggests that class will become an 

increasingly prominent driver of educational inequality in the 

city. As I have argued throughout, the nonlocal population in 

coastal megacities is quite heterogenous and includes a signifi-

cant number of well- off families. Since even many relatively 

wealthy families will be excluded from public education, an 
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entire ecosystem of private schools has emerged, some of which 

cater to this elite stratum of migrants. In other words, those 

excluded from public education in Guangzhou are not subject 

to the same aggressive administrative and physical expulsion as 

in Beijing, but the quality of private education they can access is 

highly contingent on their class position.

In my research, Guangfu School in the central Liwan Dis-

trict best exemplified the rapid stratification of migrant educa-

tion in the city.6 Started in 2004 by the Education Department’s 

union, its aim was to “address the problem of school enrollment 

for the children of the floating population in Liwan District 

and surrounding areas.”  7 Through a variety of subsidies from 

the government, the school was able to expand and upgrade its 

facilities and workforce. When I visited in 2012, I was taken 

aback by how well equipped the school was, from the koi pond 

at the entrance to the full ceramic studio and even a small 

museum stocked with a butterfly collection, wildlife taxidermy, 

and fine art. The school was adorned with plaques commemo-

rating a series of awards from various levels of government, and 

an entire wall was covered with pictures from various dignitar-

ies’ visits. Administrators provided a highly professionalized 

overview of the curriculum, which was quite rigorous and com-

prehensive. This school was much more similar to the public 

schools I had visited, and it was clearly head and shoulders 

above Zhifan, the “high- end” migrant school in Beijing. But it 

came at a cost: tuition for one semester was 4,000 yuan, which 

at the time was more than three times the city’s monthly mini-

mum wage of 1,300 yuan. While the school was formally open 

to all nonlocals, it was now the market rather than formal citi-

zenship distinctions that served to exclude working- class 

migrants from quality education.8 And the school’s financial 

support from the government represents yet another instance in 
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which public resources are being diverted to those who need 

them least.9

This pattern of channeling the majority of nonlocal children 

into formalized private education appears to hold in other 

wealthy migrant- magnet cities in the region. In 2017, only 

23 percent of nonlocal children in Dongguan and 46 percent in 

Shenzhen were enrolled in public schools.10 It is not coinciden-

tal that these are among the cities with the highest proportion 

of migrants. Guangdong has been at the forefront of marketi-

zation for many decades, and the logic of privatization has had 

a greater impact in the education sector than in Beijing.

The Beijing- Guangzhou comparison is “horizontal” in that 

these two cities occupy a similar position in the national socio-

spatial hierarchy: they are both wealthy megacities that are 

highly selective in admitting migrants to the local population, 

albeit with their own specific strategies. When we shift to a 

“vertical” comparison with Guiyang, a new set of issues arise 

that are indicative of the inequalities built into the national 

population management regime.11 As a provincial capital, Gui-

yang still occupies a relatively privileged position in comparison 

to the majority of cities and towns, and certainly the provincial 

authorities have done much to advance economic growth in the 

city. Nonetheless, we will see that things become even more 

dire for migrant children when we depart the rarefied spaces of 

the “tier one” cities.

Since the late 2000s, migration in China has become more 

localized, with a growing proportion of rural residents choosing 

to migrate within their province. This means that cities such as 

Beijing and Guangzhou are receiving a diminishing share of the 

nation’s total migrants, while cities like Guiyang and other pro-

vincial capitals have seen more in- migration. Guiyang is, on 

paper at least, somewhat less exclusionary toward migrants than 
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Beijing or Guangzhou. Macro Polo’s “Hukou Difficulty Index,” 

which assesses the largest and most attractive cities based on the 

exclusivity of their hukou registration policies, ranks Guiyang 

twenty- first out of forty; Guangzhou is the second most diffi-

cult, whereas Beijing is eighth.12 With an urban district popula-

tion of just over 3 million, Guiyang is a “large” city according to 

the National New Urbanization Plan parlance, which means 

it  should, “reasonably establish conditions for attaining local 

hukou.” 13

Nonetheless, the nationwide pattern of favoring well- off 

migrants in the distribution of social services holds in Guiyang. 

In particular, home ownership is a critically important metric 

in securing local hukou in the city. The Macro Polo data show 

that property ownership is a much larger factor in Guiyang 

than is the case on average for the other forty cities included 

in the index, whereas educational attainment is less valued.14 

This property- centric hukou policy was reflected in my inter-

view data as well. Mr. Liu, an NGO worker focusing on edu-

cation issues in the area, said, “I’ve never heard of someone 

getting hukou without buying a house or having a [government] 

job.” 15 As in other cities, hukou policy has been used as a means 

for supporting the real estate sector. Purchasing a house at mar-

ket price in Guiyang is, however, far beyond the means of most 

migrant workers. This means that, as in the coastal cities, tens 

of thousands of migrant children do not have the guaranteed 

access to public education provided by local hukou.

With respect to public school admissions, Guiyang has been 

moving to incorporate more nonlocals into the public system. 

In 2010, less than half of migrant children were enrolled in 

public schools in Guiyang,16 putting the city roughly on 

par  with Guangzhou. In the midst of increasing migration, 
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Guiyang announced a plan to get at least 60 percent of migrant 

children in public schools by end of 2016.17 Then in 2019 it set a 

target of enrolling 85  percent of migrant children in public 

schools by 2020.18 These initiatives more closely resemble Bei-

jing’s efforts at public incorporation than the much more 

market- driven approach of Guangzhou.

I cannot verify if these targets were met, but based on official 

admissions policies it is evident that public schools maintained 

a high bar of entry for nonlocals. If we consider the two central 

districts of Yunyan and Nanming, as well as the somewhat 

more peripheral Guanshanhu, all had similar public school 

admission requirements for nonlocals in the late 2010s.19 In 

addition to the normal requirements of hukou, proof of housing 

residence, and a labor contract or business license, all three dis-

tricts require that parents have paid into local social insurance 

plans for three years. Roughly one- third of migrant workers 

nationwide have labor contracts, and there is no reason to believe 

that Guiyang would have a dramatically better ratio.20 The for-

mal requirements for admission are somewhat lower than in 

Beijing or Guangzhou, but the basic logic of excluding the 

lower tiers of the labor market from state- subsidized schooling 

clearly holds.

Without justifying such exclusionary policies, it is also 

apparent that Guiyang is in a much less favorable position to 

respond to the growing demand for public education among 

migrants than is the case for its wealthier coastal counterparts. 

An official with the Guiyang Department of Education 

described the lack of fiscal support thus:

[Guiyang’s] level of investment can resolve the educational 

needs of its hukou population. And we should take responsibility 



228  Conclusion: Global Extensions

for the influx of rural migrants, but the upper levels of govern-

ment, the provincial and central governments, need to take 

responsibility too. But the provincial and central expenditures 

on private schools and city schools is very little . . .  so of course 

Guiyang has an opinion on this: “You want us to deal with edu-

cating migrant children, but you don’t give us any money.” 21

This official’s assessment confirms the “inverted welfare state” 

argument developed in chapter  2, as do the data: in 2017, per 

capita spending on education in Beijing was nearly fifteen times 

that of Guiyang, whereas Guangzhou was more than nine 

times higher.22 As migration has increased to interior cities, they 

are in an unenviable fiscal position to respond to such pressures.

Given the inability of the public system to incorporate many 

nonlocal residents, migrant schools have emerged throughout 

Guiyang, and they display the “concentrated deprivation” appar-

ent in Beijing.23 But perhaps the most remarkable difference 

between Guiyang and elite cities like Beijing and Guangzhou is 

the level of absolute material deprivation among the migrant 

workforce, a fact that is clearly reflected in the poor conditions 

in the schools. At one migrant school in the city, a teacher and 

vice principal described a level of poverty that I had not wit-

nessed in Beijing or Guangzhou:

Teacher: Some families don’t have bathing facilities, so the 

principal built a shower here.

Vice Principal: Some of the families pick garbage to make a 

living, and they don’t have enough to eat or enough clothes to 

stay warm. They can’t pay tuition. This situation is common in 

our school. Some of the families live nearby, so the school 

gives them rice and oil.24
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Much as was the case in Beijing and Guangzhou, teachers 

and principals at Guiyang’s migrant schools were worried about 

parents’ inability to actively participate in their children’s edu-

cation. But the general level of education of migrant parents in 

Guiyang appeared to be significantly lower, with widespread 

illiteracy and inability to speak Mandarin. One mother was 

forthcoming about her frustration: “We are peasants, we can’t 

even write our family name. We haven’t been to school at all, so 

those like us, we can’t even write our own name.” 25

We should view Guiyang, and Guizhou more broadly, not 

just as a comparative case but as providing a relational view 

from a different (and subordinate) position in the sociospatial 

hierarchy. One of the most remarkable features of these inter-

views was the extent to which the ideology that envisions a cor-

respondence between human quality and location within the 

urban hierarchy had been firmly inscribed on people’s con-

sciousness. An intraprovincial migrant and the mother of a 

child enrolled in one of Guiyang’s migrant schools expounded 

this logic with devastating simplicity:

CW: When you came to the city, did you consider going to another 

province?

Mother: Because people like us aren’t educated, I can’t read even 

one character. How could I go to some faraway place?26

Mr. Liu, the NGO worker, presented this view as a natural 

fact in explaining why people from Bijie, an impoverished area 

to the northwest of Guiyang, ended up in the provincial capital: 

“Bijie is one of the poorest parts of Guizhou. It’s quite back-

ward in terms of educational suzhi, economy, and various 

aspects. So a lot of these kinds of people come here to look for 
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work, because their educational suzhi will only allow them to 

go as far as this place.” 27 While this ideology doesn’t map onto 

empirical reality— plenty of wealthy, highly educated people 

make their home in Guiyang, whereas lots of poor and under-

educated people are in Beijing— it nonetheless reflects an 

underlying truth that elite cities try to selectively admit elite 

human capital. The view from Guiyang brought this sorting 

dynamic into sharp relief. And even the inferior public school 

system of Guiyang is guarded by a battery of assessments and 

evaluative criteria, certain to exclude those most in need of 

public goods.

These brief comparisons are helpful in situating the rather 

exceptional case of Beijing. The distinctive feature of the capital 

city is not how inaccessible public schools are to nonlocals; 

while there are indeed major obstacles, Guangzhou is even more 

restrictive, and even Guiyang has requirements that exclude 

large numbers of working- class migrants. Rather, Beijing is 

unusual in the coerciveness with which it has ejected migrants 

from the city, even those who are engaged in labor that is valued 

by capital. Guangzhou and Guiyang have been more comfort-

able allowing informal and formal marketized education to 

develop alongside the public system, a pattern that would appear 

to hold in other cities. Places that are more dependent on labor- 

intensive industries than is Beijing have further incentive to 

allow migrants to occupy the space of the city, even if that does 

not mean extending access to social services. By adopting a rela-

tional perspective, we see that Beijing’s position at the apex of 

the sociospatial hierarchy allows it to siphon away those people 

deemed to be of sufficiently high quality from places like Gui-

yang, as well as other cities and rural areas that constitute the 

vast majority of China’s population. The upward funneling 

of fiscal and human resources is linked to an accumulation of 
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deprivation on the lower rungs of the hierarchy. Beijing is excep-

tional, but it is an exception that reveals the character of an 

entire unequal system.

CAPITALIST POPULATION MANAGEMENT, 
INTENSIVE AND EXTENSIVE

Thus far, I have largely limited the scope of the investigation to 

the city, though the domestic hinterland has been a constant 

background presence. It would, however, be a mistake to 

assume that the central phenomena I have elucidated here can 

be fully accounted for by dynamics internal to the city. While 

the urbanization of people proceeds empirically at the level of 

the city, it is structured by phenomena organized at a variety 

of scales. As expounded by Henri Lefebvre and more recently 

taken up by Neil Brenner, a dialectical perspective on urbaniza-

tion demands attention to capitalism’s global implosion/explo-

sion dynamic. “Urbanization” pertains to the implosion moment 

of the dialectic (i.e., that of concentration), even though it is 

mutually constituted by “explosion” processes of dispersion and 

extension within a global dynamic of uneven and combined 

development.28 My aim is not to account for the development 

process in general, but rather the more specific problem of how 

power works to coordinate distributions of labor and capital in 

time and space. While urban China’s labor market is over-

whelmingly though not exclusively domestic, certainly its cities 

are deeply linked to global circuits of capital and commodities.

What does a global perspective achieve in accounting for 

the specific political strategies we have seen deployed in the 

Chinese city? China’s incorporation into capitalism during the 

1980s and 1990s came amid the broader neoliberal turn globally. 
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The Chinese state’s approach to advancing development was to 

establish favorable conditions for foreign investment while pur-

suing export- led growth predicated on a vast and politically 

repressed working class. As was the case for other countries in 

the region, this form of development demanded labor not only 

in large volumes but also of relatively high quality.29 Amid 

fierce global competition in the export- processing sector, key 

features of China’s comparative advantage were its abilities 

not only to tightly manage the spatial distribution of labor 

but also to secure well- educated and healthy workers on the 

cheap, thanks to cities’ capacity to push the costs of social 

reproduction onto the countryside. In other words, if we want 

to understand why the citizenship regime evolved as it did in 

the era of capitalist transition, we need to situate the urban 

political economy within a global context in which China’s 

route to development was predicated on producing a workforce 

of the price and quality that would attract transnational capital. 

While this labor production and control regime has been made 

possible by centrally determined administrative arrangements, 

it has largely been up to cities to capitalize on the potential.

The state’s “conveyor belt” role in global capitalism is most 

apparent in export- manufacturing hubs like Guangdong and 

the Yangzi River Delta. Local governments have played an 

active and indispensable role in securing land and vast quanti-

ties of labor for global capital, most spectacularly in the exam-

ple of Foxconn.30 The city of Beijing does not play a similarly 

critical role in global supply chains as Guangdong, and one 

might assume that global capital plays less of a role in shaping 

the city’s population management regime. That is the case to a 

degree, and I have argued elsewhere that this accounts for 

some of the differences we see in practices between Beijing 

and Guangzhou.31 Nonetheless, Beijing is a highly globalized 



Conclusion: Global Extensions  233

economy, albeit one somewhat more oriented toward immate-

rial labor such as government, finance, entertainment, tech, 

and education. While these sectors employ large numbers of 

relatively well- compensated white- collar workers, they cannot 

function without an entire constellation of highly exploited 

ancillary workers— janitors, repair people, cooks, nannies, 

drivers, security guards, couriers, and domestic workers, the 

overwhelming majority of whom are rural migrants. The Bei-

jing government’s efforts to expel precisely these logistic and 

reproductive workers may be possible, but not without impos-

ing new costs on the individuals and firms that depend on their 

labor. Thus, the city’s efforts to optimize the population struc-

ture to be globally competitive in high- value added industries is 

imbued with contradiction.

It is not simply that global conditions structure processes in 

the Chinese city. Perhaps the most politically significant fea-

ture of Chinese capitalism in recent years has been its dramatic 

outward “explosion.” Mirroring the asymmetries I have dis-

cussed in the urbanization process, this spatial fix is character-

ized by relatively unencumbered movement for capital paired 

with massive obstacles to the movement of labor. Vast (urban) 

accumulations of capital and industrial overcapacity have 

increasingly motivated the global expansion of Chinese firms.32 

Many of these activities have been brought together under the 

banner of the Belt and Road Initiative, which has promised to 

spend hundreds of billions of dollars globally. This outward 

expansion has slowed somewhat in recent years, but nonethe-

less it still represents a colossal shift in the spatial character of 

Chinese capitalism.

As for movements of labor, the utility of a global- level analy-

sis really comes into focus if we consider how earlier capitalist 

empires managed these issues. In contrast to China of today, 
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Euro- American countries had two key “advantages” in manag-

ing the spatiotemporal articulations of labor and capital: settler 

colonialism and unfree labor.33 With respect to the former, in 

the nineteenth and into the twentieth century, the Americas, 

Oceania, and southern Africa absorbed millions of surplus 

Europeans, as imperial expansion allowed white people to 

relocate and enjoy access to free or cheap land. Utsa Patnaik 

explains the vastness of British out- migration during its period 

of capitalist and imperial domination: “Britain’s population was 

small, only 12 million in 1821, but 16 million Britons emigrated 

between 1821 and 1915, making up for nearly two- fifths of all 

Europeans who emigrated to lands they had seized from indig-

enous peoples, mainly in the Americas. On average, half of 

the entire annual increment to its population left Britain every 

year for a century.” 34 The situation for the United States was 

somewhat different, but westward expansion served a similar 

role of absorbing those populations from the east and south 

that capital could not keep alive. Furthermore, an array of 

unfree (or at least highly constrained) and racially segmented 

labor regimes including chattel slavery, indenture, prison labor, 

and others gave European countries and white settler colonies a 

high degree of coercive power to effect particular distributions 

of workers in space and time. The population management 

regimes of Euro- American empire were spatially and socially 

extensive, since they violently incorporated new places and races 

into the capitalist order.

The global landscape today is in many ways more constrained 

for an emergent empire than was the case in the nineteenth 

century. As Kanishka Goonewardena has argued, “the actually 

dispossessed Indians, Chinese and other victims of what Har-

vey calls ‘accumulation by dispossession’ have nowhere to go.”  35 

The primary reason for this, as trenchantly argued by Nandita 
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Sharma, is that postcolonial politics have resulted in a harden-

ing of borders and increased policing of movements of people 

globally.36 As evidenced by the state’s incentives for Han set-

tlement in Xinjiang and Tibet, an American- style westward 

movement of people may play some role in dispersing surplus 

populations, but mass emigration à la nineteenth- century 

Europe is simply not possible in today’s order of nation- states. 

By the same token, it remains highly unlikely that the Chinese 

state could bring in large volumes of foreign labor to biopoliti-

cally sustain the national population, as recently attested to by 

intense public backlash against modest proposals to loosen per-

manent residency requirements for foreign workers.37

There are major implications of this vastly different, and 

more constrained, global terrain for how the Chinese state 

manages population. First, absent the safety valve of overseas 

settler colonialism, social crises deriving from capitalist devel-

opment have to be managed internally. Of course, capital can 

and already has employed the spatial fix to escape rising wages 

and labor conflict, but the state must deal with the human 

beings who are left behind. This means either supplying them 

with means of survival and/or devising political techniques 

capable of short- circuiting revolt. Second, in the absence of a 

demographically abundant and politically available racialized 

other that could be sourced externally and incorporated into 

capitalist production, the Chinese state inserted a social break 

within the Han race. But while this surplus population is sub-

jected to similar kinds of dehumanization and exploitation 

associated with European biological racism, the key difference 

is that in China it is space, rather than race, that is the key axis 

of differentiation. In other words, the biopolitical problematic 

of dividing up and distributing living labor in a spatiotemporal 

matrix in relationship to capital is, in the case of contemporary 
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China, internalized within a single country and largely within 

a single race. The exercise of biopower in China is socially and 

spatially intensive.38 Cities are the decisive political unit at 

which the sorting and management of this population pro-

ceeds. The urbanization of people is therefore profoundly influ-

enced by this highly constrained global landscape.

REVIVAL FOR WHOM?

The social break within the Han race is at odds with the state’s 

own increasingly assertive rhetoric of national unity and pride. 

For many years it has been clear that the state needed to develop 

alternatives to the performance- based legitimacy on which it 

had long relied, as the previous three decades of stupendous 

growth could not persist indefinitely. They key slogan associ-

ated with this ethnonationalist turn is “the great revival of the 

Chinese nation” (zhonghua minzu weida fuxing 

), which evokes a return to the imagined glory of empires 

past. A charitable interpretation of the slogan would suggest 

that all ethnicities in the PRC are included in this revival, but it 

is apparent enough that Han are first among equals. As Chi-

nese state and corporate power has increased dramatically, the 

severe life- denying acts visited upon the surplus population, 

even in the symbolic core of this revival, Beijing, materially 

undercuts the exhortations toward ethnonational unity and reju-

venation. Indeed, in managing access to social services within 

the city, the basic premise is that some members of the race must 

be expelled so that others can flourish. This is the ethical core of 

the state’s neo- Malthusian practices.

Might this incongruity between ideology and material real-

ity serve as the basis of political rupture? Could demands on 
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the part of the PRC’s surplus population for equal access to 

means of social reproduction catalyze politicized social insur-

gency?39 At the moment, it remains unlikely. While there is no 

empirical evidence that Chinese people are becoming increas-

ingly nationalist, there is little to suggest that Xi’s popularity 

has been negatively impacted by the state’s discriminatory citi-

zenship regime.40 And without question there is no domesti-

cally constituted political force that could articulate a distinct 

and more encompassing vision of “revival.” It would appear as 

though the long- standing dynamic of Chinese citizens framing 

their grievances with reference to local officialdom persists, 

even when centrally determined policies are the root cause.

Even though it is unlikely that a broad- based movement for 

equal citizenship will emerge soon, there are deeply felt griev-

ances. In my own research, there was widespread dissatisfaction 

among migrant schoolteachers and parents with the schooling 

system. Interestingly, I found that it was common for critiques 

of educational inequality to be framed in more or less national-

istic terms. A teacher from Zhifan School expressed his dissat-

isfaction thus: “On this issue [education] I’m quite dissatisfied 

with our government. I think Chinese people, regardless of 

whether they are poor or rich, they are all part of our China, 

we’re all the descendants of the dragon.” 41 Mr. Fan, the migrant 

father and Shandong native residing in Beijing’s Liwanzhuang, 

was even more scathing in his assessment:

These officials are just oppressing us normal folks. They know 

there is enough for everyone to eat, but they’ll still charge you 

money [to get into school]. . . .  As for education, our country has 

really not done well, it’s really bad and is widely unpopular. . . .  

[The government] should actively help us with schooling, but 

instead . . .  we have to beg to get into school. [The government] 
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should treat all children’s schooling as if it was their own family. 

[Instead] they say, “Aren’t those your children?” They are not 

considered the children of the nation.42

Here we can see how the national- paternalistic rhetoric of 

the state can boomerang in the face of glaring intra- ethnic 

inequities.

This simmering dissatisfaction among migrants has on occa-

sion catalyzed collective protest.43 Most of this resistance is sim-

ply reactive: following the 2011 mass school demolitions, there 

were numerous displays of public protest, and even disruptive 

direct actions.44 Subsequent demolitions have also resulted in 

teachers, parents, and students mobilizing against eviction, as 

in the case of Beijing’s Huangzhuang School (discussed in chap-

ter  5). When the Beijing municipal government dramatically 

increased requirements for school admissions in 2014, migrant 

parents who had been operating under the assumption that their 

children would be enrolled in the fall were outraged. A group of 

parents from Shusheng and other nearby schools organized a 

protest at the Chaoyang District Education Department offices, 

where they blockaded the entrance. And a number of similar 

protests over restrictive school admissions took place in each of 

the following two years, with one parent setting himself on fire 

in protest in front of the Changping District government offices 

in 2016.45 As with other forms of social protest in China, these 

events remain fractured, relatively small in scale, and steadfastly 

focused on immediate issues. And as is the case with protesting 

workers or peasants, parents are sometimes able to wrest small 

victories, particularly in forcing the government to accommo-

date displaced students following demolitions.46 Nonetheless, 

these protests have remained largely defensive and have not 

changed the basic policy direction in Beijing or other large 



Conclusion: Global Extensions  239

cities. Even a socially exclusive expansion and equalization of 

social protection just focused on the dominant race seems 

unlikely. Amid a revival in national wealth and power, the 

struggle to live and work in the same place shows no signs of 

abating for millions.

FROM INTENSIVE TO  
EXTENSIVE GROWTH?

The Chinese government has continually set ambitious growth 

targets in order to realize its stated aim of national revival. 

While the scale and rapidity of China’s economic growth over 

the past forty years is unparalleled in history, dozens of other 

countries have attained middle income status. Reaching the 

ranks of wealthy nations is by no means a foregone conclusion. 

How might China’s labor recruitment and population manage-

ment regime be affected by the ongoing drive to secure growth?

This is a problem that has confronted other emergent impe-

rial powers. Every major country that has ascended to the elite 

tier of capitalist economies has done so either via imperial 

expansion and colonialism (Netherlands, the United Kingdom, 

France, the United States), being tightly bound militarily and 

economically to an existing imperial power (Israel, South 

Korea, Taiwan), or some historical combination thereof (Ger-

many, Japan).47 The motivations for imperialism are of course 

diverse and have been intensely debated for more than a cen-

tury. But with respect to the issue of managing distributions of 

labor in relationship to capital, the key issues are, as elucidated 

earlier, securing spaces for exporting domestic surplus popula-

tions (i.e., settler colonialism) and securing highly exploitable 

populations that can be disposed of with minimal political 
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disruption. Capitalist accumulation is facilitated when the state 

and capital can avoid paying costs associated with the forma-

tion of labor and then slough off workers who are no longer 

deemed useful. Racialized workforces, mobilized in the colo-

nies or brought back to the metropole itself, have served this 

role for previous imperial powers.

As already indicated, China is unlikely to have the freedom 

to engage in imperial expansion on the scale of Euro- American 

powers, especially given ongoing US military preeminence. But 

we can see how the pressures of excess industrial capacity, slow-

ing growth, rising business costs, and population decline among 

the domestic Han workforce have already pushed China in an 

imperial direction. The clearest example of this impetus to 

incorporate new subordinated groups into circuits of capital is 

actually internal to the borders of the PRC. This includes an 

expansion of “labor transfer” programs in Xinjiang and Tibet as 

well as mass internment and incarceration of Muslim minorities 

and the associated unfree labor regimes.48 While the state sees 

control of territory and political domination of racialized minor-

ities as ends in themselves, there are clearly economic incentives 

at play as well.49 Long- standing labor transfers programs, the 

stated aim of which is to reallocate surplus rural labor, have been 

dramatically expanded in recent years in western China. In the 

context of increasingly assimilationist and repressive ethnic 

policies as well as strict quotas associated with the poverty 

eradication campaign, the state has transferred presumably 

inefficient and politically suspect minority groups to wage labor. 

Hundreds of thousands of people from just three prefectures in 

Xinjiang— Aksu, Hotan, and Kashgar— have been transferred 

to pick cotton, while more than half a million Tibetans were 

trained in the labor transfer program in the first seven months of 
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2020.50 Under a distinct but related effort, since 2017 hundreds of 

thousands of Uyghurs and other Muslims deemed security 

threats have been sent to reeducation camps, forced to study 

Mandarin and undergo job training, and then transferred to 

nonvoluntary employment. While the bulk of the labor of for-

mer detainees is put to work in Xinjiang itself, in some cases 

people are put up for sale to private companies throughout 

China.51 Vicky Xu and her colleagues estimate that more than 

80,000 Uyghurs were sent out of Xinjiang via this forced labor 

regime between 2017 and 2019, and many were in factories pro-

ducing goods for well- known foreign brands.52 These labor pro-

grams are not chattel slavery— indications are that workers are 

given a wage, albeit a paltry one— but the workers have no 

capacity to bargain over the terms of their employment, nor do 

they even have the thin freedom to seek work elsewhere. Cut off 

from their communities, they are not being socially reproduced, 

and the wage needs only to sustain their immediate biological 

existence. This labor regime is justified via a straightforwardly 

colonial logic in which minorities are depicted as violent and 

uncivilized extremists who can only be made into loyal and pro-

ductive subjects via coercive state intervention. But although 

these initiatives are similar to the racially extensive colonialism 

of earlier empires in a number of respects, the relative demo-

graphic weight of Muslims and Tibetans in China remains 

small. In other words, while these unfree labor regimes may be 

profitable, ethnic minority labor within the PRC is too limited 

to serve as the social foundation of a new racial capitalism.

At present, significant obstacles remain to securing large vol-

umes of super- exploitable labor overseas.53 Bringing constrained 

guest workers into China on the model of numerous small coun-

tries (e.g., Taiwan, Singapore, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar) 
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may play a marginal role, but given the country’s vast popula-

tion, it is unlikely that such programs could serve as a funda-

mental element in the social organization of production. Cer-

tainly, both the private and state variants of Chinese capital have 

been increasingly venturing abroad to shore up profitability. In 

addition to the massive construction projects associated with the 

Belt and Road Initiative that have captured headlines, Chinese 

manufacturers have increasingly relocated to elsewhere in Asia 

as well as Africa. According to McKinsey, by 2017 Chinese firms 

were responsible for up to 12 percent of Africa’s industrial pro-

duction.54 While other parts of Asia and Africa certainly pro-

vide abundant workers who could one day be funneled into a 

super- exploitative regime capable of sustaining Chinese capital, 

this would require large- scale exertion of political force— one 

that could intensify conflict with other regional powers or the 

United States. It is likely in the years to come that China will 

continue to strive to construct overseas supply chains linking 

huge volumes of highly exploitable labor to Chinese capital, but 

this is by no means a simple political and institutional process.

Given this relatively constrained global context, it appears 

that the intensive mode of managing the population will remain 

paramount for some time, as China attempts to become a high- 

income country and assert political dominance in Asia and 

beyond. Xi Jinping’s “two circulations” principle announced in 

2020 suggests that China is intent on reducing exposure to 

global uncertainty by increasing internal economic “circula-

tion.” 55 This is to be accomplished by expanding domestic con-

sumption and strengthening domestically centered production 

networks. In order for this China- anchored system of produc-

tion to be competitive in global capitalism, the state will con-

tinue to tightly manage the movements, aspirations, and lives 
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of its overwhelmingly Han workforce. Given the socially and 

spatially intensive nature of this biopolitics, China’s cities will 

persist as a critical site for discerning the fate not just of an 

emerging working class, but indeed of an entire emergent 

empire.





METHODOLOGICAL APPENDIX

My position as a white thirtysomething man hailing 

from a well- known university in the United States 

inevitably affected the collection of ethnographic and 

interview data. Although many of the schools I studied had 

hosted international visitors, students were often captivated by 

my presence. In school after school, I would be greeted by doz-

ens of children gathering excitedly around me in the yard, ask-

ing for my autograph or my QQ number so we could chat 

online. In one school I visited in Chengdu, school officials took 

numerous photos during my visit. On a follow- up trip the next 

year, I was surprised to see these photos in the school’s promo-

tional materials with the somewhat misleading description that 

a professor from Cornell was teaching the class. Nonetheless, 

I  found that the spectacle of my presence would fade rather 

quickly, and I could go about observing classes and speaking 

with teachers and parents in a relaxed manner.

As has been the case throughout my research career, I often 

received the advice that Chinese people would be unwilling to 

share their honest opinions with a foreigner, either out of gen-

eral distrust or a more specific concern about airing their 

nation’s dirty laundry. While of course I cannot verify which 



246  Methodological Appendix

thoughts people did not share with me, I did not find such reti-

cence in the field. At Mingxin and Zhenhua schools, I success-

fully gained access by simply walking up to the front entrance 

and asking if I could speak with the principal. In fact, being a 

white American quite plausibly facilitated this access— amid 

high tensions over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, the principal 

of Zhenhua volunteered that he would not have let me in if 

I were Japanese. It would be pointless to speculate about how the 

study would be different if I were someone else, but there is no 

question people were eager to tell their stories to me despite (or 

perhaps because of) our social distance. That is, it often appeared 

as if people were willing to divulge personal details because 

that distance between us created a safe container for this infor-

mation. In general, I found both teachers and parents to be 

incredibly forthcoming, and I quickly lost track of the number 

of times that people broke down in tears while relating intimate 

details of their life experiences.

My gender mattered in terms of the kinds of settings where 

I would interact with informants. While the large majority 

of my interviews were with women, it was only the handful of 

male teachers who ever invited me to socialize outside of the 

school. These interactions with other men certainly helped add 

greater texture to my understanding of their social world, and 

in that sense they created something of a gendered imbalance 

in the study. Nonetheless, female teachers and mothers were 

still forthcoming about matters of relevance to the study (as 

I believe is fully apparent particularly in chapters 4 and 6). The 

supervised interviews in Chengdu, Guizhou, and Guangzhou 

were conducted by ethnically Han women, and the gender of 

the interviewer did not have any discernible impact on the data.

As acknowledged in the introduction, I believe my social 

position did impose real limitations on my interactions with 
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children. I did not feel as though I had the cultural sensitivity 

or the social accountability to be able to broach potentially 

traumatic experiences with children as young as six. Whether 

children would have been willing to speak to me is another 

issue; I preempted this by deciding to forgo interviews with 

them altogether. This is a weakness of the project, but I could 

not ethically justify subjecting children to the risk of retrauma-

tization for the sake of enhanced data collection. It is plausible 

that a researcher more culturally proximate to the community 

would have been able to handle this issue more adroitly.

I planned this project as a workplace study, with data collec-

tion to be based on direct observation in the classroom as well as 

interviews with teachers and administrators. In most schools I 

visited I taught at least one English class, but this was not struc-

tured as participant observation as such. Although I do think I 

gained some insights from these experiences, I did not presume 

that my own experience would ever be adequately deep for it to 

serve as a meaningful source of “data.” Rather, teaching classes 

was primarily a means to ingratiate myself to my hosts and to 

build rapport with students, parents, and teachers. From the 

outset, I knew I wanted to visit multiple schools in multiple cit-

ies, and given this breadth/depth trade- off, interviews would 

serve as my primary source of data. As described in the intro-

duction, I chose my primary research sites in Beijing (Yinghong, 

Shusheng, and Zhifan) to try to capture the range of possibility 

within the city’s migrant schools. Although many of the details 

of the schools appear in the empirical chapters, it is worth pro-

viding a concise description here.

I was introduced to the “low- end” school, Yinghong, 

through an NGO that provided supplementary arts classes to 

the students. Yinghong was in Changping District outside the 

Sixth Ring Road, an area far to the north of the urban core. 
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The school was in an “urban village,” but given its remoteness 

from the center, it felt relatively less pressure from increasing 

rent and the threat of demolition. As in other such urban vil-

lages, the community was overwhelmingly nonlocal. Yinghong 

did not have an operating license and received no subsidies 

from the government while charging 550 yuan per semester in 

2012. Forty students in the school had received “poverty relief ” 

grants of 500 yuan from a Hong Kong foundation, but this did 

not affect the school’s finances, since it was directly transferred 

to the students. Yinghong had fewer than six hundred students, 

and their parents hailed from every province of China except 

Guangdong and Guangxi. I did the majority of my interviews 

at Yinghong in late 2011 and the summer of 2012, with follow-

 up interviews in 2014.

Shusheng was the “mid- tier” school in my study, and the 

place where I spent the most time and did the most interviews. 

Shusheng was in the eastern part of Chaoyang District, 

between the Fifth and Sixth Ring Roads. Although it was in 

an urban village, the area was under much greater redevelop-

ment pressure than was the case for Yinghong. Chaoyang is a 

more prosperous part of the city, and the eastward expansion of 

infrastructure and real estate development had a major impact 

on the community. Indeed, the school and its surrounding 

areas had been under the threat of demolition for many years. 

The primary school student body was just over 550, and when 

I first visited in 2011 the school charged 520 yuan per semester. 

The school had received its initial startup funds for securing 

space from a foundation, and it maintained close relations 

with various civil society groups. This included Teach Future 

China, which sent recent college graduates to teach in  the 

school. Nonetheless, it received relatively little in terms 

of  ongoing financial support from foundations. I first visited 
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Shusheng in late 2011 and made a number of return visits 

through 2014.

The “high- end” school, Zhifan, was in the northern part of 

Daxing District, inside the Sixth Ring Road. As noted in chap-

ter 5, Zhifan had been forced to relocate further into the urban 

periphery several times in the early 2000s before receiving its 

operating license. When I visited in the summer of 2012, its 

location was remote from the urban core, and there were no 

immediate threats of demolition. Nonetheless, in the subse-

quent years Daxing came to be the site of some high- profile 

cases of migrant community dislocation. This included the mass 

expulsion of migrants following a fire in an informal settlement 

in 2017, as well as huge dislocations associated with the con-

struction of Daxing International Airport. Zhifan was larger 

than the other two schools, enrolling 930 students at the time of 

my fieldwork. Zhifan charged 700 yuan per semester and had 

received millions in foundation support in recent years. I spent 

less time at Zhifan than the other schools, in part because it 

represented such an outlier with respect to its financial resources. 

Nonetheless, it was important to include in the study to assess 

the best possible scenario for migrant schools.

As noted in the preface, my study was originally focused on 

the workplace but gradually morphed into a project on urbaniza-

tion, and I had to adjust my approach accordingly. In my quest to 

better understand astonishing levels of student turnover— a 

workplace problem from the perspective of teachers— I needed 

to expand my pool of informants to include parents. I decided 

to focus my interviews on parents from a single school, Shush-

eng. In part this was out of convenience, since I had the best 

connections there and most families lived in relative proximity 

to the school. It was quite important for parents to feel at ease 

in speaking to me about the often anguished and very personal 
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challenges they encountered in Beijing. Since I had made visits 

to Shusheng over the previous three years, I had established a 

strong degree of trust with teachers and administrators that 

I  leaned on in connecting with parents. One consequence, 

however, is that my interviews with parents do not perfectly 

“match” my data on teachers and schools, in that they are drawn 

from a single case.

I similarly had to expand my pool of informants as I tried to 

better understand the impact of school closures and demoli-

tions. While Shusheng and Zhifan schools had either been 

forced to relocate earlier or were dealing with threats of clo-

sure— an issue discussed in many of my interviews— I needed 

additional cases to really unpack the contours of urban redevel-

opment. As a result, I did interviews and collected publicly 

available information on schools that had quite recently been 

demolished or closed (Jingwei and Huangzhuang schools) as 

well as schools slated for imminent demolition (Mingxin 

and Zhenhua) amid redevelopment of their neighborhood. My 

interviews in 2014 at Mingxin, Zhenhua, and the new location 

of Jingwei were thus more focused on the issue of demolition 

than was the case at my primary sites. All three of these schools 

were in the Dongxiaokou neighborhood of southern Chang-

ping District (though Jingwei’s post- demolition location was 

in  a neighborhood further to the north). Information on the 

Huangzhuang case comes entirely from publicly available digi-

tal sources. This 2017 case allowed me to clarify how the politics 

of school closure and urban redevelopment evolved over the 

course of the 2010s.

I conducted semi- structured interviews at all sites. The con-

tent of the interviews varied dependent on whether I was inter-

viewing school administrators, teachers, or parents. Nearly all 

interviews with administrators and teachers were carried out in 
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schools. I endeavored to interview teachers out of earshot from 

students and school administrators, though this was not always 

possible. I interviewed a diverse group of teachers based on 

gender, years of experience, and level of instruction. I met with 

parents in a variety of settings, including in schools, on the 

street in front of schools, and at their homes and places of work. 

I personally conducted all but one of the interviews in Beijing. 

Research assistants conducted a handful of interviews in Guang-

zhou and Chengdu. Christine Wen, a PhD student in city and 

regional planning at Cornell, conducted all thirty- five inter-

views in Guizhou. Nearly all interviews were recorded and 

transcribed by research assistants, and I coded the interviews 

using ATLAS.ti. In the few instances that I was unable to 

record, I took notes by hand, which I supplemented with addi-

tional details as soon as feasible. In addition to interviews, I 

took detailed field notes to record my observations of schools 

and teacher interactions, conditions within the community, as 

well as my own experiences teaching classes. I also took photo-

graphs at all schools and did extensive video documentation in 

Dongxiaokou (where Jingwei, Zhenhua, and Mingxin schools 

were located).
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 55. While this remains speculative, there is a noteworthy contradiction 

in China’s political economy that I believe is reflected in the ambiva-

lence of the “two circulations.” In addition to building domestic sup-

ply chains, the policy has renewed emphasis on increasing domestic 

consumption, which has been a priority of the state since 2004, and 

there has been only minor success thus far. The Keynesian response 

would require allowing wages to rise and increasing social welfare 

protection, which in turn would impose costs on Chinese capital and 

undercut its global competitiveness. The second “circulation” is to 

maintain connections to foreign markets and to continue to advance 

free trade as an outlet for Chinese- produced goods. This in turn 

suggests an acknowledgment that China will indeed maintain 

dependence on exports— the very thing the “two circulations” aims to 

ameliorate.
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