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Exploring the Challenges of Migrant Workers in the Process of
China’s Urbanization

—Limits to Migrant Workers’ Citizenship: Hukou and Labor Migration in Historical Perspective—

AN Yan
Graduate Student at the Graduate School of Social and Cultural Studies, Nihon University

This paper examines why rural migrant workers in China have remained excluded from full urban
citizenship despite decades of rapid urbanization. Through a historical institutional analysis, it reveals
how the hukou system and labor migration policies have structurally limited their integration. The study
highlights that, although labor mobility has expanded since the reform era, institutional barriers—
especially for the younger generation of migrants—continue to hinder equal access to rights and
services. It concludes that substantive hukou reform and broader structural adjustments are essential

for inclusive urban citizenship.
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