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ABSTRACT: This article examines the ways in which modernization and globalization
are experienced, negotiated, and understood by women in rural-to-urban migra-
tion in contemporary China. In the last two decades, labor mobility in China has in-
creased dramatically, with millions of people leaving the countryside for the prom-
ise of money and a modern life in the coastal special economic zones such as
Shenzhen and in the global cities of Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou. This article
discusses the narratives of rural migrant women working in the city of Beijing. A
striking feature of these narratives is the variety of conflicting evaluations of place
presented, not just by different women, but also by the same individuals. For exam-
ple, the stated wish to stay in the city as long as possible often conflicts with com-
plaints about the hardships faced there. Conversely, it is very common for women to
describe their home in the village with fondness and nostalgia, but to say that they
never want to go back. The author of this article aims to understand the conflicting
evaluations and desires about both geographic and social place that these women
express, and the dilemmas they face in trying to “find their place.” Key to the paper is
an analysis of how local discourses on modernity, gender, and rural/urban differ-
ence shape — in both symbolic and material ways — modernization and globaliza-
tion and their consequences for individuals’ search for a place in the world.

Wang Lan:1 I came to Beijing in 1995. My home is in Shaanxi. I’m twenty-
two this year.…When I first came to Beijing, my single aim was [pause],
that is to say, at home I really wanted to go to school, but my family was
very poor. So I thought if I could come out, I’d have an opportunity to
study, it was just for that aim that I came….
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[Author]: You’ve been here such a long time. Do you feel you now count
as a city person?
Wang Lan: No, I’m still not a city person. I face a lot of suffering. My future
— at the moment I have nothing. This city has given me an opportunity
only to solve my problems of food and clothing, my survival. But I feel my
future is very hazy. So I don’t feel like I belong in this city. And in this city I
receive a lot of discrimination, a lot of unfair treatment. In the eyes of
these people, outsiders are contemptible.…
[Author]: Do you want to stay here long-term or do you think you’ll go
home?
Wang Lan: I really like this city, so I’d very much like to stay here long-term.
There are a lot of opportunities here. At home — my mum, that generation
— they get married, have kids, die, that’s their whole life, it’s very poor,
they just work in the fields and they have absolutely no status, they’re just
housewives. So now my ideal, my goal, is to use my opportunities here to
develop and give full play to my own worth — I want to continually study
and perfect myself, so that I can become part of the city as fast as possible.
Now China has already entered the world,2 so it’s in contact with the
whole world. Here I can see the culture and history of the whole world. I
really want to develop myself and I can do that here. Even though Beijing
has given me a lot of pain and lots of bad impressions, on the whole peo-
ple mature through struggle. (Author interview, Beijing, November 2001)

This article examines the ways in which modernization and globalization are ex-
perienced and their meanings shaped at the most intimate, personal level, tak-
ing women in rural-to-urban migration in China as a case study. In the last two
decades in China, one of the most significant corollaries of the state’s efforts to
develop a market economy and “join tracks with the world” (yu shijie jiejui) has
been a huge increase in labor mobility, as economic restructuring has enabled
both domestic and international capitalists to exploit cheap rural labor, while
growing rural/urban inequalities have led to a flood of people out of the coun-
tryside lured by the promise of money and modernity in the coastal special eco-
nomic zones such as Shenzhen and the global cities of Beijing, Shanghai, and
Guangzhou. Similar to immigrants in other countries, these migrants have only
limited citizenship rights in the cities. Under China’s household registration
system, introduced in the late 1950s, every person is classified according to
place of residence and as belonging to either agricultural or nonagricultural
households. Transferring from rural agricultural to urban registration is usually
extremely difficult. Governments, employers, and others in urban areas, espe-
cially the large metropolises, commonly discriminate against those who do not
have a local/urban household registration. For example, municipal govern-
ments impose regulations limiting migrant employment to a narrow range of
poorly paid, menial jobs; employers provide migrant workers with none of the
job security or welfare benefits extended to local urban workers; urban schools
charge exorbitant fees to enroll migrant children; and public security bureaus
conduct frequent “clean up” campaigns to demolish migrant settlements and
deport migrants.3
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This article is based on research conducted with members of the Beijing Mi-
grant Women’s Club (Dagongmei zhi Jia), a nongovernmental organization set
up in 1996 by the editorial office of the journal Nongjianü (Rural Women). To-
day the Club has a membership of over four hundred, most of whom are young
rural migrant women. Its aim is to provide these women with a place to get to-
gether and share experiences, socialize, and participate in discussions and
classes in literacy, English language, and basic computing skills.4 Some of the in-
formation contained in this article is drawn from the findings of a questionnaire
survey conducted with one hundred members of the Club in the year 2000.5 In
addition, the article draws on interviews and conversations with twenty-two
members of the Club conducted during July-December 2001 and December
2002.6

As illustrated in the interview extract above, a striking feature of the women’s
discussions is the variety of conflicting feelings they have about place. For exam-
ple, the stated wish to stay in the city as long as possible is often at odds with
complaints about the hardships faced there. Conversely, women commonly de-
scribe their home in the village with fondness and nostalgia, but say that they
never want to go back.

In order to understand these conflicting representations of place and desires
about place, this article builds on a combination of two propositions that have
been expressed in recent social science literature. The first is that intercon-
nected aspects of modernization and globalization — the development of tech-
nologies that increase flows of goods, information, ideas, and people; and in-
creases in commerce both within and between nations — result in a fragmen-
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tation, multiplication, and flux in the identities or subject positions that are
available to, or forced upon, individuals, groups, and societies. As Craig
Calhoun puts it,

the modern era brought an increase in the multiplicity of identity schemes
so substantial that it amounted to a qualitative break, albeit one unevenly
distributed in time and space. In the modern era, identity is always con-
structed and situated in a field and amid a flow of contending cultural dis-
courses.…The tension and even incommensurability among the various
discourses — at the extreme where they claim autonomy — appears not
just as an “external” difficulty for individuals but as a series of contradic-
tions within the “subject-self.”7

Modernization and globalization have been occurring unevenly across the
world since the eighteenth century. However, their consequences have been
felt far more intensely and by far more people across the world since the late
twentieth century, with the advent of what has been variously described as “mo-
dernity at large,” “late modernity,” and “postmodernity.”8 Since then, the multi-
plication and fragmentation of identity schemes have increased and become
more widespread as a result of new electronic media and large-scale move-
ments of people9 and by late capitalist industrial strategies of “flexible accumu-
lation.” These last aim to reduce turnover time in both production and con-
sumption, for example by dispersing production to countries with lower wages
and fewer labor controls, by introducing more flexible work regimes and
short-term labor contracts, and by promoting rapidly changing consumer fash-
ions and an aesthetic that celebrates difference and ephemerality.10

In contemporary China, I suggest, the migration of people from rural to ur-
ban areas is emblematic of twentieth and twenty-first century modernization
and globalization. By this I mean two things: First, at the macro level, rural-to-
urban migration is a key outcome of the strategies of “flexible accumulation” of
both domestic and international capitalists, enabled by a state that has tried to
promote rapid economic growth and integration into the global market by stim-
ulating geographical and social mobility on an individual level while at the same
time maintaining key institutions of social differentiation and control such as
the household registration system. Second, for individuals, movement across
the rural/urban divide in China results in experiences of dislocation and the
multiplication of different, often clashing, subject positions, that are typical of
the experience of modernization and globalization.

The second proposition this article develops is that places are important fo-
cal points for intense personal feelings and desires, and for the construction of
both group and individual understandings about identity and social relations.
Thus, for both communities and individuals, feelings of belonging to a particu-
lar place, and conversely of being “out of place,” are often central components
of a sense of identity. However, the rapid and long-ranging movement of both
people and information characteristic of modernization and globalization often
multiplies the number of places in which individuals and groups have an emo-
tional investment or with which they have personal connections.11 This be-
comes a central aspect of the multiplication of subject positions, such that the
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problem of trying to work out their place in the world in both the social and geo-
graphic sense becomes a much more central dilemma for both individuals and
groups.

I will sketch out the contours of this dilemma as it is experienced by rural mi-
grant women in contemporary Beijing. For while, in an abstract sense, the di-
lemma is shared by people across the globalizing world, the ways in which it is
experienced are locally specific. My aim is, first, to identify the conflicting un-
derstandings and desires about place and identity that are expressed by Chinese
migrant women when they talk about their search for a place in the world. Sec-
ond, I seek to explain how these different understandings and desires come
about in terms of migrant women’s individual negotiations of dominant social
norms and discourses. I argue that for these migrants the dilemma of finding a
place in the world is crucially shaped by particular, locally specific discourses re-
lating to gender, rural-urban difference, and modernity.12 The effects of these
discourses are such that, although modernization and globalization do produce
a multiplication of subject positions, the multiplication is by no means un-
bounded: Only a limited range of subject positions is imaginable to any one per-
son, and the possibilities for realizing these imagined subject positions are con-
strained.

The article next examines rural Chinese migrant women’s search for a place
in the world from three different angles. The first section examines images of
place in these women’s reflections on their pasts in the countryside; the second
discusses the understandings of place that emerge when they explain why they
migrated to the city; and the third and final section analyzes their representa-
tions of the city and the countryside as places in which to live in the future and
the long term.

The Place Left Behind

Almost all of my interlocutors spoke of “bitterness” (ku) and hardship in the
countryside and of the limitations that poverty and sexism placed upon their
lives prior to migration to the city. Qiao Xue, for example, was born in 1981 and
grew up in a village in Shaanxi. She has four older sisters, one younger sister,
and a younger brother. Her parents, she said, were feudal and superstitious and
cared more about males than females (zhong nan qing nü), and so kept trying
for a son. Other villagers made comments about her family because “they
thought we had too many children. They had particularly low regard for girls
[tebie dui nühaizi kan de te qing].” Qiao Xue left for Beijing at the age of six-
teen, before finishing junior high school, because the family could not afford to
continue her education.13

Examples such Qiao Xue’s appear to confirm an image of the Chinese coun-
tryside as a backward “other” that is common to both the western and the urban
Chinese imagination. Yet it is important to note that accounts of hardship were
not dominant components of my interlocutors’ narratives. In fact, the majority
of the members of the Migrant Women’s Club with whom I talked, including
those who mentioned hardships, reflected positively on life at home in the
countryside in the context of their past. Typically, they remarked that as children
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their lives had been happier and more carefree than they presently were. Qiao
Xue, for example, said:

I was happier then [as a child]. Even though I didn’t have anything much
good to eat or good clothes to wear because there were so many children,
I still feel that I was happier then than now. I didn’t have to think about
anything.
Expressions of homesickness and nostalgia were common, especially among

younger women who had been in the city for a relatively short time, and among
those who had left a spouse and children behind in the countryside. For exam-
ple, Ma Hua, a 28-year-old woman from Guizhou, left her husband and
one-year-old child to come to Beijing three years ago. At first, she said, she
found living in Beijing extremely difficult. Her separation from her family
caused her much pain; she found her work as a cleaner very tiring; she did not
understand things in Beijing and found Beijing people unpleasant. Gao Xinran,
a 21-year-old from Hebei, had been in Beijing only three months when I met
her. Already engaged to a man in her home county, she had postponed her wed-
ding and come to Beijing against the wishes of both her own parents and her
fiancé, in what she herself characterized as a desperate last-ditch effort to expe-
rience a little freedom before marriage closed in upon her. She was, however,
very aware of the contempt with which she and her fellow migrants were viewed
by Beijingers and of the ways in which the company at which she worked as a
cleaner exploited its migrant workforce. She was lonely and she missed home
terribly. Life in the countryside was more comfortable and relaxed than in the
city, she said. When I said “but farming is hard and full of suffering, isn’t it?” she
countered that during the busy season it was, but otherwise one was free to ar-
range one’s own time. She also said that the city was very luan, meaning chaotic,
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and unsafe, the air in Beijing was bad, and living conditions were cramped. Fur-
thermore, she claimed, country people were warm, whereas city people were
cold and they looked down on others.

In light of the anxieties, alienation, and hardships they suffered in the city, mi-
grant women such as these idealized their past in the countryside, looking back
on it as a time of carefree happiness and freedom, located in a set of intimate
and harmonious family relationships, in a place of space, safety and tranquility,
where life proceeded at a relaxed pace and villagers treated each other warmly
and with respect.

This image contrasts sharply with the stereotype of the Chinese countryside
as being the backward “other” of the modern city.14 But then, in China as else-
where, the nostalgic image of a rural idyll has long played as important a func-
tion as the constitutive “other” in discourses on urbanity and modernity as has
the image of rural backwardness. Thus, in the early twentieth century, modern-
izing urban intellectuals decried the backwardness of the countryside, and took
upon themselves the responsibility of enlightening the peasant masses, while
simultaneously mourning a loss of connection with the idyllic traditional coun-
tryside.15 The same set of images can readily be seen in post-Mao literature, tele-
vision, and film, in which the countryside is alternately depicted as the reposi-
tory of backwardness and as the focus for nostalgia.16 In both sets of images, the
countryside is denied “coevalness” with the city, to use Johannes Fabian’s
term.17 In other words, the countryside is constructed as belonging to and epit-
omizing the past, while the city is the place of the present and the future — of
modernity, progress, and development.

Migrant women’s narratives both draw upon and contribute to discourses of
modernity that deny coevalness between rural and urban. They are exposed to
these discourses most powerfully in the city, but also prior to migration, in the
village. Thus, on the one hand, as will become clearer in later sections of this ar-
ticle, not only have women’s representations of the countryside as “backward”
been colored by their experience in the city, but their original motivations for
leaving home have also been shaped by discourses of modernity through which
the city was presented as a desirable contrast and alternative to the “backward”
countryside. On the other hand, their nostalgia resonates closely with an image
of the countryside as being a more peaceful and more moral place than the city,
which is also found in contemporary, popular nostalgic discourse in both the
city and the countryside. In particular, it echoes and contributes to a nostalgia
for the Maoist era. Such nostalgia for Maoism has been prevalent in both rural
and urban areas since the 1990s, but it is particularly marked in rural areas
where villagers today feel that they have lost the moral and political status they
gained under Mao as members of the revolutionary poor peasant class.18

While they express a nostalgia for the countryside of the past, these women’s
narratives also suggest an understanding of the countryside as the past — as a
place that has been, and should be, left behind. It is noteworthy, for example,
that few of the many women I talked with were nostalgic about the countryside,
and very few expressed any desire to return there. Moreover, I have encoun-
tered very few expressions of pride in the home village among migrant women,
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nor have I observed or heard of any sustained effort on the part of the members
of the Migrant Women’s Club to preserve or share memories, or to maintain as-
pects of village life or native-place culture in the city. Thus, while many of the
Club’s members were interested in photography, and often shared with me and
with one another photographs that they had taken at tourist sites around
Beijing, they very rarely showed photographs of themselves or others in their
family or village and did not display such photographs in their living space.

This suggests an orientation very different from that of overseas migrants
elsewhere, for whom the preservation and observance of home traditions is of-
ten central to the maintenance of community and individual identities.19 It is
also somewhat surprising, given the common assumption that Chinese mi-
grants strongly identify with native place. Networks among people from the
same region in China are important to migrants looking for employment and
housing.20 However, such networks are generally not maintained through
shared cultural activities.21

Rather than conveying pride or enthusiasm for their home village, when mi-
grant women express nostalgia or a longing for home they most commonly
highlight the hardships and dislocation that they suffer in the city. Furthermore,
the homesickness itself is represented as a weakness. For example, Ma Hua,
while extremely homesick, nevertheless said that she had learned to put up with
the suffering. If you come out to work, she said, you have to expect to suffer, so
from now on she would not complain about missing home or about working
hard or getting tired. Numerous other women said that most of the fellow villag-
ers with whom they had originally migrated had missed home so much that they
had been unable to bear it and had soon returned to the village. These women
presented themselves as superior by saying that while they too missed home,
they felt that they would lose face by going home empty-handed after such a
short while, and so they had stayed on.

Finding a New Place

To date, most analyses of motivations for migration in China at the micro as well
as the macro level have emphasized economic factors.22 Among members of the
Migrant Women’s Club, however, strictly economic motivations seemed less im-
portant than a desire for new experiences and personal development. Thus,
Figure 1 shows that, when asked their main reasons for leaving home, 24 per-
cent of respondents to my 2000 survey of the Migrant Women’s Club cited the
backwardness of their hometown or the poverty of their family (jiaxiang
luohou, jiali qiong) as an important reason for out-migration. However, the
most frequently cited reasons were “to develop myself ” (xiang fazhan ziji) (49
percent), “to broaden my horizons” (xiang kaikuo yanjie) (38 percent), “to ex-
ercise independence” (duanlian yixia ziji de duli shenghuo nengli) (33 per-
cent), and “for my education” (weile ziji de jiaoyu) (30 percent). Another 23
percent of respondents said that they left home because there was “nothing to
do at home,” a phrase that points not just to a lack of employment and therefore
income, but also to a sense of boredom.23
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Given their youth and the fact that the majority were single, these women
were not surprisingly more interested in exploring the world, testing new iden-
tities, and exercising independence than older, married migrants, and less con-
cerned with providing a secure future for their families. They were also more in-
fluenced by new social norms and discourses, particularly by the spread of
television culture across the countryside; by the allure of urban and global con-
sumption-based capitalism and modernity that television advertisements and
popular programs promote; by the state’s recent emphasis on the need for
“self-development” (ziwo fazhan) and an improvement in “human quality”
(suzhi) as vital ingredients in national development; and by the claim that mi-
gration to the city is the key to “self-development” and high quality for young ru-
ral people. Statements to this effect are common in the mainstream media. Un-
der Mao the countryside could be a site for young people, both male and
female, to become political activists and model laborers and thereby join the na-
tional march of revolution and progress, albeit as lesser participants than indus-
trial workers. Today, however, the countryside is portrayed as a place of stagna-
tion, and in order to be a part of the nation’s project of development and
modernization, it is claimed, a young rural person must migrate to the city (and
then return to reinvigorate the countryside).24 In the words of one article pub-
lished in the Communist Party’s Ban Yue Tan [Half Monthly Forum], young ru-
ral-to-urban migrant women

have taken the lead and bravely left the closed-up world of farm and field.
Through life in a strange city they have been baptised in civilization
[shoudao wenming de xili] and increased their abilities. They have awak-
ened their thousands of brothers and sisters in the countryside and led
them toward the great classroom of the city to be tempered and trained by
the market economy.25

Gender and marriage patterns also play an important part in unmarried
women’s reasons for wanting to migrate. First of all, young women are often
considered marginal to the rural economy. Farm work is already being done by
their parents, parents-in-law, brothers, or other male relatives, and the little
off-farm employment that is available is also dominated by men. In some cases
even domestic chores are taken care of by an older woman or may only take up a
couple of hours of a woman’s day, leaving her with “nothing to do.” In other
cases, while a woman may be busy with child care and domestic work, because
such chores do not bring in an income they are so devalued in rural China that
they are not considered “work” — they are “nothing.”26 Thus, the phrase “noth-
ing to do,” which many respondents to my survey cited as a reason for migrating
to the city, connotes not just inactivity and the boredom that goes with it but also
a sense of worthlessness.

In areas where out-migration is common the departure of a large proportion
of the village’s young people further contributes to the sense of boredom,
worthlessness, and loneliness of those left behind. In fact, it is debatable which
came first — out-migration or the widespread notion that there is nothing to do
in the village. Certainly, the opportunity to “see the world,” combined with the
promotion of a dominant discourse about the superiority of the city, has greatly
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exacerbated the feeling among young women that there is nothing to do in the
countryside.

For single women, marginalization in the rural economy is compounded by
patrilocal, exogamous marriage practices and by the assumption that the main
thing that lies ahead for them is marriage and departure from the natal family
and in most cases the village. For a single man, in contrast, the assumption is
that in the near future he will bring in a wife and take over the running of the
family economy. This does not prevent young men from migrating — in fact, na-
tionally, more single men than women leave their village in search of work, but
it may mean that young single men have a different orientation toward migra-
tion. A number of studies claim, for example, that single sons who migrate remit
more than daughters because of the pressure on them and their families to con-
struct a new house to attract a bride.27 More generally, men may be more in-
clined to view migration as a way of fulfilling their obligations as a family bread-
winner, whereas young women may feel those obligations less strongly and may
therefore be relatively “free” to pursue more individually oriented goals.

While impending marriage might, to some extent, free women from eco-
nomic obligations, women also often view marriage as a looming threat. In my
survey of the Migrant Women’s Club, only one respondent said that her out-mi-
gration was motivated by a wish to escape marriage. However, in their conversa-
tions with me, my interlocutors time and again confirmed the significance of es-
caping, or at least delaying, marriage in the countryside. They suggested that
the desire to escape marriage in the countryside and the desire to pursue
self-development in the city are closely related. A future in the countryside
means, to these women, being married to a rural man, having children, and
working in the fields. The image that this conjures up is very different from the
rural idyll that is painted by migrant women reflecting nostalgically upon their
childhoods. It entails low status, predictability, monotony, and drudgery, and an
end to autonomy and to the pursuit of personal hopes and aspirations. This is
the backdrop to their desire to leave the village in search of self-development.

Beyond dreading the confining ties of marriage per se, young migrant
women often express a particular aversion to marriage into agricultural house-
holds in which traditional patriarchal attitudes are strong and women are
doomed, as they see it, to lives of servitude. This feeling of dread is often in-
formed by the observations of their mothers and of other older married women
in the village. The sense of dread has long characterized young rural Chinese
women’s outlooks on marriage, but in recent times women feel this dread more
acutely, ironically because new ideas and new possibilities have emerged
through migration and a growing level of communication between villages, cit-
ies, and other parts of the world. These mean that young rural women hope and
to some extent expect that migration will provide a route out of the married life
in the village that their mothers have led. Yet, although the length of migrant so-
journs away from home has been increasing in recent years (see below), ex-
tremely high obstacles to settlement in the city mean that most migrants — male
and female — continue to return to the countryside after less than a year in the
city. Scholars have shown that migration increases the resources, including per-
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sonal power and autonomy, of some returning migrant women. However, the
majority go back to lives of marriage, domestic work, and agriculture not so very
different from those of their mothers’ generation. Having tasted the freedom
and excitement of single life in the city, many of these women find it difficult to
adjust to married life in the village and express high levels of discontent.28 The
example these women provide can only reinforce among younger village
women a desire to taste the freedom of the outside world and a dread of return-
ing and marrying in the village.

The Place of Desire

Scholars and government officials have assumed that rural migration in China is
mostly seasonal and/or circulatory, that rural migrants still see “home” as being
in the countryside, and that their sojourns away from that home, though they
may be repeated, are brief. There is some evidence, though, that migrants’ so-
journs are increasing in length and that increasing numbers of migrants view
their residence in the city as long-term. In Beijing, the 1997 census of the float-
ing population reported that 64 percent of migrants had been away from home
for more than six months.29 By 2002, that figure had increased to 74 percent.30

Some studies also indicate that women migrants tend to stay away from the vil-
lage for longer periods than men. A large-scale survey conducted in 1995 by the
Ministry of Agriculture found, for example, that among rural migrants from
Sichuan and Anhui, the average length of time away from home was 9.3 months
for men, but 10.7 months for women.31 Other studies indicate that among mi-
grants residing in large cities, women express greater satisfaction with their situ-
ation than men, and a greater desire to stay there permanently.32

My own study is not representative of all migrants, or even of female mi-
grants, for most of the women I talked with had been in Beijing for some years
and expressed a desire to remain in the city in the long term. In the following
section, however, I will try to extrapolate from what I learned of the desires and
aspirations of my interlocutors to suggest why significant, and possibly grow-
ing, numbers of migrant women wish to stay away from their “home” in the
countryside for as long as possible, despite the discrimination and hardships
they face in the city.

In my survey of the Migrant Women’s Club, 37 percent of respondents an-
swered “do not know” in response to the question “If it is possible, do you think
you will live long term in Beijing [ruguo keneng ni xiang zai Beijing changqi
shenghuo xiaqu ma]?” Another 30 percent indicated that they would not stay
long term in the city, and 33 percent said they would (N=92). The high percent-
age of respondents who answered “do not know” is a reflection of the sense of
uncertainty and ambivalence that migrant women feel about their future in the
city. The 33 percent figure for those saying they would stay in the city is higher
than has been reported in other studies. All the same, conversations with mem-
bers of the Club suggested to me that this figure underestimates the extent to
which migrant women commonly wish to stay in the city.33

Most of my interlocutors said that life in the city is hard. The city offers them
the opportunity for little more than basic survival. They find that they can earn
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just enough to get by in
the city or, if they are do-
ing well, to send a bit of
money home each
month, but they can do
little else. They live in
poor-quality housing and
struggle to find work that
is relatively stable, where
the wage is not too low
and their employers not
too abusive. The jobs they
find generally involve tir-
ing, menial work and pro-
vide few opportunities
for advancement or the
acquisition of transfer-
able skills. They also feel
lonely and constantly
looked down upon by ur-
banites. Those in em-
ployment have very little
leisure time, their move-
ments and contacts with
others are often restricted
by their employers, espe-
cially in the case of live-in
maids and workers in
small sweatshops, and, in
any case, they usually lack
the money and the energy to go out in their time off work.

For all this, many said that they enjoy a sense of expanded horizons and of
freedom and autonomy in the city. The potential opportunity for self-develop-
ment, especially by taking classes and learning skills that might improve their
employability, was also important to many of these women, even though few
had the money, energy, or time to attend such classes. As Wang Lan indicates, the
sense of being at the heart of global modernity, and the aura of excitement asso-
ciated with this, was another important attraction of the city, and especially of
the capital Beijing. Again, this was most times more a matter of hope and imag-
ined possibilities than of present reality. But despite the harsh reality, the belief
that the city holds the possibility for developing oneself and being a part of a
more exciting modern world continued to be a powerful incentive for these
women to remain in the city for as long as possible. Ruan Shilin, a 23-year-old
who had been in Beijing for five years told me:

I definitely won’t go back [to the countryside] in the short term. In Beijing
I have things I want to do. If you go home there’s nothing much to do. Of
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course, there are things you can do — you can farm — but [pause] I feel I
definitely couldn’t go back in the short term. Because now Beijing has en-
tered the world and it’s won the bid for the Olympic Games. The pressures
here are very great. You might feel if you go home there’s no pressure —
you can feed and clothe yourself without feeling pressured — but it’s bor-
ing. Even though working outside is full of suffering — you go to work at
seven in the morning and don’t finish till nine in the evening, and in the
evenings it’s cold and you feel very tired — but, still, it’s interesting. After
all, we’re young. Maybe when I’m fifty I’ll feel “aiya, it’s so cold in winter,
having to get up to go to work.” [pause] But now when I phone home,
nothing much is happening.
While the dynamism of the city exerts a powerful pull, my interlocutors indi-

cated that the desire not to return to the countryside — because it is too poor,
villagers’ thinking is too “backward” and “feudal,” farming is too draining, and
they would not be able to readjust to rural life after living in the city — is often an
even stronger motivation for remaining in Beijing. The longer they stayed in the
city, the more this feeling grew, despite a realization that their future in the city
would also be limited. Zhang Ning had been in Beijing for eight years when I
first met her in 2001. She had recently married another migrant and the couple
lived in a cramped, rented room in a migrant settlement on the outskirts of the
city. Zhang Ning had been unemployed for eighteen months and felt that her fu-
ture prospects for employment and for self-development were bleak. However,
when I asked her about prospects back in her husband’s home county in Hebei,
Zhang Ning said that there were no industries there and she did not know how
to farm. “I feel that if you made me go back to live in the countryside now, I
wouldn’t be used to it. I feel that I’ve been here eight years and studied a few
things and if you told me to go back I wouldn’t be willing.” Like many women
who had been away from the countryside for some years, Zhang Ning said that
her thinking had changed a great deal in the time she had been in Beijing. After
she had worked in Beijing for a while, and participated in the Migrant Women’s
Club, she said,

My worldview broadened a lot, and I wasn’t just trying to earn a bit of
pocket money the way I had been when I first came out, or thinking I’d just
come out to have a look. I wanted to find a way of living for myself. I didn’t
want to go back because going back there’d be no way to find a life, only
farming. It’d be as if I’d never come out. If you want to do something like
run a factory, if you don’t have capital you won’t be able to. It’s too back-
ward. A lot of young people have left. Mostly it’s just old people and chil-
dren at home, and those who can’t leave because they’re sick.

Despite the hardships they faced as “outsiders” without local registration in
Beijing, Zhang Ning and her husband had no thoughts of returning, either to
her home county in Anhui or to his in Hebei. His family, she said, had not built a
new house, “so if I went back there I wouldn’t have anywhere to live, so I’m not
going back. His parents just live in a mud house in the mountains.”

Caught between disillusion about their possibilities in the city and the dis-
heartening prospect of a return to the countryside, single migrant women often
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express their dilemmas through their anxieties about, and deliberations over,
marriage. The pressure on young women to marry is enormous, and this, com-
bined with their struggles and sense of alienation in the city, leads the majority
of single migrant women to return to the countryside to marry when they are in
their early to mid twenties. There are signs, though, that their experiences of mi-
gration are leading increasing numbers of rural women to delay marriage.34

Away from home, and earning their own income, young rural women often gain
self-confidence and feel they can postpone marriage later than would normally
be possible in the village. Their exposure to modern urban values also means
that they often expect to have more say in whom they marry. Many seek marriage
with a fellow migrant, who may or may not be from the same province as them-
selves. They hope that such men, because they have had some exposure to the
world as a result of migration, will be more open-minded and less conservative
than the average rural man, whom they disparagingly refer to as “dirt head, dirt
brain” (tutou tunao de).35 Some women who marry fellow migrants return to
settle in their husband’s home village and have children there. When allowed to
by their in-laws, some return to the city to work, both before and after their chil-
dren are born.36 Others, like Zhang Ning, remain in the city, at least for a time.37

The dilemmas that young single migrant women face in finding a place for
themselves are such that they are often vague and indecisive when asked about
their aspirations. They talk simply of living “one day at a time” (zou yitian, suan
yitian).38 At the same time, though, many feel that time is running out on them
because they are approaching an age when they will be considered “old maids”
too old for anyone to want to marry. This anxiety is compounded by the under-
standing that most urban employers in the manufacturing and service sectors
prefer to hire migrant women in their teens and twenties and commonly sack
women past the age of thirty.39

Although most migrant women conform to the dominant rural expectation
that they return to the countryside to marry in their early twenties, a few people
have voiced concern about the social consequences of the large number of un-
married rural women in their late twenties and thirties who have already lived in
Beijing for several years and now have little chance of marrying. For example,
two studies argue that a failure to marry and have children by the age of
twenty-five is reinforcing a sense of rootlessness and an inability to adapt back
to rural life among increasing numbers of migrant women.40 Others worry
about the economic security of single rural women who stay long term in the
city. One of my migrant interlocutors, who herself was unusual in having mar-
ried a Beijing man and settled in the city, lamented that a younger sister, who
worked in a beauty parlor in Shenzhen, was already older than thirty but was
destitute (yi wu suo you):

She hasn’t married and she doesn’t have children. She’s more than thirty
and she doesn’t have her own family. When she gets to forty, she won’t be
able to find work, how will she live in the city? I’ll have to look after her.
She has an older sister, but what about all the others? So, how come I can
stay in the city? It’s just because I have a husband. If I didn’t have a husband
here I don’t know how I’d manage either.
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Of the twenty-two female members of the Migrant Women’s Club with whom
I had in-depth discussions, only five expressed a clear wish or plan to return to
the countryside. I sketch out two of their positions below because their cases il-
lustrate a number of issues that are common to young rural migrant women try-
ing to find their place in the world. Liu Yu left her home village in Sichuan at the
age of seventeen in order to earn some money so that her younger brother and
sister could go to school. When I first met her, Liu Yu was unhappy in the city
and wanted only to return home. However, her future in the village had been
greatly compromised by the fact that she had been raped by her employer in her
first job in Beijing as a maid. Apart from an older male cousin whom she had
contacted for help when she was in hospital, no one in her village knew that Liu
Yu had been raped. Word did get out, though, that she had been in the hospital
and this, combined with a general anxiety about the loose morals of women
who left home to work, was enough for villagers to suspect that Liu Yu was a
“fallen woman.” Rumors caused Liu Yu’s fiancé, to whom she had been engaged
before her migration, to call off their wedding. Even before this happened, Liu
Yu felt that, despite being in love with her fiancé, the stigma of rape meant that
she had to end their engagement and that she would never marry. Even if she
could find a man willing to marry a “fallen woman” she would always feel bad
about herself and it would always be something in the way between them.

Several months after the rape, Liu Yu recovered enough to work and found a
job in a factory in a Beijing suburb. She had conflicting thoughts about her fu-
ture. On the one hand, she wanted to return home in order to look after her par-
ents, who suffered from ill health, and because she disliked living in the city. On
the other hand, she did not know what work she would do back in the village.
Unlike most migrant women she was not averse to returning to farm work, but
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she doubted she had either the skills or the strength to be a farmer and felt that,
in any case, such work would not bring in enough money. She was hopeful that
she might find work in one of the factories that had been set up in her home
county in the last few years, but with only three years of schooling she did not
rate her chances highly. Then there was the problem of marriage and what peo-
ple would say about her in the village, and she was afraid of running into her for-
mer fiancé. For the time being, Liu Yu said, it was all too hard to think about. She
would just take each day one at a time and try to have a bit of happiness for her-
self.

In early 2003 Liu Yu returned to her natal village. Shortly afterward she wrote
that she was back at home but it wasn’t really her home. She explained:

In China the only home a girl can have is that of her husband once she has
married. Where I live now is my younger brother’s home, not mine. I don’t
want to marry. My parents are angry at me for that and I feel my future is
uncertain. I am tired of living. I’m another year older already. Sometimes I
wish that time would stop and go no further. That way I would no longer
cause my family such trouble.

Several months later she was back in Beijing, once more working as a maid. A
letter explained:

I really didn’t want to come back to Beijing, but I had no choice. The gos-
sip in the village was so frightening and I couldn’t take villagers’ old ways
of thinking. To be a farmer and have my own farm — that’s just a dream
now. Coming back to Beijing I feel so lost. Today is the first day of the new
year.…For three years I’ve worked hard to be a normal, happy girl, but to-
day I still have tears pouring down my face. During the day I can steel my-
self to smile, but in the evening I face my shadow and I know I’m alone.
Sounds so poetic, doesn’t it? My whole life is a tale of sorrow and mis-
ery….But I’m just one of millions of migrant women workers.
Deng Yiyan is my second example of a migrant woman who expressed a de-

sire to return to the countryside. Originally from a village in Shandong, Yiyan
migrated to Beijing in 1989 at the age of seventeen because her relations with
her family were tense; she felt that she had had no status or autonomy at home
and her contribution to the household economy was unrecognized. She
worked in Beijing for many years, but her ambition was to return to the land,
and during her spare time she studied accounting and read up on fruit farming
techniques. After saving up for a while she gave up her job in Beijing and went
home. She explained:

I thought I’d go home and go into business with members of my family. I
thought I could plant fruit trees or else seedlings, because you can earn a
lot of money planting seedlings. I’ve had a look at the market. Everyone
cursed at me. Then they sent me away. They wouldn’t agree. They felt that
the status of peasants is very low and it’s full of hardship. They felt that if
you work in the city it’s clean, while in the countryside you spend the
whole day covered in mud and it’s very dirty. Moreover, other people will
look down on you, and the conditions are poor. They said that, as a girl, I
might be able to marry into the city and change my fate — that city people
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have better lives than rural people.…I thought I’d sign a contract [with lo-
cal government] to run an orchard. But I’m not the head of a household,
so I couldn’t do that independently. That is to say, even if you have money,
you can’t necessarily be the one to make the decisions. Girls can’t do any-
thing in the countryside. You can only become independent of your par-
ents once you’ve married, but then you must do as your husband says. If
my family had been willing for me to stay at home, they could have let me
take my portion of land. But they wouldn’t let me, they believed I was just
a dependant.
Deng Yiyan disagreed with her family that the countryside was too dirty and

too poor. “I don’t think earth is dirty…and farming isn’t necessarily hard work
— it depends how you do it.” She had read several books on agriculture and had
various ideas on how to farm more efficiently, how to process agricultural prod-
ucts, and how to sell them in the city for a larger profit. But her family just
laughed at her.

I thought I’d earn some money and do things on my own. What I didn’t ex-
pect was that as a girl I wouldn’t have the power to do that. Even if I just
grew vegetables, if I took them to sell in the city I’d make more profit than
just farming. What’s more, I could get them interested and make them be-
lieve me, so that they would no longer envy city people and would like the
countryside. I really hate them. I hate the people in my home village. I feel
I’ve done so much studying and it’s all been for nothing. Later, when I
came back [to Beijing] I didn’t feel like doing anything. I was really pissed
off.
When I met Deng Yiyan in 2001 she was twenty-nine and single, and had

been in Beijing for almost thirteen years, although during that time she occa-
sionally had returned home for short periods. At the time, she was employed in
a real estate firm, having previously worked a long string of jobs, including as a
maid, a hospital orderly, a cook, a canteen manager, an accountant, in an adver-
tising company, and as the owner of a clothing stall. She still hoped to marry and
have a family because she was lonely, and because “that way it’s more conve-
nient, because Chinese people’s opinions on this are still very strong.” Her
other ambition was to buy some land in the countryside to set up a farm and
start an elderly people’s home without having to get her family’s permission.

Deng Yiyan’s aspirations to return to the land and her forthright repudiation
of the assumption that city people have better lives than country people run
counter to dominant official and popular urban discourses on development,
modernity, and the superiority of the city. They are also very different from the
views of most rural migrants and villagers, such as Deng Yiyan’s family, among
whom the superiority of urban life is generally taken to be simple common
sense. Some migrants are drawn home to the countryside by homesickness or
by a sense of obligation to their rural families and to their home village. Many
others return to the village because of pressure from their family, because they
feel that an urban future is beyond them, or because of harsh experiences in the
city. The great majority, nonetheless, equate the city with desirable modernity
and self-development, while the countryside is associated, at best, with security
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and stasis. Deng Yiyan is extremely rare among migrant women in perceiving
the countryside as a potential site for both self- and collective development.

As an exception to the rule, Deng Yiyan’s narrative illustrates the potency of
discourses relating to rural/urban difference and modernity, and their hold on
the mind-sets of urbanites, ruralites, and rural migrants alike. Like Liu Yu’s,
Deng Yiyan’s narrative also demonstrates the power of discourses on gender,
sexuality, and marriage in shaping women’s sense of place. Thus, Deng Yiyan is
unusually vocal about the restrictions that gender places on rural women and
bitter about the fact that gender discourse has both pushed her out of the village
and thwarted her return to it. And yet, for all her rebellion, Deng Yiyan longs to
be able to conform to gender and marriage norms, because to be outside of
them is both less “convenient” and lonely. In the narratives of both Deng Yiyan
and Liu Yu, as in fact in those of many others, one gets the sense that gender is at
least as important as discourses on rural/urban difference in shaping women’s
desires regarding place and the possibility of them achieving those desires.

Conclusion

In contemporary China, as elsewhere, modernization and globalization have
been accompanied by an increased dominance of discourses that privilege the
city as the site of modernity and development. These discourses and the denial
of coevalness between countryside and city that they entail have become so
thoroughly absorbed in the outlooks and subjectivities of individuals that to
hear a rural migrant deny the superiority of the city and advocate the country-
side as the site of self- and collective development is truly startling.

Both at the level of dominant national discourse and at the level of individual
experiences, subjectivities, and narratives, however, understandings of moder-
nity and of the place of the city and the countryside are thoroughly entangled
with gender relations and with discourses and practices relating to age, mar-
riage, and the life-course.

Patrilocal, exogamous marriage practices mean, for example, that impending
marriage lends a different coloring to migrant women’s and migrant men’s re-
flections on the countryside. For men, marriage marks the achievement of iden-
tity as a full member of his community and the assumption of responsibility for
the maintenance and reproduction of his family. When a rural migrant man in
the city thinks back on his home in the countryside, he is most likely to think of it
as the primary locus of his identity and in terms of a continuing tie and commit-
ment. For women, in contrast, marriage has always marked a radical disjunc-
ture: a departure from her natal home, a loss of autonomy, a loss of support
from kin and friends, and the assumption of heavy new responsibilities and
tasks, under the authority of scarcely known in-laws. The rupture and loss of
identity that looms with marriage may well mean that rural migrant women look
back upon their childhoods in their natal families in the countryside with
greater nostalgia than do male migrants. It also means, though, that compared
with men migrant women tend to see a future in the city as holding greater po-
tential for development than life in the countryside, and they commonly view a
return to the countryside with greater anxiety and dread than men.
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This picture is complicated by gender inequalities and by discrimination and
sexual violence against women. Relative to men, young women migrants have
fewer chances of advancement in terms of income generation, skills acquisition,
and the achievement of status in the public sphere in both rural and urban ar-
eas, and are more vulnerable to sexual exploitation and violence. They are also
more subject to censure with regard to their sexual morality and behavior.

We have, here, a complex weaving together of dominant discourses and per-
sonal subjectivities, and of “tradition” and “modernity”: “Modern” develop-
ment involves urban employers making full use of “traditional” gender inequali-
ties and rural marriage practices to exploit young rural migrant women as a
cheap, expendable labor force. It also involves “traditional” sexual discrimina-
tion and sexual violence, directed disproportionately against young rural mi-
grant women. And yet, young rural migrant women are often the most enthusi-
astic proponents and subjects of urban, globally oriented “modernity” and
“development,” in large part because of their positioning in, and negativity to-
ward, “traditional” rural gender relations and marriage practices. However, as
we have seen in this article, how all of this pans out in the actions, experiences,
and stories of rural migrant women varies, in surprising and sometimes tragic
ways, from one individual to another.
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