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The Return of Migrants to Their Hometowns from the Perspective of County-

Level Urbanization;: Observations Based on the Central and Western Regions
HUANG Pengjin WANG Xuemeng

Abstract: In the rapid process of urbanization in China over the past decade, the role of farmers in
county-level urbanization has been significant. County-level urbanization for farmers refers to the shift
of many individuals from rural to urban areas within China’s counties, thereby achieving a town-
based lifestyle. However, it is noteworthy that in recent years, in the central and western regions of
China, there has been a phenomenon of reverse migration, where farmers who had urbanized at the
county level are returning to rural areas. Through the observation of several cases, it is evident that
this reverse migration is not only influenced by the “low income-high expenditure” dynamic of
county life but is also tied to other factors such as the life cycle of farmers’ families and the
revaluation of rural lifestyles. Overall, these cases reflect the instability of the county-level
urbanization process, caused by insufficient economic support, unsustainable motivations for
urbanization, and increasing living risks in the central and western regions of China. The future of
these individuals is uncertain, closely tied to the high-quality development of counties, the
urbanization capabilities of the new generation of farmers, and the rural revitalization strategy. These
cases remind us that research on China’s county-level urbanization cannot be viewed through a one-
dimensional lens of farmers simply ‘ moving to the county’ It must also incorporate the opposite
perspective of farmers “returning to the countryside”. It will be a relatively long-term process for
farmers to establish deep roots in county towns. The back-and-forth movement between “ migrating to
the town” and “returning to the countryside” will likely remain a common feature of China’s county-
level urbanization.

Keywords: County Urbanization; Farmers Returned to Their Hometowns; The Central and Western

Regions of China; Incremental Urbanization

152



