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From llegal Migrants to Legal Businessmen: Social Stratification
Development among Floating Population” (Liudong Renkou) of a Migrant
Community, Zhejiongecun’ (Zhejiang Vilage), in Beiing

Jeong. Jong-Ho™

This paper explores the developments of social stratitfication brought on by the
cconomic reforms instituted in 1978, It focuses primarily on the stratification within
the peasant migrant groups of the "Zhejiangcun” (Zhejiang Village). the largest
migrant scttlement in Beijing. China' s current trend of rural-to-urban mass labor
migration has important social and historical implications. The phenomenon of the
“Noating population” (liudong renkou). consisting of more than 100 million internal
migrants, have vastly accelerated the country’ s shift from central planning toward a
market economy by providing cheap labor. At the same time, huge numbers of
migratory demographics coupled with the introduction of market forces have
stimulated a social stratification even within the tloating population. questioning the
perceived homogeneity of this group.

The ethnographic account of the Zhejiangcun shows that migrant elite groups
among the floating population in the Zhejiangeun constantly reorganize their

relationships with the various state components according to the degree of social
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stratification. In the initial period of development where there was no salient internal
stratification, the Zhejiangcun migrants were unable to affiliate themselves with
governmental organizations or government officials. However, the lucrative leather
jacket industry engendered the formation of vertical employer-employee
relationships and dichotomized the Zhejiangcun migrants into entrepreneurs and
laborers, thereby instigating social stratification. Through the implementation of
labor supply agencies—at the time a novel method for labor recruitment—in
Wenzhou, Zhejiang province, migrant elite groups in the Zhejiangcun established
ties with their home governments.

However. a new pattern of social stratification began to appear after the creation
of migrants’ own housing compounds called ‘dayuan” (big yard). Empowered with
their newly endowed cconomic wealth and subsequent personal connections with
Beijing officials, a few wealthy migrants in the Zhejiangcun were able to take
advantage of their assets to construct large resident compounds. Accordingly,
command over the newly created spatial organization of the big yard became a new
source of social power in the Zhejiangcun. One of the most significant
transformations in social relations among the migrants caused by the introduction of
the big yard was the change in the composition of migrant elite. Before the
introduction of the big yard, migrant elite in the Zhejiangcun lacked their own
physical sphere to provide themselves with sources of social power. However, with
the introduction of the big yard. the ability to initiate the production of the big yard
now became the most important means with which to augment one' s social power
within the Zhejiangcun. Thus, by early 1995, possession of the big yard became a
requirement for any migrant elite’ s efforts to achieve ideological and political
hegemony in the Zhejiangcun.

Another new pattern of social stratification began to appear after the winter of
1995 when the Beijing Municipal Government launched a campaign to demolish all
migrant settlements. As a result of this "Cleaning-Up and Reorganizing” (qgingli
zhengdun, the official name for the demolition campaign) during which the local
migrant space including forty-cight migrant housing compounds in the Zhejiangcun
had been destroyed, the post-1995 migrant elite entrepreneurs in the Zhejiangcun

sought guarantee of their own legitimization by extending their relationships to the
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Beijing municipal government officials and even to the Central government officials.

In conclusion, the ethnographic account of the Zhejiangcun shows that economic
reforms have weakened the internal homogeneity of the peasant migrant groups
(floating population) and aggravated social stratification. Furthermorc. the
Zhejiangeun case demonstrates that the emerging entrepreneurial elite in the
Zhejiangeun have incrementally overcome their illegal status and the limitations of
the household registration system and have even pursued entry into the urban
mainstream through legitimate means. By illustrating how market changes provide
an opportunity for the illegal floating population to leapfrog the limits of existing
institutions and develop into a new social elites in the political. legal and
administrative spheres, this paper evinces the market’s intluence on the two
fundamental principles of the post-Mao Chinese society. the preservation of the
socialist structure in the political domain and introduction of the market economy

reforms in the economic domain.
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