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Abstract

The objective of this paper is to examine the process by which China's household
registration system (the hukou system) was formed, the system’s problem areas,
and the current status of efforts to reform the system. Approximately half a century
has passed since the establishment of the household registration system at the end
of the 1950s, and although the system may have been necessary initially in order to
achieve the national strategy of giving priority to the development of heavy manu-
facturing industries, and in order to ensure a stable society and high employment
levels, a variety of problems were caused by its introduction. The most serious prob-
lem is the dual social structure that arose due to the household registration system.
Under the system all Chinese people are classified as rural household registration
or urban household registration and the movement of people from rural areas to cit-
ies and their movement between cities, particularly from small and medium-sized
cities to large cities, is severely restricted so cities and rural areas are divided and
farmers are at a disadvantage because they face discrimination in the food supply
system, schooling and employment systems, pension and medical care systems, etc.
Farmers must overcome huge odds to gain acceptance at a university or join the
armed forces and become a commissioned officer if they want to get an urban house-
hold registration. They have little hope of getting one by any other method. For the
farmers, obtaining an urban household registration is the same as obtaining a large
fortune while on the other hand for city residents cancellation of their urban house-
hold registration is their greatest fear. Formerly, intellectuals and high-ranking na-
tional politicians that had suffered political defeat were exiled to rural areas. Just
having to live the same life as the farmers without the protection of the state was
considered to be punishment enough and this fact speaks volumes about the large
differences in the treatment of city residents and farmers and about the discrimina-
tion against farmers, who are second class citizens.

Reform of the household registration system began in 1984. Since then a large
number of reform proposals have been formulated and implemented, and changing
from a rural household registration to an urban household registration has become
possible, although there are conditions attached. This is a major accomplishment of
the reforms that have been implemented since the 1980s and was an important step
toward breaking down the dual social structure from its foundations. However, it is
difficult to escape the feeling that the reform of the household registration system
currently under way is no more than a stop-gap measure intended to alleviate Chi-
na's economic and social contradictions and problems. Going forward, further re-
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forms that allow for free migration to the large cities are required. In order for Chi-

na to become a full-fledged member of the international community, and in order for

it to achieve domestic political and social stability and sustained development of its

economy, it must completely eliminate disparities in social status between the farm-

ers and the city residents and guarantee everyone the rights that should be enjoyed

by all people. Therefore, establishment of a new household registration law is an ur-

gent issue at the present time. (JEL : R13)
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