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Outflow and Return Flow: A Study on Rural Labor Mobility during the First Five-Year Plan Period
CHANG Mingming HU Pan

(School of Economics/Economic History Research Center . Zhongnan University of Economics and Law, Wuhan 430073, China)

Abstract:In 1953, China implemented the First Five-Year Plan to develop the national economy, in-
itiating large-scale economic construction centered on heavy industry, which stimulated the flow of
rural laborers into cities. The rural laborers migrating to urban areas exhibited the following main
characteristics: (1) movement primarily directed towards regions with concentrated industrial con-
struction projects; (2) migration mainly involving young and middle-aged laborers; (3) partial mi-
gration was organized; (4) migrants tended to stay in cities for an extended period. However, due
to the country’s weak economic foundation and underdeveloped industries, the capacity to absorb
surplus rural labor was limited. The unregulated inflow of rural laborers into cities created challen-
ges for the development of both urban and rural economies. Consequently, the government had to
implement various measures to discourage rural labor migration to cities and mobilize self-initiated
urban migrants to return to their rural hometowns, resulting in a significant return flow of rural la-
borers. Nevertheless, the existing urban-rural and industrial-agricultural disparities continued to
make urban life attractive to rural laborers, leading some to persist in migrating to cities blindly. As
a result, these measures did not achieve their intended effects.

Key words: First Five-Year Plan Period; Rural Labor; Migration to Cities; Return Migration;
Blind Mobility
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