
China’s peasants left for the cities to seek their fortune, and it made them miserable 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2018/03/15/chinas-peasants-left-for-the-

cities-to-seek-their-fortune-and-it-made-them-

miserable/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.32076e3e5747 

BEIJING — It has been described as the greatest migration in human history, a mass exodus of 

hundreds of millions of people from China’s countryside to its fast-growing cities. But did it actually 

benefit those people who made the journey? 

A new study shows that migrant workers who moved from villages to cities were rewarded with 

higher incomes, but actually ended up less happy than the people they left behind. 

The findings, say authors John Knight, an economics professor at Oxford University and Ramani 

Gunatilaka, director of Center for Poverty Analysis in Colombo, “pose an interesting and socially 

important puzzle,” and with significant policy implications for developing countries all over the 

world. 

Why did so many people migrate, if it didn’t make them any happier? Were their expectations 

unrealistic, or did their aspirations rise faster than their ability to fulfill them? Were their new jobs 

insecure and unpleasant, or did cities make them feel poorer even as their income rose, because 

they now lived alongside richer people? 

The answer may be all of the above. 

But now, why do so few of them apparently want to move back? 

First, here’s a graph from the study, which was published this week within the World Happiness 

Report and is based on an official household-based survey conducted in early 2003. 

 It shows the average income of rural-urban migrants was 2.39 times higher than that of rural 

dwellers at that time. Permanent residents of cities, with an urban residence registration or hukuo, 

were wealthier still. 

But when people were asked how happy they were on a scale of 0 (not at all happy) to 4 (very 

happy), the findings were counterintuitive. By far the happiest group were people who had stayed 

behind in the villages, with an average score of almost 2.7. Urban-born Chinese scored nearly 2.5 

while migrants scored below 2.4. 

Part of the reason appears to be economic and social discrimination. Under Communist China, the 

country has been divided by what is sometimes known as an “invisible Great Wall.” Citizens from 

rural families have a rural residence registration, or hukou, that can’t be altered even if they move to 

the cities. 

And if they migrate to the cities, it is often much harder to access jobs, housing, education and 

healthcare there for anyone with a rural hukou. Many are forced to leave their children behind in the 

villages, to be brought up by grandparents. 



Migrants reported the lack of social security was the most important social problem they faced in 

their new lives, but they also complained of employment discrimination and insecurity. “Migrant 

employment can be unpleasant and insecure, and this depresses migrant happiness,” the report 

found. 

In other words: Migrants working in construction may have built China’s great cities, and migrants 

operating small business may be the lifeblood of those cities, but life for them in those same cities 

can be very tough. 

By one count, there were 225 million rural-hukou migrant workers in China’s cities in 2015, up from 

125 million in 2005. 

So why do they come? Partly, it seems because they have unrealistic expectations of a pot of gold at 

the end of the urban rainbow: “excessively high expectations of the conditions they would 

experience in the city.” 

But their aspirations also rise when they move, often faster than their ability to fulfill them. Living 

alongside richer people doesn’t help. Although migrants got richer by moving, two-thirds of those 

who said they weren’t happy gave low income as the reason. Migrants, the report say, may have 

been able to predict that their incomes would rise when they moved, “but not how their aspirations 

would rise as they became part of a very different urban society.” 

But if migrants are unhappy, why don’t they just go home? 

Some may have lost their land in China’s great urbanization drive, but others may realize that once 

their aspirations have risen in their new urban environment, there simply isn’t any going back: it is 

impossible to be satisfied with a rural life of narrower horizons and lower expectations once you 

have experienced the bright lights of the big city. 

That may partly explain another puzzling finding from the data: no fewer than 56 percent of migrants 

felt that urban living gave them greater happiness than they had experienced in their previous lives, 

41 percent reported themselves equally happy in rural or urban settings, while only 3 percent said 

they were happier in the villages. Even if the people left behind were happier, the people who moved 

did not regret their choice. 

The paper forms part of an annual examination of subjective well-being in more than 150 countries, 

published by the Sustainable Development Solutions Network, an initiative of the United Nations. 

Last year’s report also contained some fascinating conclusions about China in a study by Richard A. 

Easterlin, Wang Fei and Wang Shun: The past quarter century has seen personal incomes go up 

roughly five-fold in China, but happiness fell sharply from 1990 to 2005. Today Chinese people are 

probably less happy, on average, than they were 25 years ago — partly because economic reforms 

demolished job security and the social safety net. 

[Money can’t buy happiness: Why a massive rise in wealth left Chinese people less happy] 

The annual rankings published this year saw Finland take top spot as the happiest country in the 

world. The United States came in 18th, Taiwan took 26th spot, Hong Kong 76th and China was in 

86th place out of 156 nations. 



It is a reminder that for all the media coverage of China’s dramatic economic success story, per capita 

incomes and happiness levels in this country still lag behind many other nations, including many 

developing nations. 
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