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 Huiyang was in her early 30s when I  fi rst met her; over the course of several hours 
of interviews, I came to see her as the success story that so many rural migrant 
women aspire to. She had grown up in a poor rural family, one of four children. Her 
family was classi fi ed as “peasant,” with a rural hukou. She managed to graduate 
from middle school, at the age of 16, but was unable to pursue further education 
because of her family’s straitened circumstances and the lack of schooling in her 
rural region. Huiyang found small jobs for several years after graduating, working 
 fi rst in agricultural jobs, and then  fi nding ways to earn small amounts selling goods 
in a local market. She described her earlier life as very dif fi cult: “I was always worried 
about not selling enough, and if I did not sell enough, I did not have enough money. 
I was always worried, always had to work, I worked all the time. I started work 
early, and  fi nished late in the evening. I used to ride a bike then, and carry 100 jin 
[over 100 lb] or more of things every day.” When she was 28, Huiyang managed to 
land a job in a big factory in the Dalian Economic Zone and has worked there since. 
In her conversations, she makes it clear how important her family life is to her. 
She had married someone whom a relative had introduced to her and they have a 
10 year old daughter. She and her husband have bought an apartment in the Zone. 
Perhaps most importantly, they both now have urban  hukou , allowing them access 
to urban services; her daughter goes to school in the Zone and Huiyang has dreams 
that her daughter will eventually be able to attend university, something completely 
unavailable to Huiyang herself as a rural peasant. 

 By the standards of most in this region, Huiyang epitomizes success: a rural 
migrant who has achieved of fi cial urban status, whose daughter has a promising 
future in front of her. She herself assesses her life very positively. Huiyang works at 
least 8 hours a day on an assembly line at an American-owned factory; there, she 
makes a salary considered good relative to the salary she might earn at another fac-
tory and much more than she ever imagined making when she had been living in the 
village. Her hours at the factory are bookended by hours spent in housework and 
childcare, work for which she is nearly solely responsible. In spite of this very busy 
life, she insists her life is great and not at all dif fi cult. “I don’t have any worries…

    Chapter 1   
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Look at me,” she insists, “I never wake before 5 and I usually am asleep at 10. It is 
not tiring work at all!” 

 Huiyang’s positive assessment of her life in the Dalian Economic Zone (DEZ) 
and the efforts she put into achieving it represent the experiences of many women 
there, most of whom are rural migrants. In my research, I have sought to understand 
the perspectives of Huiyang and other rural migrants. Many of them talked about 
the promise of a new life, a different and better life, than they had left behind in rural 
villages, and the efforts it took or would take to reach their goals. This project 
focuses on the family lives of married women who have migrated from rural 
villages to urban spaces. I argue that Dalian women 1  live their lives amid two major 
inequalities: as women, they must grapple with long-standing and deeply embedded 
gender inequalities; but in their conversations, they are even more focused on a 
second inequality, that of the urban/rural divide. These inequalities are central to 
understanding Dalian women’s lives and we will see how they have in fl uenced their 
lives, their choices, and their futures. But equally important is the discourse of 
modernity in contemporary China, a discourse that has been constructed through 
gender, family and the urban/rural divide. This force is best analyzed at the societal 
level, but it nonetheless has a powerful impact on individuals. A close examination 
of Dalian women’s lives illuminates both the new promises and beginnings in the 
lives of these women and in China more generally but also indicates the continuation 
of past practices. 

 The Dalian Economic Zone, where this research takes place, is part of southern 
Liaoning Province in Northeast China and on the coast of the Yellow Sea. The Zone 
lies some 35 km northeast of Dalian city. Shenyang, a major industrial city, is situated 
about 350 km north of the Zone. Northeast China is known for having some of the 
heaviest industrial investment anywhere in China. Shenyang is considered one of 
the most polluted cities in the country 2 ; the city’s water and air have been collecting 
the output of factories and enterprises for years. Between and around these urban 
areas are numerous villages where peasants grow rice, apples, and vegetables for 
the urban market. 

 In the late 1990s and early 2000s, when most of this research took place, the 
Dalian Economic Zone was hardly a bustling place. The Economic Zone is relatively 
new. First opened in 1984, for most of the last 25 years, it remained a relatively quiet 
space. The ornamental trees lining the streets are still small, the buildings clearly 
recently built. The Zone counts many wide boulevards and streets but only in the 
last few years have the streets begun to take on the bustle and energy usually seen in 
urban areas; for much of the past couple decades, these streets often seemed nearly 

   1   In this book, I sometimes use a shorthand, “Dalian women” to describe these women. But I refer 
– always – to women who live and work in the DEZ.  
   2   Shenyang has been making progress since 1988 when it was named one of the ten most polluted 
cities in the world by the World Health Organization, but it is still a city with environmental 
problems.  
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deserted and even now, there are stretches of wide boulevards with few people to be 
seen. The area is designed as an industrial zone, and there are areas where nearly the 
only structures visible are large box-like factory buildings. In other places, aban-
doned construction sites litter the landscape. Other areas are more populated but 
during the winter months, the winds howl often and strongly enough that people 
rush from building to building. There are neighborhoods here, and these are increasing 
in number and in population density, but they still lack the long and complex histories 
of neighborhoods in most Chinese cities; neighbors often don’t know each other or 
their families very well. Nevertheless, lives are shaped, created and enjoyed amidst 
this sometimes harsh physical environment; here and there, people shop and gather 
and eat. The streets are paved, often lined with cobbled sidewalks; tall buildings 
house families, children, fathers, mothers, friends, and relatives. Around any of the 
several schools in the Zone you can  fi nd small vendors selling snacks to the students, 
and at certain times of the day, the streets are full of colorfully dressed children and 
their parents on their way to or from school. The big market is always busy, and in 
the morning and evening, there are many small stands where farmers and others sell 
goods to those shopping for evening meals. Bicycles and small motorcycles swish 
to and fro, ringing bells and horns as they make their way through the crowds. There 
is now a large, bustling shopping center with modern stores, including a KFC and 
even a Starbucks. Of fi ce workers, in fashionable out fi ts and business clothes, bustle 
from their of fi ce to restaurants for lunch meetings or just an informal get-together 
with colleagues and friends. At certain times of the day, hundreds of factory workers, 
most of them young women, leave the factory grounds together to make their way 
to the small markets or food stalls. Some wear their factory uniforms and others are 
dressed in colorful, fashionable street clothes, with heeled shoes, faces made up, 
and carrying pretty bags. 

 But for all these markers of urban, the Dalian Economic Zone is also different 
from other urban areas, including Dalian city. In fact, it is much easier for rural 
migrants to reside here than in the city; the restrictions on living in the city are much 
greater, and these different rules of residence for outsiders re fl ect the differences 
between zone and city. The Zone is not a full- fl edged city, lacking at least the 
historical weight of Dalian city. But it also a more transient place, with rural 
migrants, many of them on short-term work contracts and residence permits, making 
up a large proportion of the population. 

 In spite of any of the DEZ’s limitations, many migrant women see their lives in 
the Dalian Economic Zone as successful. In the Dalian Economic Zone, women 
carve lives out of sometimes unfriendly environments. Most of these women are 
rural migrants, with no formal or of fi cial promise of what their future holds, living 
on temporary or non-existent work and household permits, and seemingly at the 
mercy of factory management who orders their lives in severe ways, in ways that 
seem very different from the lives they left in their home villages. But when asked, 
most of these women see themselves as very lucky, clearly seeing the area as a place 
of enormous possibility both for themselves and their family members. While most 
arrive in the Zone on temporary work permits, most hope and work toward more 
permanent settlement. 
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 What is it about the Dalian Economic Zone that would push Huiyang and all the 
other rural migrant women with whom I talked to make every effort both to get to 
the zone and to  fi nd a way to stay there? From my own perspective, the DEZ was 
not a very charming or attractive place, but several women I talked to described it as 
“paradise.” To understand how these migrant women came to see the DEZ so posi-
tively requires an understanding of social, economic, and ideological forces both 
large and small, near and far. 

 In this book, my purpose is to examine the lives of these migrant women, particularly 
married women, who work in factories and other jobs in the Dalian Economic Zone 
(DEZ). But before I began to hear the stories of women, I had a different set of 
research questions; those evolved once I began  fi eldwork and listened to women 
talking about their lives. I started this project focused on a question about power in 
families. I asked: how do these new jobs affect women’s power in their families? 
I was particularly interested in various issues of power in this context of a new 
 economic zone: women’s interpretation of power in their own lives, the sources of 
power they claim, the hindrances and obstacles they face to achieving power, and 
the ways they assert their power. 

 In the course of my  fi eldwork, I quickly realized that while that question was still 
relevant and an important one to examine, in order to answer it, I had to broaden my 
perspective and shift my focus in ways that addressed other important issues in the 
lives of Dalian migrant women. When Dalian women talked about and assessed 
their lives, they did not focus on the questions of gender and family inequality that 
were the driving questions of my research. Rather, in interviews and conversations, 
they turned again and again to how well they had succeeded (or not) in their quest 
to become urban residents. As I listened to their stories and to their dreams and 
frustrations, it became clear how even the most intimate spheres of their lives were 
shaped by wider social, political, and economic forces. Thus, my project took a 
slightly different turn, in order to bring these different spheres of social life together. 
I came to understand the necessity of employing an approach that brings together 
micro-level politics with larger political, ideological, and discursive in fl uences (see 
also Ferguson  1999  ) . Understanding the micro-politics of family power would not 
be possible without recognizing and addressing rural migrant women’s desires and 
the ways they were focused on urban residence. Together, they allow us insight into 
both the most far-reaching and the smallest levels of social life in China today. 

 I reframed my research question in order to understand why Dalian women were 
so focused on achieving urban residency and on the differences—the inequalities—
between rural and urban areas, that when they talked about other issues in their 
lives, it was often through that lens. How, I began to ask, does gender inequality—at 
work, but particularly in their families—relate to these issues of urban and rural 
inequality? Gail Hershatter’s advice is relevant here: she suggests that scholars take 
note when gender matters to participants and when it seems to recedes (Hershatter 
 2007 : 116); she argues that “we need to track when and by whom it is used or 
discarded, as well as attending to how and why it is entwined with or displaced by 
other categories” (117). That perspective became central to my project, as I sought 
to understand how gender was entwined with other inequalities and categories, 
particularly the urban/rural divide and modernity. 
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 Thus, while this book, and the research on which it is based, examines the issues 
of women’s power in a changing Chinese society, it is not possible to ask as simple 
a question as whether or not these women have power or whether these new jobs 
and new urban lives give them more power. And while it may be easy to compare 
the scenes of rural and urban China and see those differences as the obvious reason 
women move to work in the factories or want to acquire a permanent urban resi-
dency, I argue that it is not simply urban/rural differences that underlie women’s 
behavior and goals. There is no simple binary, with urban areas posited as good 
against the backward rural villages; many women envision Dalian as paradise for a 
variety of reasons that are enmeshed in very complex constructions. My goal is to 
tease apart those complexities to understand the gendered nature of modernity and 
power as these play out in urban and semi-urban environments and to explore how 
they in fl uence women’s constructions of identity and success. Women’s power, the 
ways they de fi ne that power and how they use, resist, construct, and shape power, is 
in fl uenced not only by their own decisions, determinations, and skills but by the 
way that power has been constructed and resides in and through the social structures 
in which they live (Allen  1999  ) . We can think of women as performing gender, but 
they do so in ways that re fl ect that social landscape; women are constructing 
 themselves and their lives using pieces of the world around them, often in new and 
creative ways. 

 This study looks at multiple levels of in fl uences on the lives and futures of 
Dalian women to understand why women see the Dalian Economic Zone as para-
dise. It focuses on the lives of individual women, and builds on their own stories, 
examining individual-level characteristics such as the role of education or family 
background. We have to address and attend to the details of these individual lives; it 
is important that these women are rural migrants working in an Economic Zone, and 
mostly married. Their lives and experiences are situated within a number of overlap-
ping and crosscutting social, political, ideological, and historical conditions. But it is 
also necessary to be attentive to the in fl uences and features—the social, political, 
economic and ideological landscapes—that lie outside these individual lives, at the 
community, national, and even global levels. These features are complex, contradic-
tory and complementary and women in Dalian adapt to them and adapt them in novel 
fashion, crafting paths and lives for themselves that re fl ect the different resources 
and in fl uences around them. As individuals, women live their lives and plan their 
futures within these larger social structures, structures that shape the paths that they 
take or do not follow. The larger structures by no means determine outcomes, but we 
can nevertheless see the power—the constraints and opportunities—of these larger 
structures and issues in lives of individual women. Particularly key have been the 
two inequalities of gender and rural/urban residence. 

 Gender shapes the lives of all women and men in China today and plays a role at 
the national, village, family, and individual levels. Gender in fl uences the hopes, 
opportunities of, and expectations for village women and often plays a role in women’s 
decisions about their future (Hershatter  2007 ; Judd  1994  ) . Equally important is the 
enormous urban/rural divide in China today, which has become a de fi ning feature of 
the Chinese social landscape  (  Attane 2002 ; Solinger  1999  ) . This divide has an eco-
nomic component, as urban China receives the greater share of resources and attention 
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of China’s plans for future economic growth. But the division between rural and 
urban China is also symbolic and is tied to constructions of modernity and development; 
these too in fl uence women as they make decisions about their lives or even imagine 
the possibilities. While these overarching structures play in fl uential roles in women’s 
lives, individual women experience and address these differently, bringing to the 
mix their own characteristics, hopes, plans, and skills. 

 This study focuses primarily on married women working in the Dalian Economic 
Zone in multinational and Chinese factories. Their lives and strategies suggest the 
ways that identity is crafted, constructed, and shaped by forces as far away as the 
state and as individual as a woman’s access to education, the roles her husband 
plays in the family and household, or her own personal goals. In spite of the 
contrasts with rural areas, women working in this economic zone do not lead easy 
lives. Most of them work in factories and other enterprises for long hours at low pay, 
at least by the standards of industrialized countries. Their working lives are similar 
to women’s lives in other economic zones around the world (see Fernandes  1997 ; 
Freeman  2000 ; Kim  1997 ; Lee  1998  ) . As these and other scholars have noted, 
understanding the connections between the workers in these economic zones and 
larger issues of globalization, world capitalism, and labor struggles is central to 
placing the overarching design of these economic zones and the workers in them. 
Pun  (  1999,   2005  ) , for example, has examined how rural migrant women “become 
dagongmei” (“working girls”) in China’s Shenzhen area. She argues that these 
(mostly unmarried) women and their experiences are linked to the state’s and 
 market’s construction of class in contemporary China and the ways that rural migration 
is linked to the needs of national development and global capitalism. 

 My work complements the work of these and other scholars (Chang  2009 ; Jacka 
 2005b ; Sun  2009a  ) ; the women in Dalian, like the women in all other economic 
zones in China (and elsewhere) represent and mirror key issues in global capitalism 
today. Nevertheless, my focus is different than that of some other scholars. My 
interest is less in their lives at work than in their family lives. And, again, my 
primary concern is the lives of married women; as we will see, their marital status 
in fl uences their relationships with many social, economic and political institutions 
in key ways. Their roles as mothers bring responsibilities and create pathways 
toward their goals that are directly tied to those roles. Nevertheless, these Dalian 
women, like those Pun and others have written about, are similarly in fl uenced by 
“industrial capitalism [which] simultaneously manipulates wants, lacks, and desire 
and enshrines them among the Chinese peasantry, who not only dream of becoming 
industrial producers but also modern consumers” (Pun  2005 : 13–14). I argue, how-
ever, that for these married women, their position as mothers in fl uences what kind 
of producer and consumer roles they see for themselves. 

 In Dalian, as elsewhere, women’s power in their families is not equal to that of 
their husbands. While many have argued that economic access can translate into 
family power (Blumberg  1991  ) , for these women in Dalian, their work—though 
regular, relatively high paying and in an urban setting—does not necessarily translate 
into equality at home. While they have a certain independence in some areas of their 
lives, their lives are much more circumscribed than their husbands’ and, in most 
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ways, gender inequality is as deeply rooted here as it is elsewhere—in China and 
outside it. At the same time, these new jobs, and this new urban space give women 
access to new forms of power and the ability to maneuver in ways that might have 
been previously unavailable to them. Women in Dalian combine these new opportu-
nities and structures with old structures to create new lives for themselves. Most 
notable, perhaps, is the way that many have taken on the mantle of leaders in their 
household, using new opportunities to  fi nd and promote opportunities and successes 
of family members, particularly their children. 

 The women who make it to the Economic Zone and  fi nd work are often the ones 
that are most able to strategize wisely and successfully. Migration brings dif fi culties 
and dangers, and these women are the ones who have made it through the obstacles. 
But even within these successes, their stories are not ones of widespread or single-
direction change, or absolute equality with men around them, but contain the com-
plexities and contradictions that mirror the environments in which they live. Their 
conversations underscore their belief in their ability to make and achieve goals, to 
assess the situation and  fi nd and follow a path to those goals. In their descriptions 
about work, for example, they use the language of rights and responsibilities, easily 
discussing what they see as their rights in that arena. 

 But their discussions and language about their families and their roles there are 
different in tone and perhaps goal as well. Here women do not strategize, plan, or 
carry out their own plans in the same way that they do in their work arenas. In inter-
views with me, women regularly report that their lives are busier and much less easy 
than are their husbands’, and they acknowledge that by many measures, their 
husbands retain more power than they do—economic control but also more control 
over their own time. But at the same time, women apparently do not address 
perceived inequalities within the household in the same ways that they might 
outside it. About work, women speak of rights and responsibilities, about what they 
are owed and what they need to do to get what is their due. When they speak of 
home, however, they are much more likely to simply shrug their shoulders at the 
inequalities and burdens they face there. While gender inequality seemed strong and 
obvious to me as an outsider, women themselves often responded in ways that 
suggested that gender inequality is not a major concern in their lives. These apparent 
paradoxes raise questions of how women perceive their role and position in their 
households and families, and how gender is enacted in family settings. Women are 
hardly just acquiescing to the inequality in their households. Rather, they seem to be 
focused on other ways and routes to achieve what they consider to be satisfying, 
successful lives. At the same time that they describe dif fi cult, tiring lives, they also 
report satisfaction in their lives. Dalian’s Economic Zone has given them new 
opportunities to reconstruct themselves into modern, successful women. 

 The Dalian Economic Zone invites such reconstructions and reimaginings. Here, 
the power of modernity and the in fl uence of that force on the imaginations of rural 
women is easily apparent. One of several sites of government early efforts to modernize 
the country using a capitalist model, these sites have taken on symbolic importance. 
The DEZ is full of factories owned by foreign enterprises, and the women who are 
working in them are thus connected to globalization on a daily basis. In that way, 
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but in many others as well, rural women have access to modernity in the DEZ; even 
if actual acquisition of many the elements of modern life are out of their  fi nancial 
reach, they are nevertheless living a modern life. The physical surroundings them-
selves underscore their new relationship to modernity; women in Dalian often men-
tioned the signi fi cance of high rise buildings, paved streets, and numerous stores. 
Most of those working in factories are not able to buy the stuff of modernity, or 
actively take part in consumption. But as Schein  (  2001  )  has argued, the in fl uence of 
consumption and its association with modernity is felt well beyond those who can 
actually afford to consume at a particular level. For these Dalian women, then, living 
in the city, and working at urban jobs, represents a relation to modernity and a modern 
status that was unavailable in the village. As well, they are closer, at least physically, 
to the promise of a consumerist, modern life. This promise, this potential, rather 
than current behavior, may be another reason that, as we will see, children become 
the focus of women’s efforts to attain urban, modern, status. It is signi fi cant that the 
large proportion of those working in the zone are migrants from nearby rural 
villages. The potential of moving from a rural, un-modern status to a modern, urban 
status was part of the social landscape of the DEZ. The women at the center of this 
study are thus part of a huge trend in China, in which millions of peasants are moving 
to urban areas, crossing, deal with challenging the urban/rural divide. 

 While rural/urban residence is important, that does not negate the importance of 
gender, either in the process of migration nor in these women’s lives. Rather, gender 
is apparent and present all along the way—in the migration process itself and in the 
ways that women think about their lives and their futures. When trying to explain 
why women do not contest inequality in the household (as Huiyang—whose story 
began this chapter—did not in hers), one could argue that women are willing to 
sacri fi ce their own individual goals for the good of the family; indeed, the ideology 
of the family, and of gender, lends support for this explanation and I believe this is 
part of the explanation. That may be especially true in China where identity is 
closely tied to the family and where the state and other social institutions have not 
promoted a separate identity for individuals outside their families. This family identity 
is also particularly strong for women. But I argue it is not as simple as women giving 
up their own goals for their family. Rather, in their family roles and in the attention 
and energy they give to their families, Dalian women are using this normative family 
identity to achieve their own goals, to construct and present themselves as successful, 
modern women. In this way, the  fi ndings of this research differ from that of others 
(but see    Lee 1998 for similarities). Mary Beth Mills, writing about young migrant 
women in Bangkok, describes these women’s “contested selves;” “their attempts to 
pursue  thamsamay  aspirations [to be modern women] were fundamentally at odds 
with their obligations as young women to rural kin” (Mills  1999 :135). The Dalian 
women at the heart of this study, in contrast, seemed to have found ways to dovetail 
their own interests in modern life with the expectations of and obligations and 
responsibilities as mothers. They use their status as married women to justify their 
attention to acquiring the status of modern women. 

 How women construct this identity and the importance of the urban in doing so 
is a key piece of this project and my argument. Here, Judith Butler’s arguments 
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about gender as performativity and the expansion on those ideas by other scholars 
help to illuminate how rural women might see Dalian as presenting more opportunities 
for themselves (in addition to those that urban areas give to women’s children). 
The expected scripts for women in rural areas are likely to differ in major ways from 
the scripts acceptable for single women living in urban areas. Urban areas may 
appeal to rural women because of the gender scripts available there; urban areas are 
likely to offer a wider variety of acceptable scripts than do rural areas. So another 
way to understand the attraction of these urban spaces for women is to recognize 
how women can employ different spaces to enact their own gender performance and 
even produce or reproduce new gender scripts out of the social landscape of the 
urban. 

 But even as an urban setting might allow a revised gender performance, that setting 
is not without constraints. The gender performances women enact are “never fully 
self-styled, for styles have a history, and those histories condition and limit the 
possibilities” (Butler  1990 : 139). As we recognize the strategies that these individual 
women have developed and used in various areas of their lives, we also see the ways 
their strategies are constrained. “Just outside the circle of the spotlight are inequalities, 
historical developments, and differences that structure (without determining) 
presentations women variously interpret”  (  Weston 1993 : 17). Or, as Weston has 
expressed it, these women are “caught between the rock of structure and the hard 
place of agency”  (  Weston 1993 : 12). When we look at these rock-like structures that 
lie beyond the individual, we can begin to understand the gender performances of 
rural women working in multinational factories and struggling to make a living for 
themselves and their families. Those structures include the historical in fl uence of 
elements of gender and family ideology and the kinds of languages and discourses 
in general that are and are not available to such women in China. Ferguson  (  1999  )  
argues that we need to be attentive both to individual levels and reactions and to 
these larger socio-political structures that surround and in fl uence any individual 
performance or experience. These different levels are sometimes in tension with one 
another, but I argue that they also sometimes work together in the lives of Dalian 
women. Their experiences underscore how even modernity is gendered, in the way 
it proceeds, how it is propelled or slowed by the presence or absence of state policies, 
and the spaces that imagination of modernity opens up or closes. 

 Scott  (  1985,   1990  )  and deCerteau  (  1984  )  properly call our attention to the kinds 
of resistances, the “weapons of the weak” (Scott  1985  )  of those without formal 
power. Indeed, we can see those resistances in the lives of women working in the 
economic zone. These instances of resistance, however, are directed toward certain 
people and not others, enacted in some situations and not others. Abu-Lughod 
 (1990)  has argued for using resistance as “a diagnostic of power” (42), a way of 
seeing the (sometimes contradictory) forms of power which in fl uence women’s 
lives and to which they resist. In that way, understanding the direction and place 
(and absence) of resistance provides important information about the discursive 
landscape of the lives of rural women living in the economic zone, providing links 
between the individual lives of Dalian women and the larger social and ideological 
landscape. One of the main goals of this research has been to understand  power—how 
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is it constructed and used and by whom—and in Chap.   5    , I sketch out an  understanding 
of power that allows for attention to issues of power at all levels of society. 

 Thus, all of these processes—women’s strategies, the organization of work, 
migration patterns, and the process of modernizing—are deeply gendered. While 
women did not always speak quickly or comprehensively of the role of gender in 
their lives, women did speak about their children, especially their daughters; the 
ways they spoke about their roles as mothers demonstrate the interconnections 
between gender, women’s roles as mothers, and modernity. These conversations, 
where women constructed themselves as successful women at least partly through 
their efforts to promote and make possible their children’s successes, re fl ect the 
power of discursive structures in individual lives. Their talk and the way they often 
see themselves and act as mothers and family members re fl ects an engagement with 
a deeply engrained legacy of a gender discourse in which woman is constructed 
through family; to be a good woman, even in China today, is to be a good mother 
and wife. Thus, their new lives in this urban area do not necessarily to prompt them 
to seek “liberation” or independence from the constraints of family. At  fi rst, we 
might see this as women simply acquiescing to these responsibilities and bonds. But 
I argue that they are  using  their role as mothers to construct themselves as modern, 
suc cessful women. Thus, they act to combine new opportunities with long-standing 
expectations. My  fi ndings complement those of others (Yan  2006 ; Hansen and Pang 
 2010  )  who have argued that while individualization has increased in China, most 
people do not act strictly on an individual basis, nor is such behavior necessarily the 
new norm. In contemporary China, family continues to be a highly valued and cen-
tral social institution to most Chinese, particularly in this time of receding govern-
ment and Party involvement in the lives of individuals. Indeed, policies and events 
have underscored the centrality of family to Chinese society. But even given the 
weight and in fl uence of these long-standing discourses of gender and family, Dalian 
women’s decisions and actions are not simply the old way of being female. Rather, 
they can be seen as a kind of resistance to hegemonic images of women as subordi-
nate; in these new, expanded roles, women show how able they are in negotiating 
modern institutions such as Public Security, schools, and factories, and to do so in a 
way that furthers their own interests and goals. But at the same time, the ways that 
women are more likely to make these efforts on behalf of their children rather than 
themselves also indicate how they may reinforce some of the very gender and fam-
ily ideology that has constrained their lives in the past. As Abu-Lughod  (1990)  has 
argued about Bedouin women in Egypt, women in Dalian are operating in a shifting 
zone of power relations, one that encompasses both old forms of power and new 
ones created by the increasing connections to a wider, including global, society. 

 The Dalian Economic Zone is an especially appropriate place to see these strug-
gles, contradictions and successes. In that zone, the rural/urban dichotomy and 
hierarchy is very obvious, both within the area itself, and within women’s lives. So 
too are the strong in fl uences and even tensions among foreign (which includes 
western, but also Japanese) and Chinese enterprises and values. While some of 
those differences are emphasized by the Chinese government to underscore national 
interests, others are seen by the women themselves as creating both tensions and 
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opportunities in their lives. In this kind of zone, which is relatively new and 
deliberately created and which does not have the weight of history that is found in 
other living areas, there appears to be space—physical and symbolic—for new 
ideas, structures, and norms. Indeed, in some ways, this zone embodies character-
istics that scholars have ascribed to cities across the world: “the anonymity of the 
city makes for a social milieu in which acting is the norm, in which the self is 
always being presented differently.... It is cities that are portrayed as the settings 
where new states of mind could come into being” (Schein  2001 : 227; Visser  2010  ) . 
A kind of frontier mentality exists in the DEZ; government rules (residency, family 
planning regulations, or traf fi c rules) are not as rigidly enforced as they are else-
where. At the same time, there is also not the same kind of deep and historically 
based family, kin, or community networks that Chinese citizens  fi nd in other places. 
These characteristics suggest that people may have a different sense of their ability 
to choose which rules to keep and follow, and which they might ignore or even leap 
over. It is also a place where observers can test whether some rules and norms have 
a longer arm or stronger teeth than others. 

 Although these Dalian women cannot represent all Chinese women, or all rural 
migrants, they are an important group to study at this juncture in Chinese history. 
Understanding the complexities of their lives, and the ways that they negotiate them 
will allow us to understand better how the powerful and huge changes occurring in 
China—which are having an impact in nearly all spheres of Chinese society—affect 
individuals across China. 

 Through an examination of these Dalian women’s lives, this volume takes up the 
broad social issues of modernity, gender, family, and rural/urban dichotomy. While 
these issues will be dealt with separately, it is nevertheless with an understanding 
that they act on the social landscape not independently of one another, but rather, 
work together—simultaneously constructing and con fl icting with one another. So 
while I address these separately in the next chapters, at the end of the book I will 
return more fully and directly to the ways that they act together. 

 In Chap.   2    , I describe the Dalian Economic Zone and discuss both the govern-
ment’s intention in setting up such zones and the ways that these zones can be seen 
as borderlands of both capitalist and socialist practices (Lee  2000  )  and as sites of 
both exploitation and opportunity. For rural migrants who make up much of the 
population of these zones, these zones offer very different social and work opportu-
nities than do their home villages. Chapter   2     also discusses my research methodology 
and connects it with recent discussions in social science regarding conduct and 
interpretation of interviews, the role of outsiders in the creation of knowledge, and 
challenges of doing an ethnographic project in an urban environment. 

 Chapter   3     looks at the urban/rural divide in contemporary China, discussing how 
this divide has been constructed particularly through state policies such as the hukou 
system and the prohibition of most migration between 1949 and the early 1980s, 
in fl uences that continue to shape social life today. Material differences between 
rural and urban are pronounced but they are bolstered and deepened by an ideologi-
cal divide that sees rural as lesser: backward, unenlightened, and incapable of contrib-
uting to China’s position in the modern world. While economic reform has changed 
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the nature of urban/rural separation in some ways, especially as villagers began to 
be permitted to travel to and even live in urban areas, many elements of the old 
urban/rural inequality remain today. Without of fi cial hukou (residency permit), 
peasants living in urban areas remain marginalized in nearly all spheres of their 
lives. 

 In Chap.   4    , I examine the role of gender in the lives of Dalian migrants, looking 
at how gender has in fl uenced their lives in childhood, work, schooling, migration, 
marriage, and relationships with family members (daughters, in-laws, and parents). 
I argue that past and present national discourses surrounding gender—and their 
connections to those of work and family—have had important in fl uences on the 
paths that women in Dalian have taken; the state, in both the gender issues on which 
it has focused its attention and those it has not, has played a key role. 

 In Chap.   5    , I address the complexities of power. Here, I argue that we have to go 
beyond the question of whether these jobs or salaries give women more access to 
power within their families. While access to wages and jobs is one important source 
of power, discursive elements of power are also important and sometimes have an 
even stronger effect on women’s lives. These give voice and authority to some 
individuals and pathways and block other routes from effective navigation, even 
making it dif fi cult to see alternative routes as options. Depending on how we measure 
power in the family, we could argue that women, even those receiving high wages 
at what are considered good jobs, are not able to achieve parity with their husbands. 
Husbands nearly always have better access to monies for their personal use, more 
time away from family or work responsibilities, and do signi fi cantly less work 
around the home. I explore how family discourse and relative silence around family 
inequality make it dif fi cult for women to attempt gender parity within their families. 
Because of the close connection between de fi nitions of successful and proper 
women and family, such efforts would require new de fi nitions of womanhood and 
motherhood. In addition, women would have to  fi nd ways to disassociate them-
selves with family members which might undermine their own goals of being suc-
cessful modern women. But women are able to assert their own power and achieve 
some of their personal goals through other means. This chapter examines some of 
these ways that women assert their own power or resist structures of power. 

 Chapter   6     brings together the themes and  fi ndings from past chapters to discuss 
the ways that contradictory, complementary and parallel changes are evident in 
women’s lives and the paths they choose, with particular attention to modernity. 
Constructions of modernity, consumerism, family, work, and gender all play roles 
in Dalian women’s lives. In this chapter I take up the ways that women imagine 
modernity, the force of that imagination, and their perceived place in that new modern 
society, exploring the different meanings of modernity for these women. I argue that 
urban areas offer rural women new imaginations, a place where women are not 
simply blindly accepting of this new space, but rather using new and old regimes 
and constructions to further their own lives. 

 Chapter   7     concludes and summarizes my  fi ndings. The results from this study in 
Dalian underscore the importance of social, political, and economic context for any 
of the questions raised here. The particular setting of these women’s lives is key to 
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understanding these different pathways: they are rural people in a society where 
urban dominates; they are working class, with limited education and other personal 
resources; they often work in factories run by foreigners; and, importantly, they are 
women in a male-dominated culture. 

 Women’s power is not determined by their wages or access to a regular income, 
although that has certainly been a factor in women’s lives. But those changes and 
access are part of a larger picture. That larger context includes the urban/rural 
dichotomy that has existed in China for centuries, has been deepened by government 
policies in the past 50 years, and continues to be a factor in rural peasants’ lives. 
Particularly with China’s move to a market economy and its increasing efforts to be 
part of the world economy, the continuing role of the state, constructions of modernity 
and the way that individuals within the country address issues of modernity are also 
key factors in Dalian women’s lives. 

 But these recent changes are vying for attention with older discourses; particularly 
important for the women in this study are those related to family and gender. It is 
through families that individuals achieve success. Thus for Dalian migrant women, 
identi fi cation of success is still primarily through the family, not as individuals. For 
women to seek an individual pathway to success is not likely to work in a society 
where family dominates social organization and individualism is still not highly 
valued, even under the in fl uence of the new market economy. In addition, those 
whom women would resist—such as family members—are also the very people 
who can help them achieve their own goals. Dalian women, however, are not simply 
is pawns in these social and economic changes. What this study demonstrates is 
how women manipulate, use, and shape the larger discourses of gender, family, 
modernity, and success to achieve their goals. Being a good mother is still important, 
but Dalian women achieve a particular version of successful motherhood when they 
achieve a modern (which necessarily includes urban) status for themselves and, 
most notably, for their children. In this process, other routes of resistance and even 
success, such as resistance to gender inequalities at home, are of less interest, are 
less accessible, and less useful to women. In this way, Dalian women use selected 
pieces of contemporary and earlier discourses to de fi ne themselves as successful 
women.     
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 In an interview with me, Liming, a woman from the province of Heilongjiang who 
was now selling fruit on the street in the Dalian Economic Zone, explained that an 
economic zone has a special status; because she had managed to move there to live, 
even without having acquired a permanent residency permit, she is viewed as a success 
by her friends back home. When I asked her why, she explained “Because I live in 
the DEZ, [my status] is considered higher, more successful. The DEZ is even better 
than Harbin [a city in Heilongjiang]… This is a development zone, it is really devel-
oped and Harbin is just a city. So coming here is better, there are more opportunities 
for people here.” 

 Liming, like many other Chinese—laborers and others—sees these zones as 
places of opportunities. But however they are perceived in the localities themselves, 
Asian economic zones often conjure up quite different images in the west. Many 
westerners imagine these areas as full of factories that exploit their workers, where 
workers labor for long hours at low wages and with little time away from their 
machines. Because of assumed “nimble  fi ngers” and “docile bodies,” it is women 
who are most often laboring under these conditions. How do we reconcile two 
competing versions of economic zones? 

 An important difference between these two perspectives on economic zones is 
from where they arise; these zones can seem exploitative to those who are concerned 
about the deepening global economy and its “race to the bottom,” as businesses seek 
to produce goods with the largest pro fi t margins and lowest labor costs possible. On 
the other side, economic zones appear very different to many Chinese who often 
see them as sites of new opportunities and a better life, particularly compared to 
rural areas. In addition, these zones have had an important place in shaping both 
China’s economic growth and its identity as a modern player in the world economy. 
Recognizing the symbolic importance of the economic zones helps to explain the 
attractiveness of these areas to many across China and the reasons for the steady 
stream of rural migrants who have headed to these areas. 

 In this chapter, I address the site of the research—economic zones, the role of 
economic zones in China’s modernizing and development projects, and the image 
and reality of Dalian’s Economic Zone in particular. In the second half of the 
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 chapter, I describe and situate my research and methodology, and discuss the ways 
that several factors—notably that this is urban ethnography, that I was a foreigner 
collecting these data, and that it is a feminist project—have likely in fl uenced the 
process and outcome of this work. 

   Chinese Economic Zones 

 The Dalian Economic Zone was created in 1984. Like the other 13 designated coastal 
areas at the time, Dalian’s zone was modeled after the four Special Economic Zones 
(SEZ) created in 1979. These four zones (in Shenzhen, Zhuhai, and Shantou in 
Guangdong Province and in Xiamen in Fujian Province; a later SEZ was opened in 
Pudong, Shanghai) were meant to be the  fi rst sites for changes in the economy after 
economic modernization became a goal in the late 1970s. While the SEZs received 
special (and early) consideration beyond that given to the next phase of zones (includ-
ing Dalian’s), in their designation as sites for special consideration and resources, they 
shared some regulations, goals, and expectations with all of the zones. These zones 
were similar in some ways to those being established in other countries throughout the 
world. In China, as in other places, it was hoped that these zones would attract foreign 
investment, but in such a way that that investment could be used to promote national 
and even local economic growth. The Chinese zones used lower tax structures, better 
infrastructure,  fl exible wage and labor policies, and promise of reduced bureaucracy to 
attract foreign investors and enterprises to relocate to the area. One of the  fi rst goals 
of the government in setting up these zones was to take advantage of recent world-
wide trends of industry relocation from industrial countries to less industrialized areas 
of the world. China’s leaders hoped that setting up these zones would allow an easier 
transition of technology to China and would, at the same time, be an avenue for the 
employment of rural underemployed residents (Wu  1999  ) . 

 The evidence from other societies suggested that these goals were indeed possible 
to meet, especially on a short term basis. Economic zones have been set up in coun-
tries across Asia beginning in the 1970s and continuing through the present. While the 
goals and strategies around these zones have differed in different places, they do share 
some common features. In places such as Taiwan, Korea, Malaysia, and Singapore, 
economic zone development was believed to increase foreign investment, generate 
employment, and increase exports (Chen  1994  ) . Assessments of the early stages of 
many zones suggest that these zones were able to attract new foreign investment, and 
that the output of the zones contributed to the total foreign investment in many areas. 
Employment opportunities have been more mixed; rapid turnover, low wages, and a 
high percentage of female workers have meant that employment opportunities have 
often been limited. While employment and foreign investment have started strong 
and then faltered in economic zones in Asia, two other important goals for most 
 countries—technology transfer and domestic integration—seem to have had the 
opposite trend; these often start slowly but increase over time (Chen  1994  ) . Another 
outcome of Asian economic zones has been the development and strengthening of ties 
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across borders. For example, Shenzhen, in south China, had immediate and strong con-
nections to Hong Kong. Singapore established an economic zone that strengthened its 
ties to Johor, Malaysia and Riau in Indonesia (Peng  2002 –2003). Thus, evidence 
about the role and success of economic zones from other parts of Asia is mixed, with 
early successes in some areas and later successes in others. 

 Of course, China did not see itself as just like other Asian countries. While unbridled 
capitalism might undergird the economies of its neighbors, in the 1980s, capitalism 
in China was still seen as taboo in many ways. The long struggle toward a socialist 
system made it dif fi cult to see capitalism as other than connected to “pain and suf-
fering [and] the brutal exploitation of hapless workers” (Crane  1996 : 165). And so 
the Chinese government’s development of the Economic Zones proceeded with an 
attempt to walk a  fi ne line between the capitalist principles that underlay much of 
the zones’ functions, organization, and processes, and general socialist principles 
still at the center of China’s development, even as the zones were given a certain 
autonomy. Unlike those in other countries, the Chinese SEZs were controlled cen-
trally by a socialist government. Much larger than those in other Asian countries, 
the Chinese zones also had a wider range of enterprises and businesses within the 
zones, including industrial businesses but also agriculture, tourism, science and 
education facilities. 

 But at the same time, these zones provided the space and the rationalization for 
economic and even social reforms. At  fi rst, the zones were touted as merely an 
extension of post-Mao reforms, but even as they theoretically were centrally 
controlled, their relative autonomy allowed the country to experiment with 
new economic policies and systems. The zones were seen by many as a way to 
move slowly toward the opening of the economy; their separation from the rest of 
the country, both geographically and economically, was meant to allow the govern-
ment to control how foreign investment in fl uenced China (Wu  1999  ) . “Of fi cial and 
popular documents referred to SEZs and Coastal Cities as ‘catalysts’ for the 
development of interior regions, ‘classrooms’ for learning new skills, and ‘corridors 
of development’” (Hoffman  2010 : 36). The language used to describe these areas 
suggests the ways these areas have taken on particular meaning to many; “mouths,” 
“windows,” and “hinges” are often used to describe these areas (Hoffman  2010 : 36), 
suggesting the ways they are seen as places that can act as entry and exit points—
between interior and coastal China, and between China and other countries—for 
goods, people, and new ideas. 

 After four decades of experience with the original four SEZs and later experi-
ences with smaller economic zones (including Dalian’s), assessments of their suc-
cess have varied. Some have pointed to the pace of economic development within 
the zones as evidence of their success (Ge  1999  ) ; from this perspective, these zones 
have fueled economic change and opening throughout the Chinese economy, and 
thus have had an impact far beyond their geographical boundaries. Others have 
described the performance of these zones—in light of their original goals—as 
fairly poor (Park  1997 ; Crane  1990  ) . Foreign investment was not as high as was 
hoped; in Shenzhen, for example, domestic investment, rather than foreign invest-
ment, has driven more of the growth seen there, suggesting that the Chinese economy 
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has had to bear a large part of development costs. Technology transfer was not 
signi fi cant; while millions have been employed in enterprises housed in the zones, 
these jobs are mostly at low levels, and have not provided the skill training that was 
once an imagined outcome of zone development. From reports and assessments of 
different zones, it is clear that the various zones in China have had different suc-
cesses and problems. Different locations have contributed to different outcomes, 
with those zones more strategically situated enjoying more success due to their 
access. Another contributing factor is the local management of each zone; while 
the area itself is designated as a special zone by the central government, local insti-
tutions, both state and private (such as the multinational corporations which make 
up the businesses) also play a role  (  Wei and Leung 2005  ) . One of the problems 
facing all the zones located in the eastern coastal region may be increasing compe-
tition from investment in interior areas. Those areas are poorer and are receiving 
some government attention. But it is the relative high costs of doing business in the 
coastal areas that may make these interior areas attractive to foreign and domestic 
investors (Leggett  1998  ) . Rising land prices alone in coastal Economic Zones may 
encourage such moves. Global economic slowdowns after 2005 also affected the 
economic health of the zones, as the demand for China’s exports slowed. Evaluations 
of China’s coastal economic zones has been mixed and will likely continue to be 
so for the foreseeable future. 

 However the zones have been evaluated economically, as separate spaces that 
would be the  fi rst connectors to the outside, modern, often western economies, the 
zones have nevertheless continued to represent an important space, both physical 
and discursive, in contemporary China. It is here that we can place Liming’s version 
of the DEZ, described at the beginning of this chapter. Zones are seen by many 
across China as the site of foreign  fi rms, consumer goods, fashions, and business 
deals. Because these phenomena are linked to visions of China’s future, the zones 
are seen as places of “exciting visions of newness, opportunity and progress” (Crane 
 1996 : 160). In this way, zones are seen as politically safe but still exciting places 
where socialism and capitalism, Chinese and foreign, and even rural and urban enti-
ties mix and produce new forms. In this way, these economic zones have acted as 
harbingers of China’s future. “A signi fi cant    part of China thus becomes, symboli-
cally, as well as empirically, a newly industrializing economy highly integrated into 
world markets through a dynamic export-oriented manufacturing sector, brimming 
with growth and success, where entrepreneurial social forces are liberated by the 
recalibration of state power, where ideology is subsumed by pragmatism, and where 
modern vestiges of Confucian culture—thrift, hard work and education—are 
 economic advantages. The description of an “East Asian model’, and its aura of 
positive accomplishment, now makes sense for China” (Crane  1996 : 164). Zones in 
this way connect the visions of Chinese planners who hope the newness and sense 
of innovation will attract outside, especially foreign, investment. And those same 
presumed characteristics of these zones attract laborers, who seek to create new 
lives in these zones, and to do so through work in these, often foreign, enterprises. 

 But with this positive attraction and the in fl uence that the zones have had on the 
image of the Chinese economy as progressive and future-looking have come negative 
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impacts. Especially key are the ways that these zones incorporate capitalist morality 
and vision into their assessment of success and progress:

  In constructing a distinct national economic identity, SEZs reconstitute economic difference; 
they create new ‘others’ as mirrors for themselves. Where once ‘capitalists’, ‘landlords’ and 
‘imperialists’ were antagonists, the ‘other’ can now be conceived of in terms of the poor, the 
unemployed, and the unsuccessful. SEZ advocacy, in hiding inequalities and failings, ratio-
nalizes inequality and rede fi nes failure. If zones and the free-wheeling economic practices 
they instill are taken to be grand opportunities for prosperity and progress, then anyone who 
founders in them is liable to be represented as inherently inferior. SEZs thus authorize a 
discourse drawn more from traditional (‘peasants are backwards’) and market (‘your economic 
failure is your own fault’) languages than from socialist ideology, languages that justify the 
gap between rich and poor (Crane  1996 : 166)   

 Also important is the way the development zones are built on and reinforce gen-
der inequalities that exist in China and the underlying differences between rural 
and urban across the country (O’Donnell  1999 ; Pun  2005  ) . As Chap.   3     describes 
in detail, the rural/urban distinction can be thought of as a state-induced and 
- supported class system. While rural migrants make up much of the population 
and labor force of the SEZs and other economic zones, they do so while retaining 
their rural class standing. They live in an urban area, but are not afforded access 
to most urban resources and institutions. That the large proportion of factory 
workers are women (and young women as well) is important in both the ways the 
state addresses labor and living issues in the economic zones and the ways that 
these zones are seen by the Chinese at large. Because women (and rural peasants) 
make up such a large proportion of these transplanted migrant workers in the 
 factories undoubtedly contributes to the zones being seen as half-way areas, and 
may be one of the reasons that the state is less involved in monitoring and enforc-
ing labor regulations (Judd  1994  ) .  

   Economic Zones: Sites of Exploitation and Opportunity 

 Economic zones are the destination of many rural migrants seeking work, espe-
cially women. Of all extra-provincial female migrants, fully half of them go to the 
export processing zones in Guangdong province, especially to those in the Pearl 
River Delta region (another quarter go to coastal cities) (Tan  2004 : 248). The 
draw of economic zones to rural migrants brings us back to the question that 
began this chapter, how zones are sites of exploitation or opportunity. There are 
many reports, often carried out by outsiders and/or reported in the western media, 
about the miserable lives of Chinese workers, especially those who work in facto-
ries. Many of the reports about Chinese Economic Zones (Rosen  2002 ; Pun  2005 ; 
Andors  1988 ; Chan  2002  )  are accurate reports about conditions and many of these 
negative images are, in fact, true, especially when viewed from the perspective of 
the west. But there are caveats to this assessment. First, much of this literature 
is couched in the overall experience of an increasing global economy and the 
 so-called “race to the bottom” where businesses in the west close up shop there 
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and move to a place where they can produce the same goods for the lowest costs. 
The increasing number of factory and other manufacturing jobs in China are, 
indeed, connected to the loss of jobs in the United States in the last couple decades 
(Rosen  2002  ) . Certainly, when viewed from the perspective of western business, 
the wages and sometimes standards at these factories are often below the stan-
dards found in the west. Recent reports (Duhigg and Barboza  2012  )  about the 
Foxconn Factory in South China, for example, have pointed out the terrible 
working conditions, low wages and other labor violations that are behind the 
manufacture of many Apple and other “American” products. And certainly, work-
ers in nearly all factories in China are paid less than workers in the U.S. (Chan and 
Siu  2010  ) . But because of the very different living standards and costs of living in 
these two parts of the world, these relative assessments are less useful for under-
standing the lives of women in Dalian. 

 Secondly, while such reports might describe some factories, not all factories 
engage in such exploitative and abusive practices. Thus, painting a picture of 
factories in Chinese economic zones as all bad is not accurate; different localities 
and especially different factories have very different conditions. Anita Chan  (  2001  ) , 
for example, has documented abuses and lack of rights for many places in China. 
She cites reports (often published in the Chinese press) of poor environmental and 
working conditions, forced labor, physical assault, and constraints on the right to 
organize. But Chan also argues that most of the abuses that are found in these 
factories producing for export markets are found not in western-owned factories 
(including Japanese) but in Chinese or ethnically Chinese (Hong Kong or Taiwan) 
factories. Western  fi rms do not have same reputation as others for mistreating 
workers; “Not one case of a Western-owned enterprise surfaced in my collection of 
documentation. In contrast, many workers at Asian-owned, labor-intensive enterprises 
are paid below the minimum wage… and experience harsh discipline and abuse” 
(Chan  2001 : 11). 

 The conditions in Dalian appear similar, and factories in the DEZ present a mixed 
record. In discussions with me, both workers and managers in Dalian repeatedly 
pointed to the very different conditions in different factories within the DEZ; most 
argued that Chinese-owned (and sometimes, they argued, Korean-owned) factories had 
the worse conditions and lowest pay. On the one hand, most factory management—
of any nationality—did not welcome labor unions; one western factory owner 
explained the ways that he kept any labor union out, claiming that his workers “did 
not need a union.” In addition, it is not insigni fi cant that these factories employ 
women—and often young, single women—into these jobs. As Rosen  (  2002  )  argues, 
while such jobs might given women some freedom and independence—for single 
women from their parents or for married women from their husbands—the wage 
levels for this work rarely mean that women can support themselves on their own, 
or (in the case of separation or divorce) support themselves and their children 
independently of a man’s wage. However, many Dalian factories did not follow the 
practices in other areas of hiring only young single women who are then let go after 
a few years of work; many (but by no means all) factories have married workers 
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who have worked at the factory for many years. 1  But when talking to factory 
managers, I also heard regular and repeated familiar justi fi cations for hiring women 
workers—the ways that women are more obedient than men, or are able to this kind 
of work (close work involving “nimble  fi ngers”) better than are men. The women 
themselves often explained the sexual division of labor in the area using these 
justi fi cations. Jiali, a young factory worker, told me that the reason a Japanese 
factory in the area hired only young women is that “those young women are good at 
manipulating small pieces, so they need to divide people that way.” Nevertheless, 
despite any shortcomings in the factories or in the DEZ, most workers described 
themselves as lucky to be doing factory work and were able to distinguish better and 
worse conditions among the factories in the zone. Even those working outside 
factories were able and willing to rank factory conditions and pay scales, noting that 
at most American, German, and Japanese factories, the living and working conditions 
were quite acceptable. 

 It may not be possible to reconcile the two different images, of economic zones 
as sites of exploitation or opportunity; even suggesting that these issues have only 
two sides simpli fi es what is going on in the DEZ. Distinguishing between the inten-
tions and goals of the factory owners and the workers themselves is important. What 
is important to remember here, however, is that the women who work in Dalian see 
those factories through a very different lens than do many others, especially 
westerners. One of the key components to assessing their work and to understand-
ing their own assessment of their situation is the comparison they most often used. 
I never heard any worker compare her life with that of a worker outside of China. 
Their former rural status meant that they most often compared their lives in the 
Dalian zone with their lives in the villages from which they came. In that comparison, 
factory work looked very good. Worker after worker told me how good factory jobs 
were. Huanyue made a clear statement about money: “the salary is higher, that’s 
why the jobs are better [here].” Huiying (whose story began this book) insisted that 
compared to farm work, factory work was not hard at all: “With my work,” she said, 
“I don’t worry about anything. Look at me, I never wake up before 5 and I am usually 
asleep before 10. It is not tiring work at all.” “Everything is better now than before,” 
said Jiangli, when describing her new life in the DEZ. Thus, the higher salaries, 
greater opportunities and the fact that factory work was easier than farm work were 
all part of women’s assessment of the Dalian Economic Zone. Their implicit and 
often explicit comparisons with rural life were at the center of their interpretation 
and assessment of the DEZ and their lives there. At the same time, looking at the 
lives of these rural migrant workers underscores the need for a broader assessment. 
To return to Liming’s story, she was hardly successful, even by her own standards. 

   1   It is not clear whether the DEZ had a higher proportion of factories that employed married women 
than did other economic zones. Because of my own interest in married women, I sought out the 
factories where these women were employed. In recent years, as the pool of potential laborers from 
rural areas shrinks, many other zones have been hiring or retaining older workers.  
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Yes, she argued that by simply having gotten to the DEZ, her status was seen as 
higher than that of her friends who were still in Heilongjiang. But her life in the 
DEZ was dif fi cult indeed. She and her husband worked long hours but had a very 
uncertain  fi nancial life and future. She wanted her son to be able to attend school in 
Dalian, but could not afford the higher rates charged of those without residency 
permits. She reported to me, with great disappointment, that her family would likely 
have to give up and return home, that the  fi nancial dif fi culties they faced were too 
much to overcome. Still, in the same breath, Liming insisted on the many opportuni-
ties that the DEZ afforded migrants like herself. I address the complex issues behind 
the ways women like Liming assess the DEZ in a later chapter.  

   The Dalian Economic Zone 

 Assessing Dalian’s success is not a straight-forward task. The four original Special 
Economic Zones have received the largest share of attention, both from the Chinese 
government but also from those analyzing the impacts and outcomes of economic 
zones (but see    Cao et al.  1993  ) . Indeed, there are some fundamental differences 
between those four and the many zones established sometime afterward. These lat-
ter economic zones opened in several waves. In 1984, China opened 14 zones (in 
Dalian, Qinhuangdao, Tianjin, Yantai, Qingdao, Lianyungang, Nantong, Shanghai, 
Ningbo, Wenzhou, Fuzhou, Guangzhou, Zhangjiang, and Beihai) connected to 
major cities along the east coast. The regulations in these zones regarding foreign 
investment, tax breaks, and infrastructure were similar to those in the four original 
zones, but these zones were smaller and had fewer protections from the central 
government. Dalian and the other smaller economic zones were likewise designed 
to encourage foreign investment and thus also offered investors stronger and more 
reliable infrastructure than did the urban centers, as well as tax breaks and government 
support in hiring and business promotion. These zones represented the next stage in 
the opening of the coastal areas to foreign investment and trade. Eventually, some 
53 economic zones were established in China, mostly connected to eastern cities. 

 These economic zones are also seen as separate from other parts of the social and 
economic landscape. While individuals can pass into and out of the smaller zones 
without the permission needed in the larger zones, their difference from urban centers 
is probably best exempli fi ed by the status of rural migrants in these two areas. 
Economic zones are generally considered “semi-urban” areas and residents given 
of fi cial permission to live there are not granted urban hukou (residency permits) but, 
rather, permits speci fi cally for the area (Wang  2005  ) . 

 After Dalian’s economic zone (DEZ) was of fi cially established in 1984, it was 
slow to take off. The site was  fi rst developed where a village once existed; in the 
process, land had to be developed, agriculture shifted to other areas, foreign 
businesses brought in, and workers hired (Wang  2007a ; Dalian Jingji Kaifaqu 
 1994  ) . By the late 1990s, when this research project began, the Dalian Economic 
Zone had been successfully carved out of the agricultural land from which it began. 



23The Dalian Economic Zone

It comprises 28 km 2 , located about 35 km north-northeast of Dalian city. 
Infrastructure—including communication systems, electricity, shipping facilities, and 
water supplies—is relatively good, and most services, including markets, hotels, 
restaurants, banks, schools, and medical care can be found in the zone. In 1995, 
Dalian University moved its main campus to the zone, and thus joined the Northeast 
Minorities University as one of the two main education institutions. Has the Dalian 
Economic Zone been successful? This is a dif fi cult question to answer, partly 
because of the lack of outside assessment of its economic or other achievements. As 
one of many economic zones connected to cities (e.g. those near Tianjin and 
Qingdao), it goes largely unnoticed in the larger studies of China’s economic zones. 
Within the local region, however, the DEZ continues to function as a separate-but-
connected economic area, with outside investors and industrial output on a steady 
increase since its inception (china-dda.com). In 2000, the of fi cial population was 
200,000; by 2008, the population had doubled to 487,000 (Dalian Development 
Area 2012   ; Jiang and Chen  1994  ) . However, it should be noted that these population 
 fi gures do not include “temporary” migrants. 

 In 2006, the DEZ had 2,200 foreign businesses, ranging from food processing to 
the manufacture of small motors and small electronic appliances. The largest 
proportion of foreign corporations was Japanese, comprising some 30% of the 
businesses in the area, but Korean (which had the second largest proportion), Hong 
Kong, US, and Taiwan businesses were also well established (Dalian  2008  ) . Most 
of the businesses are small to medium sized, with no more than two or three hundred 
employees and some with many fewer. Among the larger businesses are US P fi zer 
Pharmaceutical Company, Japan’s Mitsubishi, Canon, and Toshiba companies, and 
France’s Total Company. Dalian leaders were very excited when, in 2007, Intel 
announced it would open a computer chip plant, creating 1,500 new jobs for Chinese 
workers; the plant became fully operational in late 2010 (“Intel’s chip plant to 
operate…”  2010 ; “Intel chip plant opens…”  2010  ) . 

 Dalian provides a very interesting window from which to view the pervasive 
urban/rural dichotomy. The zone lies about 35 km from Dalian city and until the last 
few years, transportation was available but not inexpensive. One could take a mini-
bus between the two areas for a one-way fare of 5 yuan (less than 1% of the of fi cial 
minimum monthly pay). A good highway was established between the city and the 
zone in the late 1990s and in 2002 a light rail connection was developed. These 
trains are full of commuters during morning and evening rush hours. But, while 
there was certainly regular traf fi c between the zone and city, most workers lived 
near their place of work; most of those who live and work in the zone do not go to 
Dalian city on a regular basis; this is especially true for the types of workers in this 
study, who could not easily afford the cost of traveling every day. Further, of fi cial 
permission to live in the zone did not extend to the city, where stricter residential 
permits were in force. 

 The DEZ is a fairly new area, and that newness gives it particular features com-
pared to other places in the area. One of the most important for any study of social 
activity in the area is the lack of strong neighborhood history or community. Most 
workers and residents were originally from areas outside the zone and thus do not 
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have long-established roots or family history in the area. While neighbors are 
sometimes close and residents are in regular contact with others from their initial 
villages, several spoke about the relative lack of long-held bonds within neighborhoods. 
Dalian is certainly not unusual in its recent and widespread construction projects, 
but unlike other areas, this zone was not rebuilt or modi fi ed from previous settlements 
but was created out of agricultural land. Thus, even the kinds of structures that exist 
are very new to the area and nearly all residents have lived in the area for only a 
 relatively short time. 

 Fangyin, an of fi ce worker who had lived in another city previously, talked about 
the difference between relationships formed there and in the DEZ. She talked about 
the newness of everything, the ways that people don’t know each other well. This is 
in contrast to other, more established cities where people “go to school together, and 
grow up together, and they are in the same danwei (work unit) working together, so 
they are really familiar. Your children grow up together, everyone knows each other.” 
When I asked if such close ties were good or bad, she said “Well, it’s good, because 
you really know each other, you can be in each other’s houses all the time, you can 
be outside together, it is very familiar. And here it is hard to have friends…” 

 We can see that economic zones in China represent a peculiar mix of urban, 
rural, socialist, and capitalist economic forces. While economic zones (either the 
SEZs or the smaller ones like Dalian’s) are no longer as special as they used to be, 
they do retain some features that distinguish them. They continue to house a large 
proportion of China’s manufacturing (especially light manufacturing) and the workers 
who are employed at these sites. And they are often newer areas of settlement, without 
the generations-long history that is part of other communities. As “hinges,” situated 
between interior and coastal China and between China and other countries and as 
sites of new structures—both physical and symbolic—they are excellent venues to 
study gender and modernity in contemporary China. 

   Doing Research in the Economic Zone 

 This research was conducted over the course of several years, in small and large 
periods of time during a time of rapid change in the Dalian Economic Zone. I  fi rst 
went to Liaoning in 1994 and spent about 2 months developing a research plan. Part 
of that time was spent in the Dalian Economic Zone, talking with the area’s leaders 
and doing some preliminary interviews in rural areas near the zone. The bulk of 
formal interviews on which this study is based occurred during a 10 month period 
in 1997. In addition, I spent several other 2–3 month periods, and a couple shorter 
periods of time, doing further interviews, follow-up interviews, observation, and 
unstructured interviews during the course of the years 1994–2000; I returned in 
2007 and 2009 for brief (1–2 months) periods of follow-up work. The in-depth 
interviews that I conducted were formally set up and scheduled; with nearly all 
respondents, I had repeated interviews and was thus able to talk to each woman for 
anywhere from 2 to 18 hours, stretching over many meetings. In addition, I conducted 
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both formal interviews and informal, unscheduled interviews with other people. 
There were times when I deliberately chose to talk to a particular person (a woman 
who supervised children near my apartment, a waitress in a restaurant I frequented, 
factory managers), but at other times, I started conversations with strangers. Informal 
interviews might happen at bus stops or in the market, for example; they were 
focused on topics similar to those in the in-depth interviews, but the conversations 
were more spontaneous and were not necessarily ongoing in the same way. Beyond 
that  fi eldwork, I have spent time reading published documents about Dalian, often 
available through of fi cial sources (those produced by the Dalian government) or 
other institutions (such as the media). 

 This method of data collection and information gathering differs from many others 
and needs some discussion. First, there was never a speci fi c community in which 
I lived and worked. In that way, urban ethnographies are very different from 
community ethnographies. Although I did do series of interviews within individual 
factories, and in that way came to know and be known by many workers in that factory, 
my goal was not to become familiar with a community, a neighborhood, or even a 
factory. Working in Zambia, Ferguson  (  1999 : 21) describes this kind of  fi eldwork in 
the following way: it is ethnography without being a “thick ethnography of a delin-
eated space [or history]… For my analytic object here is…a mode of conceptualiz-
ing, narrating, and experiencing socioeconomic change and its encounter with a 
confounding process of economic decline. It is this encounter that I seek to map, 
and it is in the service of such a mapping that I draw together diverse sorts of evi-
dence bearing on both the complexities and counterlinearities of social and cultural 
change in the region, and the ways that such processes have been understood by 
mineworkers and researchers alike.” In a similar vein, I used this method to understand 
a process, that which migrant women underwent in their families. While the lack of 
community connection in urban ethnography has de fi nite drawbacks, it also has 
advantages, perhaps particularly so in a society like China’s. In my position, I was 
in many ways less of a outside threat because I was not connected to a coherent 
group. While that meant that I was less easily supervised by Chinese authorities 
(and my sponsoring agency, the Dalian Zone Fulian [Women’s Federation] took a 
hands-off position on my research, even as they were very supportive in helping 
with logistics and in their initial visa sponsorship of my work), it also meant that 
I was not likely to engage with a consistent group of people on a daily basis. 

 The people who were most concerned about what I was doing and what I was 
talking about in my interviews were the factory managers. Many of these managers 
were foreigners, and their concern was not really about my research topic. They 
seemed to be primarily anxious about two things: industrial espionage and unwanted 
publicity about the work environment of the factory. Several of them told me that 
they worried about industrial espionage because there had been incidents of it in 
other parts of China. Which aspects of work life concerned them differed from factory 
to factory, and I often learned from informal conversations outside of the factory or 
my interviews about the background of these concerns. For example, at one factory 
at which I interviewed, the manager asked me not to ask about salary because he 
thought it might “cause trouble”; others told me that workers at that factory were 



26 2 Doing Research in the Dalian Economic Zone

paid at higher levels than were workers at most others. In other factories, managers 
seemed to be worried that I would ask about working conditions, or satisfaction at 
work. Because these were not the focus of my work, I agreed to stay away from 
these topics. Many times, respondents raised issues that were related to these areas. 
At those times I listened, but did not probe or ask for further information. But from 
people well outside my research interviews, I learned about factory conditions at 
many of these factories, and learned that some of the managers most anxious that 
I not ask about these issues were, not surprisingly, in the middle of or recovering 
from, labor unrest in their factories. For example, at one point in my stay in Dalian, 
there was a labor strike at one of the Japanese-owned factories. I heard about this 
from friends in the area and heard about how the workers were striking for better 
work and living conditions; later, workers who I interviewed also talked about the 
strike in more detail. 

 I found respondents through several means. In some cases, I went to the head of 
a factory (often after an introduction by some other person) and asked him (they 
were all men) if I could recruit respondents through the factory itself. In many cases, 
the managers not only agreed, but allowed workers to “take a break” (paid) to talk 
to me. I was rarely allowed onto the factory  fl oor, and interviewed in small rooms 
loaned to us for our interviews. I also met respondents through friends, through 
interviewees, and on my own, through my conduct of daily life. In many cases, 
I interviewed women in public places in the Economic Zone, in my own apartment, 
or in theirs. Some of these interviews were the second, third, or fourth interviews 
with women whose  fi rst interview had been within the factory. Women easily agreed 
to be interviewed, often suggesting that we get together again. They were nearly 
always quite forthcoming, ready to answer any question I asked, and to volunteer 
different kinds of information on their own. 

 The interviews with 38 women, done in multiple, extensive, formal interviews, 
form the bulk of my analysis, although I draw from the informal interviews in some 
places. All of these 38 women worked in the zone in some capacity. The ages of the 
interviewed women ranged from 22 to 48, with most of them in their late 20s or 
early 30s. All but two of the women I interviewed were married; although single 
women make up the largest proportion of Zone workers, some 20% of these workers 
are married. Most (about 85%) of the women I interviewed worked in factories, but 
I also interviewed women who worked in service jobs, in professional, fairly techni-
cal jobs, or who sold food in the marketplace. Although some of the women who 
worked in higher status jobs (such as lawyer, government bureau worker, and some 
teachers) grew up in an urban area, most of the workers whom I interviewed, and 
most of those working at foreign factories and in service jobs, come from rural back-
grounds. During the course of the interviews (I usually interviewed each woman for 
about 3–5 h, in two to three separate sessions but I had even more interviews with 
several women), I asked women about many aspects of their lives, including experi-
ences growing up; they talked about their marriage and work, about their chil-
dren, husbands, and other family members, and their lives at home and work. I was 
especially interested in understanding the role of power in these women’s lives: 
what kind of power they have, relative to whom, the source of any power or author-
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ity they or others around them did have, how they use that power, and their own 
impressions about their power and authority at work and home. I did not ask directly 
about power but during my interviews, I spent a great deal of time gathering informa-
tion that might indicate women’s relative power in the household (including infor-
mation about time use, responsibilities for housework, control of money, and 
involvement in household decisions) and how that was related to relative positions 
outside the house (e.g. differences in salaries or status between husband and wife), 
household con fi guration, educational background, and other factors. I also conducted 
interviews with factory managers, with government employees, and with several 
people who worked in local media outlets. I conducted informal, unscheduled inter-
views with a wide range of people, from workers in of fi ces, stores, restaurants, and 
hotels to other people I met in my daily life in the DEZ. 

 All interviews were conducted by myself, in Chinese, without any supervision. 
The Fulian did not intervene in the interviews in any way, only occasionally helping 
me in the early stages of  fi nding respondents. My Chinese language ability, while 
not perfect by any means, was suf fi cient for these interviews; people from the Dalian 
area often have very strong accents, and because of either that or my own general 
language inadequacies, I occasionally had to ask a respondent to explain something 
to me, using more simple language. But in general, I had no trouble with communi-
cation, and sometimes my obvious non-native status and language stumbles gave 
me more legitimacy to ask the kinds of questions I was asking. It probably seemed 
reasonable that someone who was clearly a foreigner wanted to learn the details of 
some of these phenomena, details which were likely to be taken for granted by most 
Chinese.   

   The Dilemmas of Feminist Research 

 This project is overtly feminist. Given the vast literature and numerous disagreements 
on what constitutes feminist research, such a statement needs explanation (DeVault 
 1999 ; Edwards and Ribbens  1998 ; Olesen  2005  ) . Among the characteristics and 
goals of research that have been claimed as feminist are: a more equal relationship 
between the researcher and the researched, the importance of listening to and making 
available otherwise silenced voices, making explicit connections between research 
and social change, and a focus on women’s oppression (Kelly and Regan  1994  ) . But 
recent discussions of these issues make clear that what makes research feminist is 
not so easily clari fi ed or isolated. 

 While there is certainly not widespread agreement on how to characterize femi-
nist research (Maynard  1994 ; DeVault  1999 ; Harding  1991 ; Reinharz  1992 ; Fonow 
and Cook 1991 ) , an area of widespread agreement lies in the importance of the 
connection between theory and method. Where research may be more or less femi-
nist lies in the epistemological and methodological aspects of the project, and it is 
in these aspects of the project that I have borrowed heavily from feminist theorists 
and scholars. 
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 One aspect of research that has been shaped by feminist scholars is the choice 
of research topics. Focusing on research topics allows us to see the contributions of 
feminist scholarship to our understanding of China. This research—which has used 
a variety of approaches and addresses broad array of topics—all take gender as a 
central focus. Some (Barlow  2004  )  have a theoretical focus. Others (Connelly et al. 
 2010  )  examine issues of labor force or economy. An important strand of work has 
examined China’s birth planning policy and its effects on women and girls 
(Greenhalgh and Winckler  2005 ; Greenhalgh  2008 ; Fong  2004 ; White  2009  ) . And 
many have focused on issues closely related to those I explore, looking at migrant 
women, factory workers, or other workers (Pun  2005 ; Lee  1998 ; Hanser  2008 ; Yan 
 2008 ; Jacka     2005a,   b  ) . All of these works, and many others, have been central to our 
understanding of women’s lives in China and form a basis of my own work. 

 For many scholars, there is increasing—and now widespread—recognition that 
the details of daily life are important sources of information about any society and, 
as well, deserve close examination in their own right. In addition, feminist scholars 
(and others; see Edwards and Ribbens  1998 ; Seidman  1992  )  argue that in these 
small, seemingly mundane details of ordinary life lie clues and re fl ections of the 
larger social order (Mills  2000  ) , an order that is gendered in many ways (Aptheker 
 1989 ; Hershatter  2007 ; Milwertz  1997  ) . Thus, researchers can work to understand 
the gendered nature of society through the daily lives and details of people’s lives 
(Aptheker  1989 ; Edwards and Ribbens  1998  ) . To think of these “private” issues as 
separate from other, public, issues, is to draw arbitrary and misleading divisions 
between pieces of lives that are very much integrated (Smith  1987  ) . Research in 
many societies has shown the intricate and close connections between large public 
institutions, such as the state or the economy, and the lives of women and others in 
families and households (see  Allison 1991 ; Anagnost  1994 : Ali  2002  ) . Yan Hairong 
 (  2008  ) , for example, has demonstrated that attitudes toward rural women who work 
as domestic workers in urban China are shaped by the ways that the Chinese state 
attempts to construct itself as a modern country. My interest in the daily lives of 
women factory workers in Dalian and the ways that those lives are connected to 
large social, political and economic issues in China and beyond is in this tradition. 
This kind of approach is feminist less because of the methods that a researcher uses 
than because of methodology and epistemology. 

 Harding  (  1991 :2) has argued for distinguishing among epistemology, methodol-
ogy, and method. It is dif fi cult to claim that one or another method—the technique 
used to gather information—is feminist; method techniques are, after all, often shared 
by researchers from a wide range of ideological, theoretical, and epistemological 
perspectives and have a history of development and use outside of feminist research. 
Thus, although scholars have debated whether positivist and even quantitative 
approaches can be feminist (see Jayaratne and Stewart  1991  ) , I  fi nd such debates less 
than useful; here, it is not the qualitative nature of this study that I argue makes this 
a feminist project. A more compelling argument for me is how feminist research asks 
particular kinds of questions and counts as evidence particular kinds of information. 
Nevertheless, I have read, pondered and adopted arguments and approaches that are 
widely discussed in feminist literature about method. Several aspects discussed in 
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this literature were relevant to my own project and my decisions about method. One 
in particular is the relationship between interviewers and respondents (see Wolf 
 1996 ; Stacey  1988 ; Skeggs  1994 ; Zavella  1996  ) . For example, many wonder about 
how much interviewers should reveal about their own lives in the context of any 
interview. Some argue that any revelation is likely to bias the respondent while others 
argue that such revelations make the interview setting less one-sided and more inter-
active. My own decision was to answers questions when asked by a respondent and 
even, at times, to offer examples from my own life, in order to provide examples or 
to elicit responses. My examples, of course, were carefully chosen and I often chose 
not to reveal all details of a particular event. But I found myself more comfortable in 
a more give-and-take relationship during the interview, not necessarily because that 
seemed more feminist (I don’t think that these kinds of revelations change the roles, 
status or power differentials of the interview setting) but because it was easier and 
seemed to allow most respondents to relax. 

 The ethnographer/interviewer role has been heavily critiqued in other ways as 
well, both from feminist perspectives and from other perspectives, and these discus-
sions were useful to me in thinking about my own role as a researcher in China. 
I am aware of the potential and actual power differential between me—a white, 
well-educated, American woman—and most of my respondents—often rural 
Chinese women with relative low levels of education, often working in foreign 
 factories—and the ways that such differences in fl uenced every aspect of my research 
and the knowledge that we produced (Glucksmann  1994  ) . I see my contribution as 
one piece of knowledge that is situated in a particular place, and created for a 
 particular use and audience (Haraway  1988 ; Narayan  1989 ; Edwards and Ribbens 
 1998  ) . 

 How, then, to treat the testimony of the women who talked to me about their 
lives? Interviews, of course, must be interpreted carefully. What a person says in an 
interview may not resemble how she acts (Kitzinger  2004 ; Mason  2002  ) . 
Nevertheless, I argue that how a woman constructs her life in an interview is an 
important indicator of how she constructs her life, the social norms she sees as 
important, and how she sees herself  fi tting into the world around her (see Hansen 
and Pang  2010  (quoting Furlong and Cartmel 2007) on such interviews as showing 
how respondents “put together the pieces of life’s jigsaw.”). In addition, the 
language women used in these interviews—the words they used, the social structures 
they referred to—allows us insight into the discourses available and less available to 
them. In interpreting the life stories of older rural women, for example, Gail 
Hershatter  (  2011 : 29) found places where there was “no public language” for some 
of the values or work that women ascribed to or performed, forcing them to  fi nd 
other ways to express themselves. In the interviews I conducted, the ways that 
women used different vocabulary for different areas of their lives (the language of 
rights and responsibilities for activities outside the home but not within it, for exam-
ple) became signals for me of the ways that public discourse and structures shaped 
the lives, visions and desires of these Dalian women. Related to these issues is 
another, how closely interviewing mirrors “reality” and whose reality. I found it 
problematic to assume that respondents operate as vessels of information and that 
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my role is to mine for that information (Singleton and Straits  2002 ; Warren  2002  ) . 
Such an “excavation” approach assumes that the respondent sees the social world 
and can talk about it in an unproblematic way and that the job of the interviewer is 
to collect that information as thoroughly and accurately as possible. There are several 
problems with such an assumption, problems that go beyond even the important 
issues of good interviewing skills, or selective memory or reporting on the part of 
respondents. Such an approach also assumes a static,  fi xed world, one that can be 
captured in an interview, rather than seeing values, ideas, stances as always changing, 
 fl uid, and deeply contextualized. I chose, instead, to see the interview as a site of the 
production of knowledge. During that particular act—and the interview itself is a 
cultural performance bearing the imprint of the social worlds around the interviewer 
and interviewee—the two (or more) people involved create knowledge. For that 
reason and others, my interviews focused on routine daily experiences and attempts 
to understand the meanings of those actions. At the same time, I saw these interviews 
less as accurate reports of all that happened and more as sites of knowledge 
construction (Mason  2002  ) . Necessarily, then, my interpretations of the data I gathered 
are a central aspect of this project. 

 But this approach raises further questions. Some feminist scholars have argued 
that if we see researchers and researched as partners in knowledge creation, then 
respondents should be given a voice in the interpretation of the results, at some 
stage in the research process (Wolf  1996  ) . In this way, respondents will not be 
“objects” of research. My stance is more similar to Glucksmann’s argument: 
“Whatever interest those being researched have in the content of procedure of the 
research process, their relation to it is quite other than that of the researcher whose 
prime object, unlike theirs, is to produce knowledge, even if she intends to ‘give it 
back’ in some form. However much the researcher aims to avoid treating the  people 
she is researching as ‘objects’, and however ‘good’ the rapport appears to be, there 
can be no getting away from the fact that those being researched are the ‘subjects’ 
of the research. The line between being a subject and an object in this context is a 
pretty  fi ne one, and exists, more likely than not, only in the researcher’s head” 
(Glucksmann  1994 : 156). 

 But there are other, more epistemological and methodological questions that the 
interview method raise. The interview method can overstate the role of individuals 
and has the danger of seeing the social world as a collection of rational, individualized 
acts, thus “giv[ing] too much epistemological privilege to the idea of the individual, 
articulate, rational actor.” As Mason  (  2002 : 236) cautions, “Can interviews, whether 
with carefully selected ranges of individuals, or with groups, ever tell us about those 
elements of the social which appear to go beyond or operate outside individuals—
whether these be discourses, or institutions, or systems? Can they tell us about 
elements of the social which are not accessible through talk?” 

 In this project, my goal is to construct an understanding of the gendered social 
world that comes from and is linked to the testimonies and perspectives of these 
Dalian women but which also uses other, sometimes complementary and sometimes 
alternative, perspectives, to understand that social world. “Developing an alternative 
reference… would seem to be an essential requirement for a critical appreciation of 



31The Dilemmas of Feminist Research

what people say. Otherwise, the only alternatives would be to accept [a woman’s 
account] at face value or to treat it as… text, and both of these would imply aban-
donment of analysis at the level of social structure” (Glucksmann  1994 : 160). Thus 
my analysis is based on both the stories women told me, the conversations I had 
with many others about these issues, and my own observations while in the  fi eld. 
But I also use data and information beyond my  fi eldwork, in an attempt to under-
stand and interpret the social world of these Dalian women and women like them. 
My assumption is that through asking about and listening to women talk about their 
everyday lives and experiences, I can understand how they make sense of the social 
world around them. In these ways, I attempt to link the everyday lives of women in 
Dalian factories with the larger social and discursive structures that are connected to 
them.      
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 “Leaving the rural area is really important for girls,” insisted Chanquan. Over the 
course of several hours of interviews with me, Chanquan elaborated on her efforts 
to get to the city and to  fi nd a way to stay there permanently. As a single woman, she 
saw one after another route to her goal close down. As a poor villager, she was 
unable to access an educational route out. She had not been hired into a job that 
might give her an urban hukou. And she was about ready to marry a man who also 
had a rural hukou. At some points in her conversations, she was frustrated and sad 
about her failures along the way, and at other points, showed herself to be absolutely 
committed to achieving her goal of urban residence. She spoke with passion and 
resolve. 

 Why are women like Chanquan, so full of dreams about the city and think it 
worth so much effort on their part to settle permanently there, even in the face of the 
hardships and dif fi culties faced by migrant women in cities? In order to understand 
the decisions, behaviors, and preferences of women like Chanquan and other migrant 
women in the Dalian area, we have to look closely at the divide between urban and 
rural areas. This divide constitutes one the most important and deepest inequalities 
in Chinese society today. Divisions and inequalities between rural and urban areas 
are not new and not unique to China; nevertheless, the force of this divide is espe-
cially powerful in China today for several reasons. The inequalities between rural 
and urban social and economic life are glaringly obvious in nearly all spheres; those 
differences are central factors in the attraction of urban life among many rural resi-
dents. In addition, while urban and rural differences are found in many societies, 
China’s rural-urban divide was created, maintained, and encouraged by the state, 
giving added institutional weight to these differences. The state’s intervention in 
urban construction and in privileging urban areas operated both materially and dis-
cursively. For decades, cities have been key sites of China’s modernizing project 
and even though the goals for its modernizing project have changed over the differ-
ent political periods since 1949, in each period, the city has been a key compo-
nent. In addition, the state’s prohibition of movement between rural and urban for 
several decades effectively locked rural residents into place and cut off many 
 avenues to achieving their goals. While most women are focused on their own 
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 individual struggles and successes and not on the larger social or economic structures 
which shape their experiences, it is imperative to recognize how these individual 
lives have been heavily in fl uenced by the institution of the state. Indeed, the com-
plexities and intricacies that women navigate through are often explicitly dictated 
by state practices. In this chapter, I will explore and analyze issues raised by the 
respondents in interviews and in other settings in order to elaborate on the construction 
and maintenance of the divide between urban and rural and the ways that this divide 
has shaped the lives of Dalian women, indeed of most people in China today. Even 
though the migrant women I spoke with rarely discussed or even mentioned these 
larger social structures, they nevertheless bumped up against those at every turn, and 
the urban/rural divide shaped nearly all the decisions they made. Their lives and 
stories underscore the compelling material and discursive reasons that women like 
Chanquan and nearly every other woman in this sample did and will do whatever 
they can to make their way out of their village and into the city. 

   Urban/Rural Differences 

 The most obvious differences between rural and urban areas are the material differences 
and disadvantages faced by rural residences. These were some of the  fi rst things that 
Dalian women mentioned when I asked them what they liked about the DEZ. In a 
group interview with  fi ve workers (four women and one man) from one factory, the 
workers discussed the obvious differences in Dalian. One woman mentioned the 
dif fi culties of having to live in a cash economy and the ways that that meant that 
everything costs money. Before, in her village, she did not always have to have cash, 
but now she had to be ready to pay for everything, even the smallest thing costing 
money. But others in the group were quick to point out the other side of urban life. 
The Zone was more developed than any rural area they knew, with roads and tall 
buildings. Running water had eliminated one of the most onerous tasks of rural 
areas, drawing and carrying water from wells or streams. That job, in China and in 
many other societies, falls mostly to women and so it is not surprising that women 
often used this difference to emphasize the better life in an urban area. But men too 
recognized these modern conveniences as important. About the urban area, one 
male factory worker argued, “It is better, you have electricity, water.” He went on to 
say that now you can buy many of the things you used to make, and that makes daily 
life easier. He thus turned around the earlier comment about the disadvantages of a 
cash economy. 

 Dalian migrants nearly always measured their lives in the DEZ against their lives 
in the village and that comparison is key to understanding their assessment of their 
experiences and why a number of them described their lives as paradise. When I 
asked one woman about her relative socio-economic standing, she saw herself as 
much less well off than most urbanites. But she emphasized a comparison with other 
villagers (where she saw her and her family as having been more or less average), 
highlighting her new, raised, status by a comparison to them. Overall—and nearly 
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to the individual respondent—when compared to rural life, urban life is better. 
As Lina argued, “Compared to our lives as peasants, this is not hard, this is not 
really tiring. Life as a peasant is really hard. THAT life makes you tired!” 

 The regulated life in urban areas had disadvantages. Jiangli said “As a farmer, 
you can move around. Your life is your own in so many ways. You can plant when 
you need to, and you can talk to people, you know, stop working and talk, or just 
talk to people while you are working. There is no set schedule. That is not true for 
workers. You get up every day at the same time, you go to work, come home from 
work at the same time. Much more regularized.” But even those demands of factory 
life were seen as positive by many. Lirong parsed comparisons of factory and farm 
work from a different perspective: “This kind of job, it is always go to work, come 
back from work, so regulated. Your time is really not your own. So that is a problem. 
But once you get married, and then you have a child, well, this job is better, it is 
more stable… it is better after you are married to have this kind of work, for the 
stability.” 

 And though they knew they worked long hours, they still believed this work was 
easier than farm work. When I told Huiying, (a factory worker) how some urban 
women have described their lives as hard and tiring, she responded “No, [my work] 
can’t be considered tiring. I think the difference might be the environment in which 
you are born. I am used to it. No, this work is really not tiring at all… It is just work, 
but it is not hard. Before, I never thought I could have a job like this one.” When I 
asked Lina about whether farming gave a worker more freedom, she seemed incred-
ulous: “Freedom? No! There wasn’t any freedom, you just had to work and work. 
Really, the differences are too big to compare!” and declared that she could not 
think of any advantages of an agricultural life over an urban industrial one. Lina’s 
assessment spoke to just how strongly these migrant women saw the daily experiences 
of urban life as radically better than a comparable rural life. 

 The differences between urban and rural life that these women point to are not 
completely new to contemporary China; rural poverty has always been present in 
China, but by the early twentieth century, these differences became more marked. 
As treaty ports and other cities grew in importance and size in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century, the numbers of migrants increased as peasants and others 
 fl ocked to the cities to seek out new opportunities. Daily life differed radically in 
urban and rural areas: in the cities, there was more diversity of lifestyles and more 
freedom for experimentation, whether that was in clothing, hairstyles, or living 
arrangements. But these rural/urban differences and, especially, inequalities grew 
deeper and more extensive after 1949. And they have been exacerbated since the 
economic reforms of the 1980s. Immediately after the privatization of the economy 
and the disbanding of the communes in the very early years of economic reform, 
poverty in rural areas declined signi fi cantly (Oakes  2000  ) . Those initial gains have 
been offset since 1984 and the gap between rural and urban incomes has widened 
considerably. The Gini coeff fi cient (a measure of inequality) had risen to 0.38 by 
1988 to 0.46 by 1995 (Knight et al.  2004  ) . And inequality continues to grow: 
between 1991 and 2004, annual rural household income growth lagged well behind 
that of urban, 4.9 versus 7.7%,  respectively (Wang  2010  ) . Scholars have noted that 
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much of the inequality is between regions, with the eastern provinces and cities much 
better off than the western areas of the country (Sicular et al.  2010  ) . Part of the reason 
for these area differences is the differential resources given to different regions of 
the country by the central government who has privileged the eastern, metropolitan 
areas all along, and continues to put a larger share of the resources for infrastructure, 
developing industry, and other investments into those areas. As we will see, in these 
ways, the state has contributed in a number of ways to the increasing attraction of 
urban living for Chinese peasants. In addition to these regional priorities and differ-
ences, the state also continues certain subsidies for urban residents such as pensions, 
public housing, and other public services, making the differences between urban 
and rural income levels even greater (Li and Luo  2010  ) . 

 In addition to these differential state investments, it is increasingly dif fi cult for 
peasants to survive through farming alone. Faced with increasing population 
pressure on the land, peasants have turned to non-farm activities to survive. Indeed, 
growth of rural-based industry (town-village enterprises, or TVEs) in the early 
1980s was a key state strategy to deal with excess labor and land shortage in rural 
areas. These industries did absorb some labor, and increased pro fi ts to townships, 
villages, and individuals alike, but only in certain parts of the country; shortages of 
supportive infrastructure such as transportation and communication—especially in 
poorer areas of the country—contributed to weaknesses in these enterprises, making 
TVEs an unreliable source of income or jobs. 

 At the same time agriculture work was often unpro fi table. The changes in agri-
culture organization after the economic reforms meant that peasants had greater say 
in what they grew and that they no longer had to sell a portion of their harvest to the 
state. And crop yields increased signi fi cantly across China. But along with these 
changes, the state placed high taxes on agriculture output and also set up and con-
trolled a price structure that made agricultural pro fi tability very dif fi cult and caused 
farm prices to drop. Peasants faced other dif fi culties because of the further cutbacks 
in state investments in the countryside. In addition to taxes imposed by the central 
government, local authorities began to charge peasants taxes and fees for community 
services such as road repair, hospitals, and infrastructure construction that used to be 
provided by the country or provincial government. 

 Along with these income disparities, rural areas also faced declining services. 
Health care, no longer covered by the local government, declined in both its quality 
and availability. Reports suggest that the division between the provision of health 
care for rural and urban residents is large and growing (Beach  2001  ) . Health expen-
ditures for urban residents is some four times greater than for rural residents and the 
government share of these expenditures is greater in urban than rural areas (Yip 
 2010  ) . Not surprisingly, the health consequences of these inequalities are becoming 
increasingly apparent. Immunization programs, for example, no longer have the 
wide coverage they once had, especially in rural areas (Riley  2004  ) . Life expectancy, 
which has always been lower in rural areas, is now even more differentiated: In 
1982, the life expectancy was 70.9 years for urban residents and 67 for rural; that 
gap increased by 1996 with life expectancies rising to 74.3 years in cities and 68.8 
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in rural areas  (  Attane 2002  ) ; in 2000, life expectancy in urban areas was 75.2 and 
69.6 in rural areas (China Human Development Report  2007  )  

 A similar gap between rural and urban areas exists in education. Rural schools 
are often poorly staffed and lack resources—books, materials, buildings, or good 
teachers—that good urban schools have available. The always-large gaps between 
rural and urban schools—as measured in money spent on schools, in curriculum 
development, and in structures—actually increased in the 1970s and 1980s  (  Hannum 
1999  ) . School fees have increased to compensate for the lack of state funding for 
schooling, but the quality of schooling remains low. Opportunity costs have also 
increased, as children’s labor is needed on the family farm or in the family enterprise. 
These changes and the increasing expenses associated with schooling have meant 
that in many poor areas, parents remove their children from school at young ages or 
do not send them at all. Consequently, there is a high and growing rate of illiteracy 
and semi-literacy in many rural areas, 

 In addition to these important material differences, there are also discursive 
differences between rural and urban, underscoring an ideology that constructs rural 
and the people who live there as backwards, non-modern, ignorant, and less deserving 
of government or societal resources. As we will see, this discourse plays a very 
important role both in the movement of rural migrants into the city generally and 
into the DEZ speci fi cally and in what happens to them once there. 

 It is these discursive and material disadvantages that rural migrant women in Dalian 
must continue to navigate. As is clear from their conversations above, they see these 
differences clearly, and those inequalities were central to their motivation to migrate to 
Dalian. These differences between rural and urban and the disadvantages and shortages 
rural residents face help to push women out of their villages and make their way to 
urban areas. For some rural families, these challenges encourage them to diversify 
their incomes by sending some family members to the city to work while others main-
tain the family farm. But these rural deprivations are also felt by individuals who see 
little future for themselves in their villages and seek better opportunities in the cities. 

 Indeed, at the same time as the poorer resources push villagers out, the better 
resources in cities are equally attractive. The state’s relaxation of restrictions on 
migration since the 1980s has meant that there are few of fi cial barriers to such 
moves. With little government rationing and plentiful private markets, it is now easy 
to buy food anywhere in China. In the DEZ, open markets and privately owned 
stores abound, with many entrepreneurs hawking their goods and services. Jobs are 
no longer assigned by the state, but are under the control of local authorities and 
even the heads of enterprises, and individuals are able to  fi nd work on their own. 
As is true in most urban areas, there is now open housing available, even if the cost 
makes such living arrangements prohibitive for many rural migrants. Other services 
can be procured for a fee; although the costs of schooling and health care are high 
and out of reach for many migrants, it is nevertheless now possible to purchase these 
services, something that was not true in the recent past when without an urban 
hukou, no amount of money would allow such access. 

 The relaxation of rules on movement, the availability of goods and services on 
the market, and the continuing (and growing inequalities) between rural and urban 



38 3 Urban as Paradise: Understanding the Urban/Rural Divide

areas have all been factors in the massive migration that got under way shortly after 
the economic reforms began in the early 1980s and is currently underway across 
China today. It is dif fi cult to  fi nd accurate measures of migration because much of 
it is undocumented but some of the best estimates suggest that something like 
130 million rural residents are living in cities in China (PRB  2002  ) . The numbers of 
people who live in a place different from their legal hukou (in Chinese, a category 
of people termed  renhufenli ) is very high; the government estimated that in 2005 
migrants constituted over 11% of the total national population (Li and Li  2010  )  
and 20% of those living in urban areas (Gao and Riskin  2009  ) . Most migration is 
from rural to urban areas, and from western areas to eastern areas, that is from 
China’s poorer to its wealthier areas (Riley  2004  ) . Migrants have taken up jobs as 
construction workers, nannies, and factory workers. One government of fi cial esti-
mated that in the mid-1990s, 40% of the construction workers in Beijing were 
migrants (Guang  2003  ) .  

   Migrants in the City 

 “It was exciting today. We went out to Dong Fang Market and had a drink in a modern and 
expensive cafe. An ugly local guy bullied us but we fought back… Why do the local 
people never treat us as human beings? Now that I’m out in the world, I  fi nd myself one 
hundred times more worthless than in the village.” (Yue, a rural migrant, recounted by Pun 
 2005 : 161). 

 While reaching the city and securing jobs and housing is an enormous accom-
plishment, migrant women still face hardships in their daily lives in the city; as 
Yue’s story suggests, urbanites often discriminate against them. Anthropologist 
Mary Douglas has argued for considering how “dirt [is] matter out of place” (Douglas 
 1966 : 44), referring to how location shapes the interpretation and acceptance of nearly 
anything or anyone. Her insights are useful here: however negatively peasants are 
seen when they reside in rural areas, it is when peasants move to the city that they 
are viewed as most threatening. In the city, they are “out of place,” intruding on the 
space of urbanites. As Douglas argues, such displacement is seen as threatening to 
the proper ordering of a society and Sun (   Sun Wanning  2009a,   b : 622) goes on to 
point out the result of such threats: such migration has “given rise to a greater need 
for exclusion and boundary keeping at a symbolic level.” While the government did 
lift many of the restrictions on movement after 1980s, that change did not mean that 
migrants have an easy time in the city. Rural migrants living in cities face huge 
challenges and outright discrimination. That such a high proportion of those living 
in the Dalian Economic Zone are migrants may soften the discrimination that many 
rural migrants face in China. Most of the people with whom Dalian migrants inter-
act—shopkeepers and those on the streets—are migrants themselves and this likely 
makes daily life a bit easier. However, it is not that urban life is not challenging for 
these women, especially as migrant workers, often without proper urban residency 
permits. In interviews with me, Dalian migrants reported poor treatment, both as 
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workers and as migrant residents. One woman indignantly described how city people 
put peasants down, snub them, and think of them as lower class citizens, even after 
they make a successful move to the city. In my conversations with these migrants, 
many asserted strongly that rural people are “better,” “nicer,” “more moral” and 
their tone and insistence seemed to be arguing against others’—urban residents’—
assumptions about peasants. 

 Because their lives differ markedly from both rural residents and urban hukou 
holders, some scholars have argued for acknowledging migrants as a third category 
(Wang  2010  ) . The government takes little responsibility for these migrants, and 
because services are still distributed according to hukou status, rural migrants are at 
a serious disadvantage. Less than 5% of migrants in cities receive pension, health, 
or unemployment insurance (Gao and Riskin  2009  ) . Without an urban hukou, they 
are blocked out of jobs in some of the industries with the highest salaries and most 
security, such as state industry, education, or government administration; migrants 
with rural hukou usually take jobs in the service industry (such as store clerks, 
domestic work, or childcare), construction work, or in the informal sector. Migrants 
do work in industry, and in some areas (such as many economic zones), it is migrants 
who predominate in industry. But these industries are ones that are less supervised 
by authorities and often employ workers without the bene fi ts that accrue through 
state industry work. Migrants without urban hukou are also sometimes hired by 
state enterprises but only as temporary workers and without bene fi ts; they some-
times  fi ll in gaps in workers and then are let go when demand wanes (Davin  1999 : 
99). But in general, without an urban hukou, many jobs are not available for rural 
migrants. 

 Services are also not easily available because in urban areas they are distributed 
at no or low cost only to those with of fi cial urban hukou. Everything from housing 
to health care to education comes less easily and at a greater price to rural migrants. 
Housing continues to be in short supply in most urban areas. Most housing is state-
owned and is rented to urban residents through their workplace ( danwei ) for a small 
fee. Some danwei are offering this housing for sale but again, only to their own 
workers. There is an increasing supply of privately owned housing for sale and rent 
in many urban areas, but sometimes it is necessary to show an urban hukou to obtain 
it. Even when that is not the case, most of this housing is  fi nancially out of reach of 
most rural migrants. In the Dalian Economic Zone, land is not as scarce as it is in 
some large urban cities, and new housing is being constructed constantly. Much of 
the housing in the Economic Zone is owned by companies or the government and 
leased to residents/workers, and indeed, many workers in private, joint, or foreign 
enterprises are housed by the companies in worker dormitories. Most of these work-
ers in the DEZ are rural migrants who are under contract to the enterprise. But for 
other rural migrants in the zone, housing is dif fi cult. While Dalian might have a 
higher proportion of its housing available for sale or rent on the open market than 
many urban areas, nevertheless the prices of these apartments (and occasionally 
houses) are very high, and thus usually not easily available to migrants. Health care 
too is distributed according to hukou status, with rural migrants having to access 
services at a greater cost than do urban migrants. 
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 Urban living is thus far from easy for rural migrants. Nevertheless, as Dalian 
women were quick and constant in pointing out, there were many advantages in 
urban areas compared to rural. This constant, always implicit, and sometimes 
explicit comparison is important to keep in mind, just as Dalian women do when 
they assess their own lives. But also important to understanding both the depth and 
range of urban/rural inequality and its effects on Dalian women’s lives are two key 
characteristics that distinguish China’s urban/rural inequality. The  fi rst is the role of 
the state, which has been profound, deep, and long-lasting. The second is how 
important ideologies and the discursive inequalities have been in maintaining the 
divide and in promoting rural migration to cities. The  fi rst, the role of the state and 
its enormous in fl uence, suggests the weight of such inequality on rural women. 
Examining the discourse around urban and rural underscores how pervasive this 
divide is in China today. I address these issues in the next two sections before returning 
to the lives of Dalian women.  

   The Role of the State 

 Through a range of policies, the Chinese state created, maintained, and has encouraged 
rural/urban differences and inequalities. The movement of millions of rural migrants 
into cities, including the Dalian women who at the heart of this study, can be directly 
attributed to state intervention, which increased dramatically after 1949. While 
events in the past, such as  fl oods and wars in fl uenced migration and meant that 
migration was not necessarily voluntary, the state played a much smaller role in 
shaping migration than it plays today. There were times when rural people were 
forced to resettle in new areas because of government rules or orders, but before 
1949, migration was generally voluntary and no government in either the Qing or 
Republican periods prevented intra-rural or rural-to-urban migration  (  Cheng and 
Seldon 1994  ) . After 1949, the Chinese state created and maintained a class system 
based on residence, and its design for a planned Chinese modernity was constructed 
on this urban/rural divide. 

 In spite of State and Party rhetoric to the contrary, rural/urban differences were 
greatly magni fi ed and institutionalized after the establishment of the People’s 
Republic in 1949. For the following several decades, urban/rural became “the most 
important social distinction in modern China” (Potter and Potter  1990 : 297). On the 
one hand, during China’s civil war, the Chinese Communist Party leaders believed 
that it was in the rural countryside and with peasant support that they would ensure 
their victory. Whereas the May 4th movement of the 1920s was centered in the 
 cities, the leaders of the Communist Revolution—however much it was connected 
to those early protests and social movements—saw the Chinese revolution as a 
peasant revolution. Much of the focus of early post-1949 reform was on rural areas, 
including land reform and efforts to change peasant life. One of the purported major 
goals for the early CCP was to change the “three great differences”—that between 
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urban and rural, between blue and white collar workers, and between industry and 
agriculture  (  Attane 2002  ) . 

 But at the same time, the Chinese government underscored the rural-urban divide 
in a number of ways. driving “a wedge between city and country that was novel in 
Chinese history” (Solinger  1999 : 27). This division was created, underscored, and 
strengthened through a series of directions that placed increasing limits on the rural 
population and increasing control with the local and central authorities. 

   The Hukou System 

 Chanquan, whose story began this chapter, was not only passionate about her goal 
of moving to the city; she seemed nearly  fi xated on securing an urban hukou. When 
I asked her about her ideal job, she immediately responded, “I would like to work 
for some big danwei, you know, one that might be able to change my hukou. I really 
would like to work someplace a long time, and then get a city hukou.” Later in our 
conversation, as we talked about marriage prospects, she again made clear her desire 
to live in the city: “If I marry a man with a city hukou, then I could change my 
hukou.” Chanquan structured her life—from work to the contacts she made to 
marriage prospects—around the possibility that her choices and actions might give 
her a way to secure that all-precious urban hukou and allow her to settle permanently 
in the Dalian Economic Zone. However, it came out through my interviews with her 
that she had not succeeded in reaching her desired goal. Too poor to continue far in 
school, unable to land a good (read: factory) job, and now engaged to a peasant man, 
Chanquan was worried that she would not be able to achieve her dream of urban 
residence. When I asked what she thought would happen to her, she responded, with 
great frustration “Well, I just don’t know, my head hurts from trying to think up a 
solution!” 

 Chanquan’s focus on an urban hukou re fl ects how it was the hukou system—a 
particular form of population registration—that institutionalized the material and 
discursive inequalities between rural and urban; it is that system and its legacies that 
continue to constitute a central part of migrant women’s constructions of success 
and underlie Dalian migrant women’s great efforts to acquire urban status. The 
hukou system developed in different ways in the decade after 1949, gradually 
becoming a highly restrictive system, affecting the lives of all most Chinese citi-
zens; under this system, the population was divided into two groups, “peasants” and 
“non-peasants.” Each person was assigned a hukou—residency permit—and all 
Chinese were monitored and counted through local registration. With membership 
in either category came certain rights, responsibilities, and restrictions. The hukou 
system did not permit any movement without permission from the local authorities; 
movement was especially restrictive for the rural population who were kept on the 
land and unable to leave. It was this part of the population and this direction of 
movement (rural to urban) that the state particularly wanted to control. 
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 From that time through the present, these groupings did not re fl ect occupation or 
land use as much as they were and are political divisions. This household registration 
(hukou) system was meant to facilitate central planning, help establish and maintain 
social order, slow migration from rural to urban areas, and allow for the organization 
of production and urban services (Solinger  1999 : 37). By dividing the country’s 
tasks between rural and urban, the hukou system, combined with state control over 
all means of production and distribution, also facilitated the industrialization of the 
country, creating a clear production and distribution system and a pathway toward a 
modern China. Rural peasants would supply food to urban workers, allowing cities 
to be the bases for China’s modernization. But this was not a simple division of 
tasks; it was based on a hierarchical system—a “spatially de fi ned status hierarchy” 
 (  Cheng and Seldon 1994 : 645)—in which urbanites were favored and rural peasants 
were disadvantaged. With the new restrictions on movement and the prevention of 
peasants’ movement to the cities, the state could fully undertake the responsibility 
for feeding, clothing, and housing urban citizens; services such as health care and 
education were also provided to state employees in the cities. Rural residents were 
not given the same resources; there, the argument was for self-suf fi ciency. Peasants 
were to grow their own food through collective farming. Health care and education 
were also provided through local (usually county) authorities. 

 By distributing nearly all goods and services through the hukou system, the state 
maintained tight control over the daily lives of its citizens and locked people into a 
speci fi c place: only through the local authorities of the place to which s/he was 
assigned could an individual collect any daily or larger necessity—including food, 
job assignment, permission to marry, and services. Most goods and services were 
rationed, especially in urban areas. During the 1960s, 1970s, and much of the 1980s, 
there were no private sources for most of these items; state-supplied and distributed 
items were often in short supply as well. Thus, it was only through the ration system 
that urban dwellers could procure both the necessities of daily life, such as rice, or 
luxuries, such as bicycles. Those without the necessary ration coupons and government 
permissions had no way to survive in the city. For rural dwellers, collectivization of 
the land and other means of production meant that peasants worked and earned 
collectively, and the harvest and other resources were shared by the peasant 
collective. 

 Not only were urbanites advantaged under the hukou system, but rural areas 
were particularly disadvantaged in several ways. First, they were not provided 
government support in food or employment or other aspects of life. In addition, in 
order to feed the urban industrial machine, peasants were forced to sell to the state 
a certain (large) percent of their harvest every year, and at an arti fi cially low price. 
The proportion of harvests they were allowed to keep amounted to a smaller amount 
than urbanites had on average, even though farming usually required a higher caloric 
input than did industrial work (Oi  1989  ) . 

 Now that it no longer forbids movement between areas, the government’s role in 
migration may be different than it was earlier but it continues to shape migration in 
key ways. Although the system and its processes did not completely change over-
night, by the mid 1990s, most goods and services were available on the market. 
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With this new distribution system, people were no longer tied to a particular  location 
in the same ways. With these reforms, migration exploded, with increasing numbers 
of peasants moving to the cities to look for better jobs and opportunities. But as 
Dorothy Solinger argues, while things changed, much remained the same. “A closer 
look reveals that these migrants remained con fi ned within the rubric of the state’s 
persisting imperative: to ally urban growth and productivity with cost-saving, and as 
a ‘socialist’ state, to provide for the city dweller while reserving the ruralite as docile, 
disposable trespasser, and drudge. Statism and urban bias, though more masked 
than before, retained their wonted power to inform the relation between the Chinese 
migrant and the state” (Solinger  1999 : 45). 

 The state has retained a central role in the shaping of rural and urban life and 
shapes migration behavior as well. First, while the government has relaxed many of 
its restrictions on movement, the country continues to be organized through the 
hukou system. 1  This lack of of fi cial urban residency in fl uences all aspects of a 
migrant’s life. While the government now allows and sometimes encourages move-
ment, especially to  fi ll labor needs of urban enterprises, it also takes little responsibility 
for movers. The result is that now, peasants—as migrants—can contribute to city 
needs, but, consistent with earlier decades, the current government still owes them 
nothing once they arrive in the cities (Solinger  1999  ) . Those without of fi cial urban 
hukou have less access to urban schools, services, jobs, or housing, sometimes not 
allowed access but increasingly, having to pay extra for such services. The of fi cial 
justi fi cation for naming migrants “ fl oaters” (liudong) rather than “migrants” is that 
they are not permanent resettlers but rather will “ fl oat” and move from place to 
place, rural to urban and back again. This description may hold true for many peasants 
living in the city. But what is not captured in the distinction between the terms 
“ fl oaters” and “migrants” is the role of state rules in their decisions to stay in the 
city. Migrants live lives constantly shaped by the hukou system and their continued 
second-class status within it. If they return to their village after a short period of 
time, it may be part of their own scripted plan, but it may also be a function of being 
an unauthorized migrant and the related dif fi culties—in  fi nding housing, in employ-
ment, and in their general treatment and instability—that sends them out of the city. 
This new migration does not re fl ect any major change in the underlying structure 
and organization of the society, but rather has “made  fl oaters out of farmers” 
(Solinger  1999 : 45). 

 The Chinese government has a stake in this rural-to-urban migration; still focused 
on industrializing and modernizing the country, it has an interest in providing the 
cheap labor needed by urban enterprises in their quest for  fi nancial growth (see Pun 
 2005  ) . The central government shapes and even encourages some migration to 
support this modernizing project. Local governments, such as that in the DEZ, are 
also involved in recruitment of rural workers. Ning tells her story of her recruitment 
to a Japanese factory in the DEZ in 1988. At 22, she was living in a village a few 
hours from the zone when DEZ recruiters, including personnel from the factory, 

   1   See Chan and Buckingham  (  2008 : 64) on how the hukou system remains “alive and well.”  
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came to the village and gave young women an exam. Ning was one of several 
women who were recruited at the time, soon after the DEZ was established. She 
began working at the Japanese factory and has remained at the same plant ever 
since. Her family remains in the village; her daughter is currently living with her 
mother there, and Ning returns most weekends to visit. Rural migrants also provide 
the labor needed for new kinds of services and goods that used to be provided by the 
state; the  fl exibility and low costs of this labor supply make this source especially 
appealing. Rural leaders were often supportive of such migration as well, seeing it 
as a way to deal with rural labor surplus and as a source of income through migrant 
remittances (Solinger  1999  ) . 

 Hukou restriction is not as severe in Dalian’s economic zone as it is elsewhere, 
including in Dalian city proper, but it is nevertheless dif fi cult and expensive to procure 
permanent hukou designation in the DEZ. The usual routes of such a change are 
through one’s workplace, if an employer is willing to argue for and pay the cost of 
obtaining an urban hukou for an employee (when done, usually only after long-term 
employment at the same organization) or through the payment of fees by wealthy 
individuals (either through the purchase of hukou status or, more often, through the 
purchase of land within the zone). 

 The state’s construction and maintenance of the urban/rural divide in Dalian and 
throughout China provides a necessary backdrop to the stories of these migrant 
women. The ways that the state created and has maintained a deep and long-lasting 
inequality between rural and urban is central to understanding why Chanquan, Ning 
and others exert so much effort endure and the hardships they do, in order to make 
it in Dalian.   

   The Role of Ideology 

 Urban life provided clear material advantages to Dalian migrant women; running 
water, regular wages, better job opportunities and better marriage prospects were all 
pieces of the assessments migrant women made in their new lives. But the pull of 
the city was not only about these material aspects; important too were the discursive 
aspects of the urban. In discussions with these women in Dalian, we can see re fl ected 
the overall belief among most Chinese that equates urban with modern and modern 
with progress and the desire of these women to be part of that progressive, modern 
life. The tall buildings that many mentioned certainly represented those aspects of 
urban life such as electricity, central heating, and running water. But of course, tall 
buildings stand for a lot more than their physical elements (Esherick  2000  ) . For 
these women, as for most in China, to be successful, one had to be urban. 

 The material and political inequalities between rural and urban are even more 
entrenched by the discourse surrounding them, a discourse that maintains and con-
stantly recreates a deep rift between urban and rural. These discursive in fl uences 
contribute to how and why these Dalian women found rural/urban inequality the 
most salient inequality in their lives. While Dalian migrants clearly wanted the 
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material bene fi ts that come with urban living and, especially, with an urban hukou, 
they also wanted the status and respect that is constructed as part of urban—and 
solely urban—life. 

 It should come as no surprise that on top of, or alongside, this economic disparity 
there has existed an ideological one; throughout recent history, the ideological view 
has helped to strengthen and justify the material inequality. As in other societies, 
urbanites often see rural peasants as less than urban residents—lacking urbanites’ 
skills, talents, or morals—and less deserving of the privileges granted urban 
 residents. In fact, the hukou system and its results have been equated with class and 
even race systems found in other societies (Pun  2005  ) . Like class, hukou re fl ects 
“differences between groups of individuals which create differences in their mate-
rial prosperity and power” (Giddens  1997 : 581). 

 State policies have obviously contributed to the creation and maintenance of 
these ideologies but other social institutions are also involved. Media reports about 
migrants and migration re fl ect popular discourse, often focusing on the mis fi t 
between migrants and urban life. In recent years, in press and in people’s conversations, 
the term “suzhi” is often used to discuss rural/urban and other inequalities and 
differences (Jacka  2009 ; Sigley  2009  ) . “Suzhi” translates as “quality” but has much 
stronger connotations of “educational credentials, high culture, science and technology, 
modernity, and progress” (Hsu  2007 : 21). In this construction, urban has suzhi while 
rural lacks it. Guang Lei  (  2003  )  points to a column in a Shanghai newspaper which 
discussed rural migrant women and the cheap sandals they wore on the streets of 
Shanghai. Their sandals, the columnist had suggested, represent the migrants’ mis fi t 
with Shanghai life. Guang argues that these kinds of arguments are regularly made 
in the popular press or in popular culture and point to the ways the “anxieties about 
class, gender, and modernity… were frequently projected onto debates about proper 
dress and behavior for women” (Guang  2003 : 629). Rules and ideology about proper 
femininity are challenged by these outsider bodies, revealing “an urban middle-
class and bourgeois identity under the threat of economically mobile peasants. 
The more  fl uid the class categories in the cities, the more important it became for 
the middle class to acquire symbolic capital by sharpening their cultural distinctions 
vis-a-vis outsiders” (Guang  2003 : 631). Women, as the keepers and teachers of 
culture and proper behavior, become particular targets of urban anxiety. Thus, both 
the construction of rural migrants as outsiders and of lower class and status and the 
view of rural areas as backward and un-modern become ways for mobile urbanites 
to assert their difference and advanced standing. 

 Another way of looking at the role of discourse is through what Louisa Schein 
 (  1997  )  has termed “internal orientalism” in China today; although she focuses 
mainly on the role of ethnic groups ( minzu ) in this process, she notes that internal 
orientalism also involves peasants. Orientalism is a productive process; it involves 
the construction of one group (in this case peasants) in a manner that describes 
another (urbanites) and in this way builds on, underscores and produces particular 
social arrangements and policies. While it does not follow that the subordinate/
subaltern group is passive in this process, the systems of discursive and economic 
power in this process are such that one of the only routes subalterns have to assert 



46 3 Urban as Paradise: Understanding the Urban/Rural Divide

their own desires is within—rather than against—this system of domination, that is, 
to achieve success as represented by the system. 

 Another important aspect of this internal orientalizing is the way it is connected 
to China’s relationships with the world outside its borders. Seen from this perspective, 
attitudes towards peasants (and other “inferior” groups, including minorities) are 
linked to China’s inferior status relative to the rest of the world’s nation states; key 
here have been particular historical events in China’s experience: the humiliating 
way that western powers carved up China’s eastern ports and established foreign 
ports in the nineteenth and early twentieth century; the scars left from China’s 
involvement with Japan during World War II; and the failures of the Communist 
leaders, particularly the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution—all of 
which left China worse off relative to the world’s standards of modernization. 

 More recently, China’s focus on industrializing and modernizing has also played 
a role in this internal orientalism. In order to construct itself as a modern, successful 
state, China has used its internal differences to produce a particular image. “The 
in fl uence of these images and encounters dovetailed with the prevailing state 
discourses of modernization ( xiandaihua ) and civilization ( wenming ) that were 
deployed as China’s leaders tried to distance themselves from the chaos of the 
Cultural Revolution…In the eyes of [some Chinese, China seemed] humiliatingly 
backward ( luohou ) on a scale of progress held to be universal.” (Schein  2000 : 22). 
Labeling peasants as backward, uneducated, dirty, and non-modern helped to con-
struct urban residents as the opposite: modern, educated, progressive, successful. 
Thus, backwardness was projected onto more oppressed members of Chinese 
society—including women, minorities and peasants—in order to escape the stigma 
felt by the Chinese relative to the modern, superior, West (Chow  1989 : 153–4). 
Modernity was central to this internal orientalizing. “The valorization of ‘modernity,’ 
thick with its connotations of First World prestige and an in fi nitude of material 
abundance was… an ideological complex that saturated Chinese society as it has the 
transnational arena”  (  Schein 1997 : 88). In China, modern has become equated with 
urban, and urban with modern. 

 Thus, rather than diminishing as the hukou system changed since the 1980s, the 
division of rural and urban and internal orientalizing has proceeded into the “new” 
society; China’s continuing quest to be accepted as a modern, civilized nation structures 
the current situation, and in fl uences the continuation of the old system of privileges 
and disadvantages that had always been part of the hukou system. In fact, rural 
migrants are now seen as threats not only to the country’s quest to be modern, but to 
the stability of urban life. The increase in migration happened at the same time that 
the socialist state was dismantling many of the pillars of support that urbanites had 
grown up with and had come to expect. Even as many of them welcomed some of 
the changes that the market economy brought, they also mourned the loss of old 
practices. The guarantees under the planned economy—of food, housing, and, 
especially, employment—could no longer be counted on. With a growing economy 
and population, some resource systems—water, power, transportation—were taxed 
and made urban life more dif fi cult than it had been in the past, at least in these 
aspects. Rural migrants became scapegoats for the ills of the new society. 
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 Scapegoating migrants followed easily from the established attitudes of urban 
residents toward rural peasants and the deep physical and material divisions between 
the two. As in any social system, outsiders are more easily seen as threats. In China, 
the ideological divide and the internal orientalizing that had been underway for 
decades contributed to urbanites’ attitudes about who deserved what under the new 
regime. The hukou system, deeply etched onto the Chinese social landscape, under-
scored the privileges accrued to those (legitimately) living in urban areas and the 
disquali fi cation of rural peasants to even the most basic services and resources available 
in cities. Women in Dalian navigate through this maze of discursive and material, 
economic and political differences and inequalities,  fi nding a pathway for themselves 
from rural to urban.  

   Gender 

 In this process of migration and urban resettlement, gender plays a key role. Today, 
women comprise over 47% of the intra-provincial migrants (NPFPC  2009  ) . They 
account for some 37% of rural migrants who move to cities, 46% of rural-to small 
town movers, and 53% of rural-to-rural migrants (Davin  1999 : 29). 2  More recent 
analyzes of migration patterns show that gender differences are strongly in fl uenced 
by age; migration rates for the very youngest women and men are similar, and there 
is an increasing gap between women and men’s migration rates at older ages, with 
the oldest women much less likely than their male peers to have migrated (Mu and 
Dominique van de Walle  2009  ) . These migration patterns re fl ect gender norms in 
China today, which have discouraged women from moving far from home; they 
often are seen as tied to their families. (Intraprovincial moves by women are often 
for marriage, as women move from their villages to those of their husbands.) 

 Because Dalian migrant women frequently compare their lives in the DEZ to 
what they had or might have in the rural area, it is useful to consider some of char-
acteristics of rural China. For one, high levels of migration, especially of rural men 
have resulted in a feminization of much of rural China (Judd  1994 ; Jacka  2012  )  and 
mean that in many areas, it is women who are undertaking agricultural work. Women 
contributed only 13% of total agricultural production in the 1930s, but this  fi gure 
rose to nearly 43% in 1982 and to between 50 and 60% by the mid 1990s, with many 
areas reporting the  fi gure at 70–80% (Guldin  2001 : 167). Between 1980 and the 
1990s, the percentage of villagers working away from the farm rose from between 10 
and 20% to 25%; fully 38% of male farmers worked off the farm compared to 
16% of women (Guldin  2001  ) . The feminization of agriculture affects rural areas 
as women, children, and the elderly take on greater burdens in farming. Mu and 

   2   The census data on migrants are not complete, of course. The census data collection is most likely 
to miss the least stable migrants; collecting data on any migrants who are without of fi cial sanction 
is dif fi cult.  
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van de Walle  (  2009  ) , for example, found that rural women are likely to be under-
taking more strenuous work than are their male counterparts, who are more likely to 
be involved in off-farm labor. This process of selective and mass migration from rural 
to urban areas has an ideological impact as well; imbalanced sex ratios in the coun-
tryside, along with the large proportions of children and elderly in rural areas (Riley 
 2004 ; Mu and van de Walle  2009  ) , dovetails with the deeply gendered internal orien-
talizing that constructs modern as urban and masculine while seeing rural as femi-
nine, weak, and backward. Rural women then carry a special burden in China, as 
elsewhere. Women are seen as the keepers of tradition; it was that tradition that 
undermined China’s attainment of the status of modern and successful. 

 When women do migrate, they are more often involved in short moves. In a culture 
where it is considered generally unacceptable for women to live outside of family 
supervision, short moves allow them to use contacts in the new place to maintain 
close ties with home. They are much less likely to be part of the migrant group 
whose lives are most unstable, those who move without job prospects, or who move 
from place to place. The patterns also re fl ect the differentials in job opportunities for 
women and men and the way that jobs (particularly “modern” (read: urban) jobs) 
are seen as more suitable for men than women. Guang and Kong  (  2010  ) , for example, 
used an experimental designed study to examine discriminatory attitudes and behavior 
towards migrants and women; they found clear evidence of discrimination toward 
both male and female migrants. But gender discrimination was particularly apparent, 
even for urban women; female migrants endured a double burden. When women do 
move into cities from rural areas, they are more likely to take jobs that are secured 
in advance and include accommodation. Factory jobs and domestic work are two 
types of jobs to which women migrate (Jacka and Gaetano  2004  )  and usually include 
housing, making these jobs more acceptable to women and to their families. In 
interviews with me, Dalian migrants underscored the importance of type of job, 
with factory jobs ranking very high. Not only were there material bene fi ts associated 
with these jobs such as higher pay and housing, but they also carried less stigma that 
alternative jobs such as waitressing. Married migrant women, in particular, may 
face additional scrutiny. They can be seen as a greater threat than male migrants 
both because their movement may seem to violate even more boundaries than rural 
men’s and because as the keepers of tradition and the teachers of the next generation, 
they play a large role in how migrants enter and adapt to urban life.  

   The Role of Education 

 Jiangli spoke passionately about education, about her inability to achieve enough 
education and her intention that her daughter receive as much as possible. “I know 
now that is school is important, the  most  important thing, it is so important!” she 
exclaimed. “I tell my daughter this, I really want her to study and go far in school.” 

 Many women in Dalian spoke in similar ways, with similar passion as did Jiangli 
when discussing education. Education can be seen as the keystone, bridging issues 
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of urban/rural difference and the aspirations of migrant women through migration. 
In the hukou system, status (peasant or non-peasant) is inherited. Thus, it is 
effectively an inherited ascribed status (Potter  1983  ) , a status that one is born into 
(rather than “achieved”), with children inheriting their mother’s classi fi cation. 
Again, the hukou system and its results have been equated with class and even race 
systems found in other societies (Pun  2005  ) . Like class, hukou re fl ects “differences 
between groups of individuals which create differences in their material prosperity 
and power” (Giddens  1997 : 581), in China, a class system based on residency. 
Because people are born into a hukou status, and thus it is more than an achieved 
status, there are some similarities with racial inequalities in other societies. 

 Mobility—at least from rural to urban categories—is very dif fi cult. Even the one 
route to social advancement that had been available to rural settlers in the past—
education—has become comparatively unavailable. Rural schools are often located 
at great distances for most students. Liwei was only one of the many who discussed 
the sometimes insurmountable dif fi culties of attending school beyond a certain 
grade. She talked about how she had wanted to go further in school (beyond her 
middle school education) “but I couldn’t,” she said. “It would have cost 1,000 kuai 
to go, and we just didn’t have the money. I would have had to come to high school 
here in the DEZ [area] and that would have cost too much.” Focusing on her ability 
to overcome similar hardships, Bingqing was clearly proud that she had graduated 
from high school, an accomplishment reached by only 2 out of the 300 students who 
began high school in her area. But Bingqing also described the burdens her education 
placed on her and her family. “It was really [expensive]. My parents had to spend 
40–50 kuai a month while I was in school. I went to high school in Jinzhou [a 
nearby town], so I stayed there all week, came home about once a month, and it cost 
my parents a lot of money. Yes, it really was expensive.” 

 As we have seen, rural schools are notoriously poor, often lacking in basic facilities 
and personnel, as Huiying made clear: “I was a good student and I studied. But you 
know it is hard to get much education in rural areas. For example, look at how few 
graduate from college. Of people my age, in my village, very few college graduates, 
very few.” Because rural schools—whose quality and even numbers—cannot begin 
to compare to urban schools, especially in some urban areas, they are not able to 
provide students with the background they need to compete in the national examinations 
that are the gateways to upper level education. University enrollment rates re fl ect 
these disparities: between 2000 and 2003, 68% of university students came from 
urban areas and only 32% from rural (Hannum et al.  2010  ) , despite the much higher 
percentage of the population living in rural China. These large and growing gaps in 
schooling have thus contributed to the increase in “barriers to social mobility for 
rural children, both relative to urban children and in absolute terms”  (  Hannum 1999 : 
209). Many have argued that the Chinese educational system today is a two-tiered 
one. In urban areas, parents with resources can use education to further their 
children’s futures. But in rural areas, educational resources are scarce and few families 
are in a position to take advantage of any that exist. Rural parents do not always see 
schooling as necessary, an attitude that is underscored by the failure of rural schools 
to provide a pathway out of rural areas. Thus education is the means of advancement 
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for some urbanites but nearly useless as a way for others, especially rural residents, 
to move up the class ladder (Attane  2002  ) . In essence, the peasants have been locked 
into a social status, with little chance of mobility. 

 We can see how migration can be seen as a route of mobility; in such a situation, 
one of the only routes to mobility in this system is physically moving out of the 
rural, lower-tiered category. Of all the advantages that urban residency might provide, 
urban education was the plum and was nearly always at the top of migrant women’s 
list. Indeed, nearly every woman with whom I spoke who had children mentioned 
the importance of access to education when talking about the advantages of urban 
areas. Even Jie who does not yet have a child, talked about the importance of urban 
schools for the child she planned to have in the future, pointing to schools as one of 
the major reasons she had wanted to move to the city: “Everything is different in an 
urban area. The schools, especially. If I want to have a child, then my child can go 
to school in an urban school. The schools in urban areas are  much  better than rural 
[schools].” Dalian women see such schooling as too late for themselves, but hope 
that it will provide their children a pathway toward success, a way to escape their 
rural status and become part of the new, modernizing China. Hansen and Ping  (  2010 : 
49) heard similar descriptions of the importance of education among rural resi-
dences in their samples,  fi nding a “dominant perception of education as the major 
criterion… as a marker for success versus failure” and a widespread regret among 
older residents about not having gone further in their own education. This attention 
to and eagerness about schools speaks to the continuing role of education as a 
pathway for social mobility, even as it is nearly unavailable to rural peasants who do 
not migrate. 

 But such a route of social mobility is not easy, even for rural migrants who live 
in the city. Education in cities is strictly controlled, and is a cornerstone of the 
inequality that exists in China. Without urban hukou, rural migrants are unable to 
place their children in urban schools without paying high enrollment fees. While 
available, resources in urban areas cost such migrants more, and often more than 
they could afford. The costs of schooling were a particular concern to many Dalian 
women. Many said they could not afford the higher costs of school charged to those 
without urban hukou, and would have to either move back to the village or send 
their children to inferior rural schools. Given the importance of education to these 
women, this possibility was particularly hard to bear, because they saw urban 
schools as essential to a good future. 

 Thus, women saw the barriers and dif fi culties of being rural migrants in the city. 
Even so, they assessed their lives as positive. Their optimism mirrors the high optimism 
found among migrants throughout China; Wang Feng  (  2010  )  found that a higher 
percentage of migrants believed that life will be better in 5 years than either rural 
residents or urban residents with legal hukou. In my interviews with Dalian women, 
it was clear that their positive outlook is in fl uenced at least partly by the distance 
they had come already and the future they could now imagine; when considering the 
barriers in front of them, their focus was on how to get around them. With the lifting 
of the strict hukou and movement restrictions, they felt they now had at least a 
chance of success. Their successes so far—especially their move out of the 
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 village—gave them encouragement that they would  fi nd solutions. Hardly the 
 so-called “blind migrants” [ mangliu ] of urban bias, people who just drift (or “surge”) 
into cities with vague hopes of improving their lives, these women showed them-
selves to have clear strategies that they constructed, worked hard to deploy and used 
to reach their goal to be successful, modern—urban—women. Even when they did 
not always succeed in their efforts, they continued to look for other means to do so. 
While the Dalian Economic Zone may hardly be considered “paradise” to those 
with access to other material goods or higher status, migrant women in Dalian assess 
their lives within a framework that includes the dif fi culty, hardships, and relative 
disadvantages of rural life, where urban life is the only road to being considered 
successful—by themselves or by others. The Chinese state has institutionalized 
urban and rural differences to a point where there exists a system of differential 
citizenship (Wu  2010  ) ; material and discursive privileges are meted out based on 
residence, with those in rural areas severely disadvantaged. In such a system, Dalian 
could indeed be considered a paradise. These strategies and the distances they had 
already come help to explain how it was that Dalian women were so much more 
focused on rural and urban inequalities and less so on gender issues. But as we will 
see in the next chapter, gender played an important role in their experiences.        
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 Gender shapes the lives of women and men in all societies and this is as true in 
Dalian today as it is anywhere else. Nevertheless, Dalian women rarely discuss 
issues of gender and even when speci fi cally asked, often claim that their lives have 
not been in fl uenced by issues of gender. How do we explain this seeming contradiction? 
One explanation is that gender inequality does not necessarily seem to be the most 
salient inequality for all women everywhere at all times (Hershatter  2007  ) . For these 
women, as we saw in the last chapter, their status  fi rst, as rural peasants and then, as 
rural migrants in the city, may be more important in shaping their lives and their 
own perspectives. It is not that we need to rank the inequalities in some hierarchical 
order (hooks  2000  )  but rather, recognize that they may become relatively more or 
less important in different settings or times. Nevertheless, as we will see in this 
chapter, gender is, indeed, important in these women’s lives and has shaped all 
aspects of their lives, from when they were growing up through marriage and work 
and into their present family circumstances. 

 This chapter focuses on these issues of gender. As will become clear, in order to 
understand the role of gender in Dalian women’s lives and in the lives of Chinese 
women generally and to understand how and why these Dalian women deal with the 
question of gender as they do, we need to examine gender at several levels. Gender 
operates at the individual level, and is shaped and shapes the particular circum-
stances of individual women. We will see that how gender in fl uences lives is tied to 
particular circumstances of time, place, and person. However, we also need to focus 
beyond differences between women and men in their daily lives or potential future 
lives or the differences in roles or opportunities accorded them. Rather than being a 
simple inequality, gender is a complex force, in China as in any society. Gender’s 
larger role is as an organizing principle, acting on several levels in a society, 
in fl uencing individual lives, social institutions, and social organization generally. 
Examining gender’s in fl uence must address the multiple levels at which gender 
operates, the ways those differences create and are created by societal and cultural 
norms, expectations, patterns of behavior and ideology, and the inequalities that 
result. Dalian’s lives re fl ect past legacies and the ways that they continue to shape 
contemporary Chinese society. Far from being a theoretical or abstract exercise, 
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tracing how gender has been constructed in China’s historical and recent past allows 
us to understand the ways that Dalian women strategize, and use, address, and 
challenge those legacies and constructions in their daily lives. Even as there have 
been momentous changes in this and related areas of social life, both the consisten-
cies with and reaction to the past have been an important part of current social 
organization and lives. In particular, the themes of gender segregation, the centrality 
of the family in Chinese social life, the role of the state in shaping family and gender 
practices, and the lack of separation between “public” and “private” spheres are all 
elements of constructions of gender in contemporary Chinese society that have deep 
historical roots. 

 Examining the role of gender in the lives of Dalian women allows us to address 
some key issues that have drawn attention among scholars of contemporary China, 
among them: Does socialism liberate women? Are women in China better off under 
new economic reform? How do past events and processes in fl uence gender today? 
In a society in which family remains an important social institution, what role does 
it play in the recent social and economic changes and how are old and new norms 
and values operating today? and, especially important for this group of women, how 
has migration in fl uenced role of gender? 

 There are several existing frameworks that have shaped our understanding of 
women’s lives in China. Many scholars (Andors  1983 ; Wolf  1985  )  have argued 
that women in China have been oppressed, whether by the state, family patriarchy, 
social organization or other in fl uences. Just as many scholars have argued against 
such a framing, but Chinese women as oppressed nevertheless remains a com-
monly used frame. Recently, scholars have begun to write about women’s power, 
either as reconceptualized (   Ko  2001 , 2005; Mann  1997  )  partly in reaction to the 
“oppressed Chinese women” framework (Bray  1997  )  or as arising out of changing 
circumstances in China in recent decades. Some scholars today write about “girl 
power” (Yan  2006  ) , the ability of young women to in fl uence family and commu-
nity in new ways. The results from my research suggest that no one framework 
completely explains women’s lives. As we will see, the lives of Dalian women 
involve assertions of power and indications of deep inequality; interpreting and 
making sense of their lives and of the role of gender in China today necessitates 
looking beyond existing frameworks and requires the use of several lenses, includ-
ing some that have been developed as part of feminist work both inside and out-
side of China. 

 We turn now to the stories of Dalian women and the ways that their lives re fl ect 
key gender issues in China today. 

   Growing Up 

 Dalian women grew up under a variety of circumstances. Because of the focus of 
this project, most, but not all, of the women here grew up in rural environments, in 
peasant families. In interviews, they discussed how their lives were shaped by the 
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limited resources of their families, by the way those resources were distributed 
among family members, and the responsibilities they had as family members, and 
as daughters. 

 Jiali, who grew up in the area of Liaoning now occupied by the Economic Zone, 
described her family as poor, necessitating her own early work in a nearby orchard. 
Because of the family’s circumstances, she had to leave school early. Her early 
school-leaving and subsequent wage earning allowed her younger brother and 
 sister to continue in school. “I came from a poor family and my family needed my 
income,” Jiali explained, “that’s the way things are in rural China.” Because of her 
work, her siblings were able to graduate from high school, something she was 
unable to do herself. Many other women also talked about the very dif fi cult lives 
they and their families led in poor rural areas, where money was tight, and oppor-
tunities scarce. Lina, originally from a nearby rural area, stated emphatically, “Life 
as a  nongmin  [peasant] is really hard, that life makes you tired!” And Fangyin 
became emotional, even 30 years later, about how dif fi cult it was for her family 
when she was a child, as they struggled to deal with illness in the family and even 
the ability to  fi nd adequate food, saying, “even now, I cry at the thought of it, we 
really had a hard life!” 

 While some scholars have pointed out how daughters are treated differently than 
sons and expected to give more to their parents before marriage, in the form of 
wages or work  (  Greenhalgh 1985 ; Fan  2004 ; Lee  1998  ) , many women in this study 
saw their position differently. Underlying the stories many women told was a value 
that the family was prioritized above the individual and that as daughters, they sub-
scribed to this belief (for similar  fi ndings, see Hansen and Ping  2010  ) . For example, 
in my probing of Hairou’s work and wages when she was single and still living at 
home with her family, I asked her about how she was paid. She explained that her 
salary was given directly from employer to her parents. And when I probed further, 
she expressed frustration at my seeming to not understand,  fi nally spelling it out: 
“My mother [actually received it] but it doesn’t matter who got it! It is all one 
household, so it does not matter WHO gets the money!” On this subject, Xiahe 
conceded that girls and boys might act differently. When I asked her if daughters 
might feel more pressure than sons to give their wages to their parents, she explained, 
“Yes, I know what you are talking about. And girls really are different than boys. 
They are much more likely to be obedient and everything, so maybe that is why I 
gave more money to my parents.” Still, she insisted, it was her own decision, claim-
ing, “I did not need more money than I kept” (see Zhang  2007  and Shi  2009  for 
similar  fi ndings). When living at home and working as an unmarried woman, Lirong 
too gave her salary to her parents; she explained that she gave it in its entirety, and 
when she needed money, she asked them for some money. “They had control of it,” 
she said. But she insisted that all the children in the family “knew we should give it 
to them, we were living at home, and so when we got any money, it went to our 
parents.” Presumably, Xiahe’s and Lirong’s sense of duty was shaped as much by 
social norms around them as their own feelings about their families; what we cannot 
easily discern here is whether such a sense of loyalty and duty were different for 
daughters and sons. 
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 However, if we look at the distribution of resources from other perspectives, we 
can see obvious gender differences. Schooling was an especially important and 
scarce resource for families, particularly those in dif fi cult  fi nancial conditions. As 
was apparent in Chap.   3    , it was seen as an important route out—out of poverty, out 
of a rural environment, and for some, out of the family. Some women argued that 
education was “the most important thing.” Bingqing, whose story is detailed below, 
explained why education was so important to her: “I really wanted to get a lot of 
education… If I had high education, then I could get a job. Farmwork is so hard, I 
did not want to do that kind of work… [my high school degree] was how I got the 
job in the restaurant.” 

 Several, like Jiali above, had to leave school to earn money for their parents, 
money that was sometimes used for the education of their siblings (particularly 
their brothers). In some situations, it is easier to see how norms about sons and 
daughters come to be accepted and even justi fi ed. In Daoyun’s family, for example, 
the boys all went further in school than did the girls. When I pointed that out, and 
wondered why that had happened, Daoyun attributed that to the boys being smarter 
than the girls and asserted that there was no difference between how boys and girls 
were treated in her family. But other women were able to continue in school, and 
were supported in their efforts to get an education by family members. Fangyin, who 
we saw above grew up sometimes in desperate poverty, and as the eldest child had 
great responsibilities at home, saw education as her ticket out of that situation. 
I asked about the dif fi culty of her trying to continue her studies in the midst of her 
family’s dif fi culties. She responded, “Yes it was [dif fi cult], but I just studied while 
I was doing the housework. When I was cooking dinner, I would think about the 
lessons I had to learn, or if I had to go out on an errand or something, I just studied 
in my head. I was always studying. I liked school and wanted to continue.” Her 
parents disagreed about her need for schooling. “My father wanted me to stop, 
because he said he needed me at home. But my mother really disagreed, she said 
look at us, we have no education, it is really important for the children to get education, 
and so she insisted that I stay in school.” In her family, all of the children managed 
to get at least a high school education, and Fangyin herself went on to graduate 
from university. 

 There were a few women in my sample who were able to earn more education 
than their siblings, including brothers. Bingqing was the only child in her family 
of four children who went to high school and actually sat for the university exam. 
When I asked about how that happened, she explained “Well, I guess I was the 
smartest!… well, I mean I was pretty good in school and I really liked studying 
and going to school and my brothers didn’t. You know, it is unusual for the girl in 
the family to do this, to get so much education, and I guess that was because I 
really was a good student.” Indeed, Bingqing said that of 300 children who grew 
up in the village around the same time, only two ended up  fi nishing high school. 
“And the other one was a boy.” But Bingqing’s situation was a bit more compli-
cated than she described at  fi rst, as became apparent when I asked about her par-
ents’ attitudes in this process. She told me “My father really wanted me to go to 
college.” I asked her “Your father did? And your mother?” And she explained, 
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“My mother thought it was not necessary. You know, in the countryside, most 
parents think that boys need education but that girls do not. My mother thought it 
was important for me to get married, that kind of thing. She thought it was a waste 
for me to go to school. But my father, he thought I should go, that I should even 
go to college.” 

 There were obvious exceptions, like Bingqing, but most of the women in this 
sample stopped school after middle school, and most of them received less educa-
tion than their brothers. That pattern is the general one seen in China today, particu-
larly in rural areas. Recent data show that the proportion of students who are girls 
has increased since the early 1980s, but that proportion is still lower than that of 
boys. In addition, the higher the level of education, the lower the representation of 
girls. Thus, national statistics show that the proportion of girls at primary schools 
has increased from 44.6% in 1980 to 46.2% in 1990 and to 47.6% by 1999. At high 
schools, that proportion has risen from 39.6% in 1980 to 45.9% in 1999. At the 
university level, the proportion of females was only 39.2% in 1999, but that was a 
signi fi cant increase from their 23.4% representation in 1980 (Li  2004  ) . Levels of 
illiteracy have declined, but females are still more likely than males to be illiterate, 
with estimates suggesting that women make up 71% of illiterates in China (Li  2004  ) . 
These statistics indicate that girls have increased their representation in schools, but 
are not equal to boys in education in China. But in certain areas, particularly in poor 
and rural areas, girls are even further disadvantaged. There, because of school fees 
and because families need children’s contributions, girls are much more likely than 
boys to either not enroll in school or to drop out early; when families have to decide 
which children to educate, girls more often lose out (Li and Tsang  2003 ; Hannum 
et al.  2010 ; Zhang and Hannum  2007  ) . The costs around education, the distances 
needed to travel to the less accessible schools, the missing income from children not 
working, and the assumed inappropriateness of schooling to rural life all contribute 
to parents’ decisions to remove children, and especially girls, from schools. Many 
children—perhaps particularly daughters—are unable to achieve their educational 
goals because of family dif fi culties (Li and Tsang  2003  ) . Consider how Chanquan 
described to me her own schooling experience, right after she explained that her 
younger brother will soon be taking the university exam ( gaokao ):

     NR: I am wondering why you did not continue in school.  
  CQ:  Well, I wanted to, I wanted to go to high school. But I.. well, I think I would 

have passed the exam. In fact, from here now, I really know I would have 
passed that exam.  

  NR: But you did not take it? Why not?  
  CQ:  The year I was to take it, my father was in a bad accident. With a train. He 

was really hurt. The household was really chaotic ( luan ) then, my mother 
always at the hospital. My father recovered, but it was a very bad year.  

  NR: Oh, so you couldn’t take it then…  
  CQ:  No, my teachers were really disappointed. They knew I would do well. I 

really was a pretty good student. But I just didn’t have the heart to take it, I 
could hardly study.  



58 4 “It’s Just Women’s Lot:” The Role of Gender

  NR:  How about the next year? Could you have taken it the next year? Can you 
do that, just delay a year, especially because of all that happened in your 
household?  

  CQ:  Yes, I could have taken it, I was allowed to. And my teacher really wanted me 
to.... But you know, our family. My father’s accident cost a lot of money. Even 
after he left the hospital, it was very expensive, and we just did not have the 
money. I could not bear to spend all that money. It is expensive you know, school 
costs about 1000 kuai a year. and we just did not have that money then. And then 
for the exam, there are more expenses, you have to make sure your guanxi is 
good… (trails off) I just couldn’t do it.  

  NR: Is it too late now? It sounds like you wish you had done it.  
  CQ:  Oh, yes, it is too late now. I couldn’t do it at such an old age! I do wish I had. 

I really have paid for not going further in school.      

 Chanquan’s story underscores the burden of schooling expenses on poor families, 
both the actual costs of education and the opportunity costs also involved. Xiahe, 
who grew up in a rural area near the DEZ, described the obstacles she encountered 
to stay in school. Her parents wanted her to be educated, but the structural dif fi culties 
were acute. She would travel back and forth to high school in a neighboring town, 
traveling 10 km each way by herself, occasionally by bike, but more often walking, 
often in the dark. After detailing the dif fi culties, she exclaimed, “Ni yinggai yuanyi 
xue!” You have to want to study! 

 In addition to enrolment differentials, often caused by events in families, such as 
that which befell Chanquan’s family, and the dif fi culties of even keeping children 
enrolled in school or getting to school, reports indicate the girls are not treated 
equally within schools. Lack of role models, a funneling of girls and boys in differ-
ent career directions, and the differential treatment of girl and boy students have all 
been named as part of the inequalities in schooling (Tong and Su  2010 ; Hong and 
Qian  2010  ) . Fangyin, who overcame a dif fi cult early life to graduate with a univer-
sity degree, described these kinds of obstacles, “I think it did in fl uence me. You 
know, all the leaders are men, all the university teachers are men and everything, 
that was important.” But it was only after I asked about role models and whether that 
might have been an in fl uence that she spoke about this, at  fi rst insisting that “it did 
not matter that I was a girl.” Later, she again explained that it did not matter that she 
was a girl because “I was like a boy when I was young, I ran around all the time with 
boys, all my friends were boys, it was like I was a boy.” Clearly, her path through a 
very gendered system was to adopt the preferred—male—persona, at least while 
she was young. In addition to the challenges women faced in schooling, because of 
the discrimination and dif fi culties that women face in employment, women are less 
motivated to continue on in education, unconvinced that further education will help 
their own standing and careers (Ma Wanhua  2004  ) . Thus, education is seen by many 
in China as a ticket to a better life but many rural women are unable to take this 
path, whether because of family dif fi culties or because, as girls, they were not 
given priority for schooling opportunities.  
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   Migration 

 Given the dif fi culties women face in their rural villages and homes, both as part of 
the rural population and, more speci fi cally in some situations, as girls, migration 
might seem like a good alternative. Dalian women described their hopes that such a 
move would be advantageous in any number of ways, from better work  opportunities, 
more money, or giving them the opportunity to meet a “better” husband. 

 While some migration of young single women comes about because of pressure 
by families who might be looking for income from their new jobs, much of it is initi-
ated by young women themselves, with young women taking on new responsibili-
ties and independence (Zhang  2007  ) . In this sample of Dalian women, nearly all of 
them spoke of their decision to migrate to Dalian as solely their own, with different 
amounts of encouragement and support from parents. One indication of how much 
this was an individual versus a family decision is apparent in discussions of remit-
tances sent home. While some of them, even most of them at some time, sent home 
part of their wages when they were unmarried, they rarely described any pressure to 
do so from their parents. Here, as in other work situations, they felt they owed their 
parents and families such contributions. Bingqing, who had received a high school 
education, talked about how after she started working, she gave most of her money 
to her parents. I asked her if her parents had asked her to do that, and she answered, 
“No they did not ask me to, not like that. I felt I had to. It would have been embar-
rassing not to. They had spent so much money on my education, I really wanted to 
give them as much money as possible.” In other families, parents insisted that the 
young women keep their salaries for later needs, such as those at marriage. Daoyun 
said her parents insisted they did not want “her” money. Others gave a regular por-
tion of their salary to parents until they got married, and then stopped this contribu-
tion. Hansen and Ping  (  2010 : 53) found a similar attitudes among rural youth, who 
explained that support for parents was simply the custom  (xiguan ) and “not to be 
further explained or discussed.” 

 Women migrated to the cities for better work and higher wages (or even the 
opportunity to earn an individual wage) but there were other reasons as well. One of 
the reasons mentioned by several was the possibility of marrying a man who offered 
more to them than might men in their own village. Whether it was through poten-
tial spouses or jobs or something less speci fi c, as I will discuss in more detail in 
Chap.   6    , migration and urban living was seen by nearly all of these respondents as 
giving them an opportunity to gain a foothold into a modern life. At least one 
woman spoke about how her mother recognized this, and supported her decision to 
migrate because of that. Chanquan described her mother’s anxiety about Chanquan’s 
being alone in the city “She worried because I was only a girl, and new to the city. 
I didn’t have much money, I didn’t know very many people. I had spent all my life 
with my parents, and here I was all alone. A girl!” Nevertheless, Chanquan explained, 
her mother knew “it was really hard for girls in the countryside… and leaving the 
countryside is really important for girls.... Girls have to be at home and always 
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working, and then they marry, but they move to their husband’s house and everything. 
It’s awful! So my mother thought it was important for me to go to the city. Though 
she was really worried about me and my being alone in the city, it was also impor-
tant.” In many ways, it is because they are rural that such migration is so important, 
but as always, gender played an important role. Girls in rural areas often had fewer 
resources than boys, especially related to education or good jobs. In addition, at 
marriage, their lives were subject to much larger change, as they would move to 
their husbands’ family’s house and village. Thus, migration was seen by many—young 
women themselves but also by parents—as necessary to achieve success in life. 

 Women’s description of rural areas underscored just why they thought it was 
necessary to get away. They regularly described life in the countryside as dif fi cult, 
much more dif fi cult than their lives today. “Compared to our lives as peasants, this 
is not hard, this is not really tiring! Life as a farmer is really hard!” Much of those 
dif fi culties stem from the hardships of rural areas and agricultural work in particular, 
as we saw in Chap.   3    . But also involved is a belief that life in the city is not just less 
hard for them but a better life, one that involves more successes, and more potential 
for successes. I will take up these issues again in Chap.   6    . But here, it is important 
to recognize that as women evaluated and assessed their life in Dalian today, they 
always used as a reference point their previous life in the countryside. In that com-
parison, they found their life today more compelling, interesting, and promising. 

 Life is, in fact, quite different for women in rural and urban areas of China; it is not 
necessarily that gender differences are lesser or even more muted in urban areas, but 
they may take different forms. It is clear from the stories of rural migrant women that 
their lives in rural areas were quite shaped by gender, and that there were fewer oppor-
tunities—for schooling, good jobs, or to take the lead in family matters—than men had. 
But as we will explore in more detail in the next chapter, women in urban areas are not 
necessarily any more equal to their male counterparts, and most indicators suggest that 
women have less power than men in urban areas as well. There is some irony when we 
take into account another change occurring across China today. As discussed in the last 
chapter, many rural areas in China today have a high proportion of women compared to 
men and there has been a subsequent overall “feminization” of farming. Rural men leave 
their villages to work in urban areas more often than do rural women; women, then, are 
left to run family farms and households (Judd  1994  ) . The irony is that these women 
are often in charge of households, farms, and communities (Jacka  2012 ; Shih  2011  ) . 

 At the same time, the overall economic level of rural areas is also important. 
Rural areas are becoming increasingly poor relative to urban areas, with some parts 
of China experiencing extreme poverty. Women have been particularly vulnerable 
to such poverty; because poverty in China is concentrated in rural areas, and women 
are more often found in rural areas, women are more likely to be poor. In addition, 
more women than men work only in farm occupations, without supplemental 
income from non-farm work; 82.1% of women only farm while 64.7% of men are 
engaged only in farm labor    (Women’s status improved but problems linger  (  2001  ) ; 
Mu and van de Walle  2009  ) ; studies have shown that it is these rural workers who 
are most vulnerable to the deepest levels of poverty (Brenner  2001 ;  Yao 1999 : 126; 
Riskin et al.  2001  ) . Given the declining quality and accessibility of health care and 
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schooling in rural areas, it is clear that women face serious challenges in their efforts 
for advancement in the years and decades ahead. These and other issues underscore 
the vast differences between rural and urban areas of China, differences that are part 
of the construction of gender in China generally, and that in fl uence the lives of 
migrant women in Dalian’s economic zone. Thus, while the gender ratio in rural 
areas suggests that some rural women have more independence and even power 
than have rural women in the past, and perhaps more than most urban women, 
comparing power and autonomy in these two very different situations is more 
complicated than that. We will take up these issues again in the next chapter.  

   Work 

 Women’s work has always been at the heart of any discussion of gender in China. A 
central plank of the Chinese Communist Party’s liberation project in 1949 focused on 
women’s labor force participation; that process was viewed by some as an interesting 
experiment, a way to test the argument that it was women’s ties to the house and fam-
ily that were at the heart of their oppression, both in China and in Western societies 
as well. Drawing from Friedrich Engels’ argument that women’s involvement in pro-
duction would mean the end of their private labor in the family and household, and 
would lead to women’s equality with men, early CCP and PRC leaders’ efforts to 
reduce gender inequality focused on getting women into the paid labor force. 

 In some ways, Communist leaders had amazing success in their endeavors. 
Women entered the labor force in record numbers. Today, women’s labor force 
participation rates in China are some of the highest in the world. Even as early as 
1956, most areas were reporting between 60 and 75% of women were involved in 
collective labor (Johnson  1983 : 162). Women’s labor force participation rates have 
stayed fairly steady: in 1990, fully 90% of urban women of employment age were 
in the paid labor force  (  Bauer et al. 1992  )  and overall labor force participation rates 
for women are reported today to be around 73%. But a different perspective reveals 
some of the signi fi cant weaknesses in these early strategies, weaknesses that 
continue today. First, women may have entered the labor force in numbers that 
matched men’s involvement, but their place in the labor force was signi fi cantly 
different from men’s. They tended to work in certain segments of the labor force, 
usually those that were not as well-compensated or had lower status. In addition, 
when they did work in  fi elds along with men, they were more likely to be at the bottom 
of the hierarchy. Thus, women were horizontally and vertically strati fi ed, in ways 
similar to women working in capitalist economies. One of the major differences 
between women’s and men’s work experiences was related to the likelihood of 
working in state industries. These industries, which gave their workers higher salaries 
and, especially important, better bene fi ts (health, education, housing, food, and 
other privileges), were seen by the state as priority areas of development. Throughout 
the  fi rst decades of the PRC, women were much less represented in these industries, 
and much more likely to be found in collective or neighborhood enterprises. These 
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latter had fewer bene fi ts, poorer housing (and sometimes none at all), lower salaries, 
and fewer social services such as schools or health centers. (Bian  1994  ) . 

 In addition, throughout    most of the years between 1949 and the 1980s reform 
era, little attention was paid to house work. Women were indeed working in the paid 
labor force, but they continued to have near-complete responsibility for family and 
house work. Much of the time, the state stance on this issue was that women’s interest 
in getting help in the house was sel fi sh and bourgeois (   Young  1989a,   b ; Wolf  1985  ) . 
Thus, women were left with a double burden, fully employed outside the house and 
responsible for the full-time job of family and household as well. There has been 
little state investment in this area of production, and women continue to do the bulk 
of housework and childcare. Jean Robinson has argued that women’s household 
burdens have been twisted by the state to provide support for government programs. 1  
For example, in order to help women’s liberation, the state increased production of 
washing machines in the 1980s. As a consumer durable, such an investment furthers 
the state interest in developing a consumer society. “In this context, the production 
of washing machines epitomizes the dilemma of Chinese sex roles, as reinforced by 
government policy. Women are being urged to train themselves in science and tech-
nology in order to upgrade their contributions to productive labour…Yet the reward 
for that labour is an appliance, which though useful in the performance of private 
duties, nevertheless remains tied to women’s roles in mothering, not in wage work” 
 (  Robinson 1985 : 46). We can see that the roots of women’s double burden in Dalian 
today lie not only in old Confucian structures that con fi ned women to the household 
but equally so in where the CCP and Chinese state have put their efforts or avoided 
dismantling the old social order. 

 Dalian women’s lives and even attitudes re fl ect the legacies of these earlier 
 processes and rhetoric, and even a difference in generational perspectives on these 
matters and events. In an interview with three workers from the same factory, I 
addressed the role of work in women’s lives and asked if they would quit their jobs 
if their husband made enough money for the family. All three insisted that they 
would not, that they would continue to work, but the reasons they gave were not 
about different gender roles. One woman insisted that her family would always need 
her salary and the other said she liked her job. When I probed further and asked 
them if they thought their jobs gave them more status at home, the two younger 
women, who were both in their mid to late 20s, insisted that work and domestic 
status were unrelated, that if they stayed home, they would have the same status at 
home. Here, the third woman, 15 years older than the other two, jumped in and 
pointed out that that kind of statement re fl ected a difference in generation. Clearly 
feeling strongly about this, she asserted that women needed to work in order to 
maintain their status at home; otherwise, she insisted, the husband would be out in 
the world, and the wife would be at home and she would have no standing (diwei) 
at all. The younger women listened to her but it was very clear that though they 
wanted and expected to work in the future, they did not buy into her arguments 

   1   For a parallel argument about South Korea, see Nelson  (  2000  ) .  
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about the consequences of not working. In another group interview, this time with 
four women and one man, I asked a similar question and received similar replies. 
The women insisted they would work no matter how much their husbands earned 
and their explanations suggested just how much a norm women’s work has become 
in China. While one woman wondered aloud, “What is there to do at home? Working 
is something to do,” another was more explicit: “Chinese women would always 
want to work, they would never want to stay at home.” Here again, when I probed, 
their reasons for working were not about establishing or maintaining a place in the 
family, but more directly about their own relationship to work outside the home. 
“Working is just working,” said another of the women, “you do something.” For 
these women, the rhetoric about women’s liberation through labor force participation 
may not be convincing to them, but nevertheless, it is clear that the state’s push to 
get women into the labor force has not only succeeded but has normalized women’s 
labor in ways not seen in other societies. In one interview, however, Ying, a woman 
in her late 40s who now works cleaning houses, seemed to understand how family 
power and her own role in the family is in fl uenced by work; she rued having turned 
over her own business (selling doufu) to her husband several years before. “That 
was a big mistake… I was really stupid to give him that job… If I had not, I would 
have my own life, my own money, I could do whatever I wanted to with my money, 
I could give the money to MY family. But I can’t… Now look at where I am. If I had 
not done that, I would not be here, you can bet that. I would not be taking care of 
someone else’s house.” She felt that her power and independence was severely 
diminished once she lost control of her business. We will explore further the 
connections between salary, work, and household power in the next chapter. 

 Women are active in the Chinese labor force, but they continue to be segregated 
in certain sectors of the workforce, and their wages and statuses continue to trail that 
of men. In fact, the gap between women’s and men’s wages widened during the 
1990s; whereas in 1990, women’s income was 77.4% of men’s, by 1999, women 
earned only 70% of what men did. In farming, forestry, and  fi shery industries, 
women made only 59.6% of men’s salaries. When we look at women’s experiences 
in urban areas, we see similar patterns, with women making 25% lower salaries than 
do men (Cohen and Wang  2009  ) . These numbers are partly related to the way that 
women are employed. They continue to be employed in lower paying jobs than 
men, and when in the same industry, in lower-paying positions than are men. They 
are more likely to be laid off than men, and make up a larger percentage of laid off 
workers across the country (Wang  2004  ) . Women report regular sex discrimination, 
and are also likely to face age discrimination that is related to gender (so that women 
are subject to age discrimination at higher levels and at earlier ages than are men 
(Honig and Hershatter  1988  ) ). Here again, the experience of Dalian women mir-
rored the general trends. 

 Dalian women had clear ideas about what work they preferred to do, and why. 
As we have seen, they often compared their work in the DEZ with previous farm-
ing work; while the jobs that most of these interviewees did were not exciting or 
even interesting, they were nevertheless seen as better than farm labor. But even 
within the DEZ, they assessed jobs carefully. Factory jobs varied depending on 
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the ownership and tasks of the company and some were better than others, with 
better salaries, cleaner working or living conditions, or a more stable economic 
environment (which meant they received their pay more regularly). In general, 
though, factory jobs were seen as good jobs because they provided steady, pre-
dictable work. In comparison, other jobs were not as desirable. Several women 
mentioned that waitressing was not good work. Part of the problem with that kind 
of work, they explained, was that wages were often not as reliable, steady or as 
high as factory work. But even more signi fi cant to most was how waitressing 
brought women into contact with male strangers, something seen as potentially 
dangerous and disreputable. “We meet all kinds of men… it’s just not a good job 
for a woman,” explained one waitress. Other jobs are more attractive, but their 
limited educational background put many of those jobs—such as of fi ce work—
out of their grasp. Other desirable jobs were also hard to  fi nd. Liwei wished she 
could  fi nd a sales manager job, where it would be more “quiet, with fewer people 
around.” She was not likely to land such work, she said; “they want tall, beautiful 
women for that. And also, younger.” Thus, these Dalian women’s job opportuni-
ties—like women’s throughout China (see Hanser  2008  ) —were constrained by 
their own backgrounds and by the ways that gender, age, and particular physical 
traits shape the labor market. 

 Other women are hindered in securing or succeeding in jobs in business or the 
market. Here, the way public spaces are gendered and the need for guanxi (connections) 
in many kinds of jobs, are crucial for the kinds of opportunities on which women 
miss out. Many jobs, of course, require workers to spend time in public places, time 
spent meeting colleagues, inspecting workplaces, or traveling to work or meetings 
during the day. The public space of the DEZ is gendered. During most days, women 
can be found in public areas, in places like the large public markets, buying goods 
for their households. But in the evening, the restaurants and other public places are 
frequented much more often by men than women. Men gather in groups of friends 
and coworkers to discuss personal or professional issues, usually over drinks and 
food. In their interviews with me, women frequently reported not feeling comfortable 
going out in the evening. 

 In China, public appearances are often part of the development of strong guanxi 
ties, ties that are central to good work relations and women have less access to such 
guanxi networks. Guanxi has long roots in Chinese society, and has been at the heart 
of social practice for many years (Yang  1994  ) . Guanxi is a system of interpersonal 
relationships that are used in many situations in current Chinese society. Guanxi is 
an important resource that can be accumulated and exchanged and is used in all 
aspects of life, from the smallest, everyday aspects to the most important events in 
a person’s life  (  Riley 1994  ) . “Thus, for successful string-pulling ( la guanxi ) one’s 
network ideally should contain everyone from store clerks who control scarce 
commodities to cadres who have  fi nal say over such things as housing allotments, 
residence permits, job assignments and political evaluations needed for Youth 
League or Party membership” (Gold  1985 : 661). Having less access to such ties and 
being constrained in their ability to mix in public spaces to the same extent men do 
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restricts women’s ability to be successful in jobs in businesses or small, entrepreneurial, 
enterprises. 

 Once hired, women’s and men’s wages also differed substantially. While I do not 
have statistics that allow me to compare women’s and men’s wages in the DEZ, 
what was very clear is that hiring practices differed for women and men. While 
some Dalian factories keep women workers on after marriage, many others let 
women go after they marry, or—even more common—hire only women whose age 
(under 22 or so) suggests that they are not yet burdened by responsibilities for husbands 
or children. They are given short contracts (depending on the factory and the year, 
for somewhere between 1 and 3 years) and then are not rehired when they reach an 
age when marriage and childbearing is likely to take place. When hired, women 
and men were hired into different jobs and, especially at the factory level, rarely 
worked side by side. This gender segregation was one way that both factory manag-
ers and workers themselves justi fi ed the different pay scales for women and men. 
Most of the women I talked with were resigned to the different experiences that 
women and men have in the workforce. They described the differences matter-
of-factly, “Women and men have different jobs, and these do not pay the same. 
Women and men just do different things,” said one woman. Or, as another woman 
in another interview stated simply, “In China, the women do the women’s work, the 
men do the men’s work.” Jiali, a factory worker, explained, “Young women are good 
at manipulating small pieces, so they need to divide people that way.” 

 In fact, women seemed uninterested in exploring gender inequality in these 
areas and a discussion about bias in housing allocation suggests that they may 
have a different lens on gender inequality in the workforce. When a group of women 
working in a Japanese factory explained the allocation of housing through the com-
pany and how men were given housing subsidies more readily than were women, 
I expressed surprise, and wondered aloud how fair that was. To me, it represented 
the continuing unequal distribution of not only wages but bene fi ts as well, and 
another example of the gendered hierarchy of the Chinese workforce. But these 
women seem less bothered by the difference in allocation. Why does it matter, they 
argued, when they still had access to that housing—through their husbands? 
As long as they were able to procure such housing, they were less concerned 
whether it was given to women or men, or whether it seemed to represent gender 
inequality. While it may well be an indication of women’s continuing lower status 
in the workforce, it is at the same time more evidence of the ways that women in 
households access money—their own or their husband’s salaries—less often as 
individuals than as mothers/wives. 

 One interesting theme that arose in several interviews was how women insisted 
that though they earned lower wages and often had lower status than men in the 
workplace, they were equal to and often better than men in their ability to work and 
work well. For example, in a discussion with a group of women and men working in 
the same factory, I asked about why women were making less money and had lower 
positions than men. One woman said, “Yes, their salary is higher, but they can’t 
work. Look at us—we’re better than him (pointing to her male supervisor) but he 
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makes more than us.” Another said, quite bluntly, “women are better able, they are 
better able to do everything than are men.” Fangyin, a professional worker whose 
colleagues were all men, insisted not only that “I really am better than nearly all of 
them,” but also that “they also know that I am very good, and they respect that.” 
However, others expressed their doubt about how well women can perform certain 
jobs. Bingqing, who has a lower-level supervisory role in a Japanese-owned factory, 
only oversees the work of women; I asked her about that division and she replied that 
“women are not good at supervising.” When pressed further, she thought a bit more 
and responded, “well, they are not able to supervise men.” I continue to ask about this 
issue and she  fi nally resorted to describing the reality of her own  situation: “It just 
doesn’t happen. At our workplace, there is no woman who supervises any men. 
All women supervise only women, and it is mostly men supervising women.” The 
experience of these women in their unequal pay and job access, their seeming accep-
tance of those inequalities, and in the contradictory statements about women’s abili-
ties, may partly re fl ect individual attitudes and experiences but also suggests the 
power of the discourse surrounding women’s work in China, a topic developed 
 further below. 

 For many years, the state has closely regulated labor and the workplace. In the 
early decades of the People’s Republic, one of the most important actions that the 
Chinese government undertook to safeguard women’s position in the workforce was 
to pass and enforce a series of bene fi ts and allowances given to women workers. 
Many of these have allowed women to balance their work and family lives more 
easily. Thus, women are guaranteed paid maternity leave of 3 months (depending on 
the type of employment), allotted time during the workday for breastfeeding, the 
provision of childcare centers (often at a work site), and the ability to take time 
away from work to provide care for ill family members. In addition, the government 
oversaw the wage schedules for many industries, and made it dif fi cult for employers 
to pay less than a certain amount to their workers. These rules and regulations 
remain in effect today. The All-China Women’s Federation, which has always been 
charged with overseeing the plight and needs of women workers, continues to see 
this as its responsibility. But the economic reforms have taken the teeth out of 
enforcement, especially in many development zones. As we saw in Chap.   2    , particularly 
in foreign-owned  fi rms, the Chinese government has less power and, perhaps, less 
incentive, to ensure the fair treatment of women workers. Consequently, women 
working in private or jointly-owned enterprises are less likely to receive these 
bene fi ts or assurances and women working in the DEZ are only partially able to rely 
on state oversight to help them in their efforts. Nevertheless, women found ways 
to resist poor working conditions, participating in everything from work slowdowns 
to actual strikes in order to improve their work situations or wages. This willingness 
to assert what they saw as their rights as workers (in relation to their bosses, many 
of whom were foreigners, at least in the factories) is an interesting contrast to wom-
en’s reluctance to assert their rights as  women  workers. I will address this issue in 
the next chapter, and discuss how rhetoric of the state and Party, both in the past and 
today, shape how women perceive, accept, or resist different inequalities—as workers 
or as women workers—in their status at work. 
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 We can see that even with their high labor force participation, women and men 
have very different experiences within the labor force. Dalian women’s experiences 
re fl ect the overall situation of women workers in China, facing limitations in what 
work they do, in the wages they earn, and the bene fi ts accrued them. However, as in 
other societies, these women are less likely to look to structural inequalities to 
explain the gender differences they deal with. In their explanations for such differences, 
they often either insist such inequalities do not matter or they attribute them to 
individual differences. Nevertheless, though they may focus on the different 
individual characteristics behind the gendered workforce, the patterns suggest that 
structure and discourse have been important factors shaping the lives of Dalian and 
other women workers.  

   Marriage 

 Just as women’s lack of labor force participation was seen by early Communist 
leaders as a key piece of women’s subordination, so too were old styles of marriage 
considered to be detrimental to women’s achieving equality with men. Consequently, 
early reforms focused on changing marriage practices, outlawing arranged marriage, 
marriages at very young ages, and allowing divorce. But while some things about 
family and marriage did change, many things did not. Family is still the central 
organizing structure for most Chinese citizens, and marriage, as the beginning of a 
new phase of family life, remains a key event in the lives of nearly all Chinese. 
Today, over 95% of men and over 99% of women marry before the age of 40 (Junar 
statistics  2012  ) . Marriage remains a strategy of social mobility for many young 
people, but particularly so for women (Tan and Short  2004 ; Lavely  1991 ; Ebrey 
 1991  ) . Dalian women sometimes described marriage and their own experiences 
around marriage in just these terms. As the exchange below indicates, Lirong was 
very straight-forward in describing why she married her husband:

     NR: How is it that you came to decide that he was the right person to marry?  
  LR:  Well, it was not very complicated. At that time, I was fairly old already. I had 

no housing, housing was the big issue. And he had housing. His danwei had 
given him housing. So I married him.  

  NR: So the housing was really important in your decision to marry?  
  LR: Yes, it was probably the most important thing.  
  NR: And you, you did not have housing at the time?  
  LR:  No, of course not, it was only given to men, so you had to marry a man who 

had housing.      

 For many Dalian women, social mobility included, and sometimes focused on, 
migration from village to city. For example, Chanquan explicitly named marriage as 
one of the three ways that village women could move successfully and permanently 
to the city. After explaining that it was too late for her to use education to create such 
a route, and that she had been unable to land a permanent city job, she followed with 
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“And then there is through marriage. If I marry a man with a city hukou, then I could 
change my hukou [and live in the city].” Earlier in the interview, she had explained 
how her own view of marriage as leverage into the city was shared by her mother, 
saying “leaving the rural area is really important for girls. My mother really wanted 
me to  fi nd a city boy.” But Chanquan also seemed realistic about her chances, 
explaining that she had to realize that many urban men saw her status as too low for 
them, and would “never have someone like me.” Not all city men are like that, she 
argued, but many are, and it was necessary to “ fi nd one who does not look down on 
rural women;” if that was impossible, it might be better to  fi nd someone like herself, 
which would mean a rural man. 

 Some women were more successful than others in pursuing this pathway. 
Chanquan, for example, felt that she had failed because she would end up marrying 
not a city boy at all, but a man who was also a villager. She was deeply disappointed 
that her hopes to use marriage to leave the village permanently had been unful fi lled. 
But Yimin was successful in her efforts in this regard. A 26 year old migrant from a 
rural area in a nearby province, Yimin was now engaged to a young man who had a 
Dalian city hukou. In an interview with me, she said she had migrated to the DEZ 
partly because she hoped to  fi nd a “better” husband. When I asked about what “better” 
meant, she explained it was not really about money, and his wages might not be that 
much better than they would be back home. Rather, she explained, men in the city 
have higher status, which included—but was not solely based on—better jobs and 
in addition, and importantly, his hukou status would pave the way for her to become 
a permanent city resident. 

 Other women might not have found a husband with a better hukou, but still felt 
that moving to the DEZ gave them an advantage in marriage proceedings (see also 
Tan and Short  2004  ) . While even most rural women are no longer subject to strict 
arranged marriage as was true in the past, nevertheless, many of them meet potential 
spouses through introductions by friends and family; that was true for a number of 
the women in my sample. But migration also gave some Dalian women the chance 
for a different marriage process. As other researchers have found in other parts of 
China (Jacka  2005b ; Beynon  2004  ) , many women who migrated to the DEZ had 
more freedom in mate choice than they would have had, had they remained in the 
village. Daoyun waited for nearly a year before she introduced the man she had met 
at work to her parents. Even in situations where women married men from their 
home village, and even when they were introduced through family members, their 
migration may have given them an edge or some space in the proceedings. One 
woman described such a marriage process, where her parents introduced her to her 
future husband, but she continued working in the city and saw him occasionally, on 
trips home. They married after an extended engagement and lived separately from 
either set of parents after marriage; eventually, he moved to the DEZ as well. Yujie 
met her husband through an introduction by her mother’s friend, but the decision to 
marry him was hers. She described the characteristics that made him attractive to 
her “I had heard he had a good family, his sisters were good, and he came from a 
good background. And I could tell by looking at him that he was a good person. 
I mean he was not perfect. He is not tall, taller than I am, but not by much. And he 
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really is not all that good looking. But you know, good looking on the outside but 
without a good looking heart (“xinlin bu hao kan”), what good is that? This man had 
all the right characteristics. He was honest, had a good background, his education 
was not too little. I knew he would be good at home (zai jiali hao). I really thought, 
this is the one.” 

 Marriage was an important turning point for women, as it often indicated where 
they would end up living and migration clearly in fl uenced the marriage process for 
many migrant women. It allowed women to meet new people, be on their own, have 
a group of friends away from home, and gave women more independence in many 
aspects of daily life. Bingqing, who herself split up with her  fi rst boyfriend, who 
was from her village, and later married a man she met in the city, described how her 
co-workers in the DEZ factory would talk to each other about their marriage 
 prospects and how that in fl uenced their decisions. “All of my coworkers were not 
married, so we were a big group of unmarried women. Every time one of us was 
going to get married, everyone was interested—who is he? what’s he like? that kind 
of thing. But we all married pretty late.... I think once we started working, our attitudes 
changed. Some girls, when they began to work, they said that the local boys were 
not good enough, that they would not marry them. So they wanted to  fi nd a better 
man to marry.” However the odds against marrying a city man, many rural migrant 
women still clung to marriage as a strategy for  fi nding a way to leave the village and 
become a permanent urban residence. Because these women, at least, saw urban 
residence as a necessary piece of a successful life, their marriage goals often 
included using marriage to secure urban residency. Shannon May  (  2010  )  found that 
for some families, parents see their daughter’s marriage to an urban man not only as 
a means of social mobility for the daughter herself but also as a household strategy 
meant to allow the family increased economic security and status, a foothold into an 
urban area and life. Marriage as mobility continues to be important for women, and 
rural-to-urban migration is now tied to that strategy.  

   Family 

 Marriage strategies were important to develop and follow because marriage was the 
beginning of a new phase of family and it is obvious that family remains the central 
social institution shaping these women’s lives. They strove to take the lessons they 
had learned as children—about hard work, hardship, the importance of education, 
or others—to create a good life for themselves and those who would be part of their 
new families. 

 Dalian women had only minimal control over one important aspect of family 
formation, that of childbearing. State control of childbearing is extensive and restrictive 
in China. The Chinese state began restricting births nation-wide in 1980, allowing 
urban women only one child; rural women were generally limited to two. Scholars 
have debated whether the massive decline in fertility since those early restrictions 
is strictly about the policy or whether preferences for numbers of children have 
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changed outside of the policy  (  Whyte and Gu 1987 ;  Lavely and Freedman 1990 ; 
Poston and Gu  1987  ) , but in China today, whatever the reasons, fertility is very low 
(standing at 1.6 in 2010 (World Bank  2012  ) ); only around 30% of Chinese women 
have more than one birth (“Family planning still…”  2011  ) . 

 Son preference is widespread in China; because of it and the restrictive birth 
policies, the sex ratio at birth reached an astonishingly high of 120 by 2000 (Riley 
 2004  ) . That number re fl ects the ways that girls are “missing,” the victims of 
abandonment, non-reporting at birth, infanticide or, increasingly, sex-selective abor-
tion (Zeng et al.  1993  ) . Although there may not be de fi nitive answers about the 
exact numbers and fate of the missing girls, there is little doubt about the existence 
of the phenomenon and possible underlying causes  (  Coale and Banister 1994  ) . As a 
measure of gender preference and discrimination, these sex ratios speak very 
strongly. Parents often prefer sons for very practical reasons. Girls and women are 
discriminated against in the labor market, in schooling, and in the political sphere; 
sons, on the other hand, are likely to meet better fortunes. In addition, one of the 
major contributors to the discrimination of girls before and at birth, and in their 
early childhood is family structure and practice. In spite of the many family changes 
in the last six decades, sons remain of vital importance to most families. It is through 
males that family lineage is traced and it is sons who care for their parents in their 
old age; rural peasants, who do not usually have retirement pensions, are particularly 
dependent on their children in their old age. Marriage practices re fl ect these traditions; 
daughters continue to marry out of their families and into their husbands’ families. 
Now, in a time where families are restricted in how many children they can bear, 
daughters can threaten family continuity, stability, and survival; if a couple has no 
sons, they may end up without  fi nancial and other support. These practices, coupled 
with continuing discrimination against women, give men and boys important advan-
tages throughout their lives and make parent investment in sons more effective than 
investment in daughters. The missing girls phenomenon is perhaps the clearest 
evidence of Chinese women’s continuing struggle for equality and the structural 
barriers that have impeded it. 

 Some of these issues were evident in the lives of Dalian women, but I did not see 
much evidence of either the negative effects of the birth planning policy nor a pref-
erence for sons. 2  Among the women in my sample, some women were able to have 
two children, but many women, especially those migrant women who had secured 
an of fi cial urban hukou, were limited to one child. When I asked them about how 
many children they would like to have if there were no government restrictions, very 
few of them chose to imagine such a scenario. Those that did said it would be nice 

   2   It is very possible that the women I spoke to would be reluctant to report certain events or issues 
to me. I would not expect anyone to tell me about an abortion, abandonment, or killing of a daughter, 
given both the illegal nature of those actions and how they are sanctioned by the general society. 
But it is also possible that Dalian women, who, as we will see, have stronger ties to their parents 
after marriage than do women in some other parts of China, are less likely to see sons as more 
advantageous than daughters to the same extent as in other parts of China.  
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to have two children, a boy and a girl. No woman admitted a preference for a son, 
although a couple women did tell me that their husbands had been hoping for a son. 
In fact, many women who had daughters spoke passionately about their hopes for 
their daughters, as I will discuss later in this chapter. In general, however, my efforts 
to get women to talk about preferences for numbers or sex of children did not get 
very far. They seemed to see it as a non-issue, something they had little control of, 
and were accepting of the restrictions they lived within. It also did not seem to be an 
issue that caused much tension between husbands and wives, possibly because there 
were few decisions to make. Having at least one child is strongly normative in 
China and the assumption that all couples will have one and only one child may be 
so widespread that that is rarely a subject of discussion; the national birth planning 
policy makes discussing how many children to have a moot issue. That may explain 
the exchange between Lirong and myself after she told me she only wanted one child.

     NR:  What about your husband? How many kids do you think he would want [if 
there were no restrictions]?  

  LR:  I don’t know. We never talk about this. He has never raised this issue. We 
never talk about this.  

  NR: So you don’t really know his opinion?  
  LR: No, this is something that never comes up.      

 In this way, the birth planning policy, even as it has affected women and girls nation-
wide, and been the source of great gender discrimination, may actually have eliminated 
a source of tension and disagreement among couples in many families. The policy, and 
the limited number of children that families may have, may also be part of the increased 
attention that mothers give to their children (Milwertz  1997 ; Fong  2004  ) .  

   Mothers and Daughters 

 As mentioned above, no woman in my sample expressed a preference for a son. 
In fact, many of them said they preferred a daughter; not coincidentally, the most 
outspoken on this issue were those who were the mother of daughters. For many 
women, it was not easy for them to talk about how gender shaped their own lives. 
But in their discussion of daughters, it was easier for them to talk about issues of 
gender, gender discrimination, and the experiences of women. 

 Undoubtedly shaped by their own experiences as daughters, Dalian women 
spoke, often passionately, about their intentions and goals for their children and the 
important role that mothers play in children’s lives. Fangyin, the mother of twin 
sons, spoke warmly and gratefully about the in fl uence of her own mother in her life, 
saying, “She worked hard to give me chances. And she had a lot of in fl uence. I know 
without her my life would have been very different.” That is likely part of the reason 
she argued for the important role that mothers play in general: “Mothers are… really 
important…they are the ones that take care of the children, they know what the kids 
need and everything, so that is what they do, they are really important.” 
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 Other women spoke about the in fl uence they have over daughters in particular. 
A Korean Chinese woman spoke to me of her dreams for her daughter, who was 
now 15 years old. She talked about all the ways that she encouraged her daughter, 
pushing her to do better in school, helping her through dif fi cult times, always being 
on her side. She insisted that she had to do that, to take that role, that otherwise her 
daughter might have the kind of dif fi cult life that she herself had had, one of hard-
ship and few hopes. She wants her daughter to avoid that and feels it is her respon-
sibility to help her. Many women saw some jobs as more  fi tting for women than 
others and encouraged their daughters towards those; for example, one mentioned 
how of fi ce work was cleaner and easier for women, and better than other jobs. 
Another explained she wanted her daughter to  fi nd “some job that  fi ts her as a girl, 
not too hard.” But however different they saw women and men in the workforce, all 
the women I spoke with argued that girls should get as much education as boys. 
Education was a scarce resource in the lives of these women when they were growing 
up and for many, it was a key path out of their early lives. That they saw education 
as important, particularly for girls, is not surprising. Huiyang, who herself had gone 
only as far as middle school, spoke strongly about the importance of parents’ paying 
for their children’s education. She intended to do everything possible to ensure that 
her daughter, now 10 years old, gets as much education as possible. When I wondered 
aloud about how some parents might not be able to afford to pay for that education, 
she quickly responded, “You have to  fi nd a way to pay the fees. That is just true, you 
have to do that… If you don’t pay, think about the future! Forever your child will 
say, you did not pay for my schooling. Just think about the in fl uence on the future. 
No, parents have to pay, they just have to.” Jiangli said, simply, “I know now that 
schooling is the MOST important thing, it is so important. I tell my daughter this.” 

 Mothers of daughters sometimes spoke in ways that are similar to those Vanessa 
Fong  (  2004  )  has written about, seeing their daughters as their “only hope.” Jiangli 
spoke passionately about her hopes for her daughter. “You know, I have only one 
child. I really want a lot for that one child. I want her to have a good job. She needs 
education.” And that role—as mothers of daughters—at times brings particular 
responsibilities. Women know the dif fi culties that women face as women and try to 
prepare their daughters for that, even beyond the cajoling and encouragement in 
school that many undertake. Jiali, who fought hard to attend high school, tells her 
daughter she has to be better than the boys. She explained, “There are still differ-
ences, men get better jobs, with better pay, because they say women can’t do that.” She 
takes that into account as she advises her daughter, “I tell her she has to make more 
effort than men, because she is a woman, that she should really work hard, that she can 
do it, but men are given advantages.” Here, we see that some women feel their role 
as mothers to daughters includes preparing them for an unequal, gendered, world. 

 It is from their role as mothers—and as mothers of daughters—that we most eas-
ily see how Dalian women understand the gendered nature of the social world they 
live in, and their own responsibilities in it. They take their role as mothers seriously, 
and understand the powerful in fl uence they can have in their children’s lives. It is 
not only when asked about mothering that these Dalian women reveal the impor-
tance of this role to them. As we will see, their role as mother shapes much of their 
lives, from the goals they set to their interpretations of their own lives.  
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   Parents and Parents-in-Law 

 Dalian women are embedded in several different family con fi gurations, and we have 
seen that their relationship to their children is one of the most important. These 
women also spoke at length about their relationships to their own parents and their 
husbands’ parents, and the ways they act to maintain those connections. The family 
con fi gurations in which they are involved suggest they are able to manage these 
family relations to their advantage. 

 For centuries, the most accepted pattern of marriage throughout most of China 
was for a new bride to move to her husband’s family’s house and village, and to lose 
close touch with her own family and parents. It was this marriage practice that saw 
women disadvantaged in several ways: parents, knowing they would lose their 
daughters at marriage, were less likely to invest in daughters, seeing them as “spilt 
milk,” recipients of wasted resources who would not bene fi t the family in the long 
run. Such marriage practices have been behind parents’ preference for sons; sons, 
who are likely to remain with their parents, are necessary in order to guarantee care 
in their old age. For daughters, such marriage practices were often psychologically 
dif fi cult (Wolf  1972  ) . In their own families, they often did not feel a part of the fam-
ily; at marriage, often arranged to a man they did not know, they were forced to 
move to a new household and were subject to the control of their parents-in-law, 
particularly their husbands’ mother. In these new households, they often had no one 
to turn to for support or love until they bore children and began to create their own, 
“uterine” families (Wolf  1972  ) . 

 While this was the predominant pattern of marriage, there were many variations. 
Ellen Judd  (  1989  )  documents that women in Northeast China (Shandong) were 
more likely than in other places to continue ties to their  niangjia , their mother’s 
household. In Dalian, most of the women in my sample had strong and close ties to 
both their own parents and to their husband’s parents. Many of them talked not of 
parents or parents-in-law per se, but of mothers and mothers-in-law, suggesting that 
in Dalian, as Judd found in Shandong, it was the relationship between different 
generations of women that these women were most focused on. 

 Some of the practices revealed in interviews were not surprising. For example, 
most women talked about giving money to their parents-in-law on a regular basis, 
either at New Year’s or more often. That practice seems to re fl ect a general expectation 
that, once grown, sons will support their parents  fi nancially. As has been true across 
China for centuries, many women spoke of how they had lived with their parents-in-law 
immediately after marriage. However, even arrangements that seem to follow old 
patterns reveal how post-nuptial practices and relationships have been shaped in 
new ways in Dalian and how migration has contributed to those new con fi gurations. 
Dalian women’s relationships with their mothers-in-law (Popo) have familiar 
aspects but do not always follow the normative pattern. While they help to support 
them, through  fi nancial contributions and help in their lives, these daughters-in-law 
also often bene fi tted in numerous ways from good and regular relationships with 
their parents-in-law, particularly their mothers-in-law. Bingqing had a great deal of 
contact with her popo. Her parents-in-law live just a few minutes away and her own 



74 4 “It’s Just Women’s Lot:” The Role of Gender

household and that of her popo’s are intertwined in many ways. Her popo’s house 
seems to be a center of family life for three generations of the family. Her popo 
takes care of her son while she is working; she and her husband pay for all the food, 
but it is her popo who cooks dinner every night. As she described this situation, she 
explained that her mother-in-law is a very good person and they get along well. 
She thought the arrangement they had set up was good for everyone, for her young 
son, for herself, and for her parents-in-law as well. Her husband is their only child 
living near them and without this arrangement, they would be “just two old people, 
they would probably not eat well, this way they eat well.” In many ways, their set-up 
sounds like a classic post-marriage arrangement, with mother-in-law and daughter-
in-law living and working closely together. But Bingqing’s situation in Dalian gives 
her more advantage than daughters-in-law have had in other circumstances. Her 
relationship with her popo allows her to work outside the house and have good 
childcare, for which she pays her popo weekly; that money exchanges hands here, 
for food and childcare, suggests how what appear to be old-style family con fi gurations 
have been brought into the market economy, and the ways that women are able to 
rely on and shape those con fi gurations to meet their own needs. Yimin, who had yet 
to marry, had already begun to think about plans around future childbirth and childcare. 
Speaking to the continuing reliability of these family ties, she and her popo had 
already made arrangements for her popo to care for her child, once the baby was 
born at some later date. 

 In addition to their in-laws, most of the women in this sample maintained close 
ties with their own parents, even long after marriage. Nearly every woman sent 
money to her parents, and often amounts equal to those sent to their husband’s parents. 
They talked about these as their own decisions, and in that way can be interpreted 
as a place where they are able to assert their own priorities. Xiachen gives the same 
amount to her parents that her husband gives to his parents, and she quickly added 
that that was appropriate: “they both need the same things, so to me there should be 
no difference… they are the same and we have to give them the same amount. They 
both need to eat, or need clothes or things. That’s true!” But as was true in many 
such situations in Dalian, Xiachen also had a good relationship with her popo, who 
watches her daughter during the day and who was, she volunteered, a “really good 
person and she does a great deal for us… I can’t complain about her at all!” 

 Beyond  fi nancial support of their parents, many women had gone further and had 
found ways to bring their parents into the city, often setting them up in nearby apart-
ments. For example, although it is her popo who cares for her daughter daily, 
Xiachen’s parents also live nearby, and Xiachen manages to visit them (she spoke 
of these visits as visits to her mother) every day. Thus, Xiachen’s daily life involves 
both her parents and her husband’s parents; interestingly, Xiachen’s husband does 
not visit her parents very often, though they live quite close; that was a common 
pattern for Dalian women, with women closely involved with mothers and mothers-
in-law but their husbands having less contact with their wives’ parents and close 
involvement with their own parents. 

 These post-nuptial living arrangements reveal the ways that old and new patterns 
exist simultaneously and the ways that these women are able to bene fi t from these 



75Alternative Family Forms: Mistresses and Prostitutes

complex con fi gurations. Adult children continue to feel responsible for their 
husbands’ parents; that is true even when relationships are not easy. Ying, for example, 
did not get along with her mother-in-law, particularly in recent years. Nevertheless, 
she also stressed the importance of supporting her and her own mother. With great 
animation, she said to me, “You write that down, that we really do take care of our 
old people here, you write that in your book! We have to do that. And it is a good 
thing to do.” Mothers-in-law continue to be important members of women’s house-
holds and daily lives. But these relationships have been shaped by urban living, by 
the new needs of working daughters-in-law. Mothers-in-law in Dalian, as in other 
places in China, often provide needed support for their sons’ families, through child 
care or even daily preparation of food and laundry. Women in Dalian bene fi t from 
those contributions and in their talk, were quick to acknowledge them, often making 
clear how much they appreciate their mothers-in-law. But in Dalian, women are also 
creating new arrangements involving their own parents, and particularly their mothers. 
The practice of contact with parents after marriage may not be new to this area of 
China (see Judd  1989  ) . But the forces of migration and urban living have shaped 
them in new ways. Women’s parents often move to live near their daughters, and 
while they also offer support for them in their daily work, they are also being 
supported— fi nancially and otherwise—by their daughters. Women’s lives are thus 
embedded in a variety of family relationships; they can often count on the support 
of their husband’s parents but they also have the support of their own family. As 
these women age, these same relationships might mean that these women will be 
burdened with the care of up to four elderly people, but for now, they seem to appreciate 
the wide and deep family ties that anchor their lives. These arrangements may also 
foretell future living arrangements: older people in Dalian seem to be able and willing 
to maintain residences separate but near their children, perhaps moving in only 
when they are unable to live alone (see Thogersen and Ni  2010  ) .  

   Alternative Family Forms: Mistresses and Prostitutes 

 Recent research across China has revealed that since the economic reforms, there 
has been an increase in both prostitution and the number of men who maintain 
either second households or relationships with mistresses. While my work did not 
encounter these explicitly, I did see their shadow and the indirect in fl uence these 
practices may have on women in Dalian today. In one case, we can see how such 
arrangements are part of how young women strategize to get ahead today. In the 
second, it is apparent how the possibility of their husband’s taking a mistress might 
contribute to the ways married women interpret their own lives. 

 Chanquan is a single woman who at 24 considers her life to be moving away 
from her goals and hopes. As a waitress in Dalian, she has found at least a temporary 
way to avoid returning to her village. However, it is a tenuous existence she has in 
Dalian, and she spoke with me of the mismatch between her hopes and the realities 
of her life. She saw few opportunities for being able to stay permanently in Dalian; 
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that had been her singular goal in much of her decisions and actions. In the course 
of our interviews, Chanquan revealed that she had been approached by a customer 
at the restaurant, a man who offered her money for her “companionship.” In her 
conversation with me, she struggled to make sense of that offer and her own 
relationship to such arrangements. She insisted that she “did not believe anything he 
said,” but she also was clearly looking for support for her own decision not to accept 
such offers. While she insisted she would never do something like that, the way that 
she spoke indicated that it weighed on her greatly, and I was actually not convinced 
that she had not at least been tempted by this man. She exclaimed, “Well, girls do 
that, that is really awful, don’t you think it is awful to do that kind of thing?” When 
I did respond as negatively as she might have hoped, she continued, “Even if some-
one was really poor, you can  fi nd a way—an honest way!—to make a few kuai to 
eat, you don’t need to do that. I will tell you, there are two kinds of these women. 
One of them, they just accompany a man everywhere, they just go here, go there. 
There is another, all they can think of is money, they want more and more things, 
and see this as a way of getting these things. Those are the worst!! Don’t you agree, 
aren’t they awful??!!” In her description of women who would “just sell their bodies, 
you know, their bodies,” as she described it, she seemed to be as intent on distancing 
herself and perhaps the temptation it offered. As a poor rural migrant who had been 
unable to  fi nd her way to success in the city, Chanquan epitomized the vulnerability 
of young women to sex work, which pays women at rates higher than they can make 
in any other work. 3  Chanquan may have stuck to the proper, socially accepted path 
here, but she and others could be easily tempted to consider alternatives to trying to 
achieve social mobility or even just access to a decent income through sex work and 
prostitution. 

 Married women too are aware of these alternative arrangements and one woman 
I talked to seemed to interpret life against those alternatives. During an interview 
with Rong, who worked as a tailor in the DEZ, she repeatedly framed her appreciation 
of her husband by describing the bad behavior he does not engage in. Although it 
was clear that she did not always know everything that he was engaged in (for 
example, he bought a motorcycle without her knowledge; she only found out later), 
she told me she was sure he would never do something like have a mistress, and for 
that she would remain grateful. She told me that many men have mistresses today, 
and they spend a lot of money on them. In fact, a woman at work liked him, but, she 
assured me, “he would not have any of that.” And she followed that story with a 
statement of how she was very satis fi ed and happy in her marriage because he does 
not do any of these bad things. She repeated how grateful and happy she was because 
of what her husband did not do throughout the interview. Here again, whether or not 
her husband has a mistress, the possibility of such an arrangement in fl uences Rong’s 

   3   Zheng Tiantian  (  2007,   2009  )  has documented the lives of migrant women who work as hostesses 
in Dalian city and strategize to resist the label given to them as second class citizens. Her work 
illustrates another setting where women use an unequal social system and their low status within it 
to procure resources and higher status; see also Ogasawara (1998) about this process among 
Japanese Offi ce Ladies.  
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views of her own marriage. From the way she spoke to me, it was clear that she was 
more forgiving of his behavior in other ways, because at least she did not have to 
deal with his mistress. Yujie also mentioned the ways prostitutes and mistresses can 
threaten marriage and lead to divorce, explaining “Prostitution is on the rise, so men 
go out and use prostitutes, and then the wife  fi nds out and wants a divorce. Or else, 
the husband  fi nds a girlfriend outside of the marriage, you know, not a prostitute. 
The husband has some young girlfriend, and he comes home and sees his wife and 
looks at her, and thinks, oh what an old hag, pretty soon he wants a divorce.” 

 Thus, though not directly involved in these recent extra-marital arrangements, 
the lives, decisions, and even outlooks of Dalian women are nevertheless in fl uenced 
by their presence in the society at large. They see themselves and their marriages as 
more vulnerable because of their presence, and act to distance and protect  themselves 
as much as possible from them.  

   Interpreting the Role of Gender in Dalian Women’s Lives 

 There are a number of lessons about the role of gender that we can take from learning 
about the experiences of Dalian migrant women. Are these women exploited? Or is 
there evidence of new sources of “girl power”? The experiences of these women in 
Dalian allow us some insight into the debate about whether women are better off 
under the economic reforms. Assessing how women have fared through these 
economic reforms requires multiple perspectives and an acknowledgment of the 
mixed effects these changes have had on women’s lives. Women have been able to 
take advantage of new opportunities that have come about in the last 20 years. 
Indeed, for these women, the relaxation of restrictions on mobility has allowed them 
to migrate to the city in hopes of a better life. But we have seen that women remain 
subordinate in the workforce, receiving lower salaries and positions than men. 
Indeed, economic reforms seem to have had a mixed outcome on gender equality 
(see Cohen and Wang  2009 ; Wang Feng 2007). In these households, we are also 
able to examine how rural women’s domestic lives have and have not changed since 
their move to the city, giving us new perspectives on gender and power. 

 In this situation, there is evidence of continuing, and even unexamined, gender 
inequality in nearly all areas of women’s lives. Growing up, women often had less 
access to resources than did their brothers. As workers in the DEZ, they continue to 
receive lower wages and fewer bene fi ts than men at work. At the same time, these 
women found ways to assert themselves and to seek out better opportunities for 
themselves. Many of them fought to stay in school, some with the support of parents, 
particularly mothers. Their reasons for migrating were often about their interest in 
 fi nding alternatives to an expected life as rural women, and they see their lives as 
urban residents—whether permanent or not—as signi fi cantly better than the 
alternative rural life they would have had. 

 While it is true that some researchers have found that because of the higher 
proportion of women in rural areas, some women in rural households now seem to 
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be able to wield power that may actually be greater than that controlled by these 
migrant women living in cities (Jacka  2012 ; Shi  2011 ; Yan  2003  ) , Shannon May 
 (  2010 : 902–3) adds another important piece to this picture. She points out that when 
migrant women return to the village because they have been unable to  fi nd a way to 
stay in the city, their adjustment back to rural life is particularly dif fi cult. She argues 
that “city life may have made both men and women internalize a labour hierarchy 
that privileges disciplined, waged labour over agricultural self-employment…
[but]…it is only women who are subjected to both devalued market labour and to 
the burden of domestic labour. Unlike in the city, where service infrastructure delivers 
gas to the room for heating or cooking, and water for drinking and cleaning, in [the] 
village the primary burden of daily subsistence infrastructure provision rests on 
women.” Considering this comparison between their lives in the city and those that 
they imagine wait for them in the village, the efforts that Dalian migrant women 
make to secure an urban residence make sense. 

 It is in marriage and post-marriage processes that these women seemed to have 
been able to create their own pathway. Many of them met potential husbands and 
made decisions about marriage on their own, with parents being involved only later 
in the process. And after marriage, as we have seen, women use their network of 
family members—including not only their parents-in-law but their own parents as 
well—to help them in their daily lives and to balance their family and work demands. 
In these ways, they have been active in creating new structures and patterns in their 
lives, ones that give them more support and sometimes, greater independence. 

 Women also indicate their intention to be active in shaping the futures of their 
children, and it is here that we are able to hear how they believe gender is important 
in shaping the lives of young women. They work to encourage their daughters to 
succeed, and many mothers warn them of the challenges—as women—they will 
face. Here is some of the best evidence of their own experiences with gender 
inequality. 

 At the same time that women exert their agency and actively work to shape their 
lives, carving out as successful a life as they can, it is also clear that an important 
focus is changing intergenerational relationships and inequalities. They describe 
relationships with parents and parents-in-law in which they are not subordinate 
actors but often active and equal, relationships which they have often shaped to their 
own advantage. On the other hand, as we will explore in more detail in Chap.   5    , 
these women seem less intent and less active in trying to change gender inequalities 
within their own households, and seem resigned to different roles and power dif-
ferentials that shape their daily lives. That the largest changes these women have 
been part of seem to be intergenerational rather than intra-generational (Yan  2006  )  
re fl ects key elements of Chinese society today, particularly the lesser support for 
gender equality in many realms of society. 

 Making sense of the ways that women often deny or overlook the ways gender 
has shaped their lives requires stepping back from their individual stories and taking 
into account the context of these stories. We have seen that they do not speak very 
often about the gender inequalities they face at work, although they are aware of 
them; their comments about how able they are compared to men, in spite of lower 
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pay and status re fl ect that awareness. As we will see in the next chapter, they are 
perhaps even more reluctant to speak to or criticize inequalities at home. But we 
have also seen, as they talk about their daughters’ futures, that they are often aware 
of gender inequalities their daughters are likely to face. What might explain these 
seeming reluctances and even contradictions? There are several possible reasons. 

 First, it is obvious from how women frame any evaluation of their current lives 
that their frame of reference is always a comparison to rural life. It is not unimportant 
that they see rural life as much harder, and feel lucky to be where they are and reluctant 
to complain about many of the new arrangements they live within. 

 But women also seem to see any difference between women and men, between 
themselves and brothers or male peers, as an individual issue, and often tie those 
differences to characteristics of individuals, rather than seeing them as part of a 
larger social pattern. Many women were quick to argue that any difference that 
seemed to be about gender inequality—whether that was differences in education 
achievement between the girls and boys in their families or differences at work—was 
really about individual differences. Thus, Daoyun insisted that the boys in her family 
received more education than the girls because they were smarter than the girls. 
Fangyin, who is one of the few women in her of fi ce, did not focus on how differences 
in gender norms or access to education or job opportunities might have shaped that 
pattern. She insisted that she was able to succeed as an individual. When pressed, 
she did acknowledge that gender might matter for some women, explaining, “Oh, I 
do think that women have it harder… you take a poor woman, or one without education, 
and sure, that will make a difference, since she will have it twice as hard. So yes, 
I think it matters.” But at the same time, she insisted gender did not have an in fl uence 
in her own life. 

 Their relative silence on gender might also be something more straight-forward, 
re fl ecting the fact that gender is not necessarily always the most salient issue for all 
women. Gail Hershatter  (  2007 : 117) has argued that at such a moment, when gender 
recedes from a place of priority, we need to “track when and by whom it is used or 
discarded, as well as attending to how and why it is entwined with or displaced by 
other categories.” I will take up this issue in Chap.   6    , as we examine how the priority 
of gender seems to recede when modernity and the achievement of success in a 
modern world takes priority in the lives of migrant mothers. 

 Women may also be reluctant to challenge gender inequality within their own 
households because such actions might threaten their own goals and plans for them-
selves and their families, particularly their children. We saw that women viewed 
mistresses and prostitutes as potentially threatening to the stability of marriages, 
including their own. But even if they were not facing those outside threats, they 
might well see family unity and harmony as vital to achieving success and be reluctant 
to disturb that unity. I will discuss this in more detail in a later chapter, but here, it 
is important to recognize the priority of women’s goal to  fi nd permanent urban 
residence and how other issues might take a necessary back seat to that goal. 

 Finally, we need to consider the ways that constructions of gender re fl ect long-
standing and deeply engrained norms about acceptable behavior and demands of 
women and men, and how those are intertwined with other cultural values and 
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norms. Many women in Dalian seem to accept the different—and even unequal 
roles—for women and men. Consider Bingqing who  fi rst told me that her husband 
never goes out in the evening, but later said that he goes regularly to play mahjong 
with friends. When I asked her about that discrepancy, she shrugged her shoulders 
and did not think it needed explanation or even attention: that’s the way things 
are: men go out in the evenings, women do not. Her husband’s behavior and 
Bingqing’s easy acceptance of it underscores the normality of this gender pattern. In 
this way, it is important to recognize that these women’s lives and attitudes re fl ect 
patterns and norms at the level of society. Bingqing was not alone in the ways that 
these norms shape her interpretation of what occurs in her own life and family, and 
what kinds of behavior are worthy of questioning or challenging. Of course, in a 
similar way, we have to be aware that however these women interpret their own 
experiences as in fl uenced by individual characteristics, these individual experiences 
are also shaped by those overall patterns and norms. 

 We have seen that many practices and even government policies have long 
favored men or male dominance, but so too have discourses surrounding these 
practices. Discourse is particularly important because of the way that it re fl ects 
unspoken, sometimes unexamined, in fl uences on social behavior and outcomes. 
Attention to discourse means examining the “hegemonic or dominant ideologies 
[that] de fi ne what is permissible, even thinkable; they serve as the standard against 
which actions are measured, producing codes, regulations, and laws that perpetrate 
a particular ideology… Dominant ideologies generate discourses that stabilize, 
normalize, and naturalize behavior” (Blackwood  2000 : 5). Discourses come from 
and lead to material conditions, providing spaces for individuals to construct their 
lives and identities, and challenging or upholding the accepted norms, values, and 
expectations for women and men. Discourse, then, moves our examination from the 
individuals making decisions, employing strategies, planning their lives, and con-
structing their identities to the larger social arena in which these individual actions 
take place. It underscores the ways that individual behavior cannot be the sole way 
of understanding gender. 

 Tani Barlow  (  1994  )  has pointed to two different ways that “woman” (funu) has 
been constructed in China in the past, constructions that are important to today’s 
understanding of gender. In the late dynastic Chinese discourse, “funu”—woman—was 
constructed in and through the family. In other words, there was no generic category 
“woman,” but rather only positions for different kinds of women within the family; 
in fact, Barlow argues, there was no de fi nition of woman outside of the family: it 
was through their roles as daughters, wives, mothers, and mothers-in-law that 
women had identities as female. Sex identity did not depend on anatomical difference; 
rather, the categories of woman available at that time were actually constructed 
from these kinship roles. Partly because of an interest in de fi ning women outside of 
family roles, a new way of understanding gender developed in the Republican era, 
based on western-origin scienti fi c language that constructed gender as a binary, one 
half of which was seen as weaker than the other. 

 These early discourses are important because of the in fl uences they have had on 
notions of gender even in China today. After 1949, when gender became a key part 
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of revolutionary discourse, the Communist Party wanted to distinguish its construction 
of woman (funu) from earlier notions (both Confucian based and that of the early 
twentieth century, which was considered to be bourgeois), but it nevertheless relied 
on those earlier discourses, partly because of the way family was still central to 
Communist society organization. 

 One of the most important pieces of post-1949 gender discourse was the way that 
gender came to be seen as, at its base, a biological and physiological difference, 
with social and psychological factors working on top of this basic difference to 
shape women and men in further ways (Evans  1997  ) . These differences—and gender 
discourse in general—have been translated into policies, and have received other 
kinds of attention by the state in the organization of family and work, and in the 
daily lives of women and men in countless ways. “In the name of science, [the state] 
has legitimized a sometimes rigid code of normative sexual and gender conduct 
based on highly selective and didactic distinctions between right and wrong, normal 
and abnormal” (Evans  1997 : 34). And while the emphasis has changed over the last 
50 years, and women now have a greater range of subject positions to choose from, 
Evans argues that that change is minimal and involves tone and emphasis more than 
substance (Evans  1997 : 53). What is consistent with earlier constructions is the way 
that the state has continued to emphasize the importance of marriage and reproduction 
to the state/country’s goals and futures, and the ways that gender is constructed both 
through the family and through those state goals. Women are constructed as wives 
and mothers; while women were encouraged—and sometimes required—to be 
workers outside the home, this gender construction and its emphasis on women’s 
reproductive and family roles at least partly explains the inequalities found in the 
labor force, where employers often see women as less committed workers than men 
because of their competing familial roles. For the entire last century—whether 
under Republican China rule or that of the Communist Party, women’s  fi rst and 
most important identities have been familial. “The almost universal practice of 
marriage and motherhood in China, and the common assumption of a biologically 
grounded correspondence between marriage, sexual intercourse, and reproduction, 
reinforce the image of the ‘natural mother.’” (Evans  1997 : 122). 4  

 Indeed, Dalian women regularly expressed beliefs that re fl ected this discourse. 
After initially insisting that women and men could have the same roles and respon-
sibilities in all aspects of their lives, Fangyin then focused on the importance of 
motherhood and saw women’s roles as unique there. She insisted that women and men 
had to have different roles with children, because women are mothers and mothering 
behavior is “natural;” she said “mothers are much closer [to their children], more 
capable than men in that way. It is in their hearts.” Jiangli also used the term “natu-
ral” to talk about the role of women in children’s lives, insisting of course she did 

   4   Since the Cultural Revolution’s emphasis on the similarities of women and men, Chinese feminists 
have been debating these issues of equality and difference and whether promoting gender difference 
(sometimes as “strategic essentialism” (Spivak  1990  ) ) is the best strategy for promoting gender 
equality. For more on these debates, see: Zhong  (  2007  ) , Barlow  (  1989  ) , Li  (  1988  ) , Meng Yue and 
Dai Jinhua  (  1989  ) , Yang  (  1999  ) .  
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all the childcare at home because “the mothers always are the ones to do that. It is 
natural, it is mothers who should.” But it was not only their roles as mothers that 
Dalian spoke about as natural. Several women also described their husband’s greater 
power in their household as the proper way; Yimin ascribed her husband’s domi-
nance as reasonable and she seemed ready to accept that, since “he is the man, and 
men do that.” Mirroring earlier thinking and norms about motherhood and women’s 
roles (Glosser  2003 ; Barlow  2004  ) , many Dalian women see their roles and respon-
sibilities as mothers not only as a duty but also as a source of power within the fam-
ily and within the society generally, as we will see in the next chapter.      
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 The lives of migrant women in Dalian re fl ect the challenges they face from two 
inequalities in which they are situated: their rural and migrant status, on the one 
hand (Chap.   3    ) and their position as women (Chap.   4    ). These two structures exert a 
powerful force in these women’s lives. Nevertheless, Dalian migrants report general 
satisfaction about their lives. I argue that one of the major reasons for this satisfaction 
is that, as married women and mothers, they have been able to navigate through 
challenges and potential roadblocks to achieve their goals. Examining their strategies 
takes us to an examination of power. In this chapter, I examine women’s power, 
attempting to explicate issues of power in a general sense and to understand the role 
of power in the lives of women in Dalian. In my approach I will be trying to balance 
at least two different levels of power—those that occur on the individual level and 
those that are better measured at the wider, community or societal level. I will 
demonstrate that keeping both of these levels of interaction and in fl uence in mind is 
key to understanding how women negotiate and strategize with those around them. 
For most of this chapter, I will focus on power of women as women. But as is clear, 
these women, as all women, are involved in criss-crossing structures of power and 
inequality. As we have already seen, rural/urban inequalities and class structure are 
both important in these women’s lives. I take up these issues and their interactions at 
the end of the chapter and explore it further in the next. 

   Understanding and Measuring Power 

 The extensive literature on power suggests both the dif fi culty of  fi nding a single 
de fi nition or even approach to studying this complex issue and the way that power 
is differently created, supported, resisted and differently integrated in different 
settings, and even for different players within one setting. Thus, understanding 
power and the way it is created and shaped among a group of poor farmers in 
Malaysia (Scott  1985  )  will require different tools than would understanding power 

    Chapter 5   
 “A Woman has to struggle to get what 
she wants”: Gender and Power                 
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within a married couple in the Netherlands (Komter  1989  )  or migrant women in 
Northeast China. 

 One of the most important distinctions for understanding the lives of women in 
Dalian is the difference between power-over and power-to (Allen  1999  ) . To have 
power-over is to be able to affect the behavior of another in some key way, whether 
intentionally or not. Allen argues for recognizing how some can have power over 
another in a particular context (and not in another) and how this power might be 
achieved through decisions or non-decisions and both directly or indirectly. Thus, as 
Komter  (  1989  )  has argued, a lot of the power that men have in marriage is power-
over not only through overt domination of their wives, but even through the ways 
that women anticipate their husbands’ action, nonaction, or reaction and act accord-
ingly, for example by doing (or not doing) something to avoid their husbands’ 
anger. 

 Power-to, in contrast, describes the ability to act in spite of the domination of 
others. It is the ability to attain a goal or object. When scholars and others talk of 
“empowerment,” this term comes closest to power-to in equivalent meaning (Kabeer 
 1999  ) . Thus some women, even in the face of dif fi culty and even prohibition, have 
found ways to achieve goals—to go to school, to work, or to assert their own needs 
in households where their needs and interests are not accounted for. 

 Foucault’s analysis of power  (  1980  )  has expanded our understanding of power, 
recognizing the ways that power is relational, productive, and found in the smallest 
elements of social life.

  Modern power, as  fi rst developed in disciplinary micropractices, is not essentially situated 
in some central persons or institutions such as king, sovereign, ruling class, state, or army. 
Rather it is everywhere. As the description of panoptical self-surveillance demonstrated, it 
is even in the targets themselves, in their bodies, gestures, desires, and habits. In other 
words, as Foucault often says, modern power is capillary. It does not emanate from some 
central source, but circulates throughout the entire social body down to even the tiniest and 
apparently most trivial extremities. (Fraser  1989 : 24)   

 Thus, at the same time as we take account of the in fl uence of larger structures, 
scholars have worked to understand agency among subordinates. Women are not 
powerless, even as they may have less power than men. James Scott has argued that 
we need to look for the hidden transcripts of subordinate groups. These hidden 
transcripts are sites “for nonhegemonic, contrapuntal, dissident, subversive discourse” 
(Scott  1990 : 25). In his approach, Scott argues against false consciousness; it is not 
that subordinates are unaware of their situation but rather, we need to learn to read 
their scripts of resistance. He also argues against some concepts of hegemony; that 
kind of approach, he argues, naturalizes existing power relations and does not ade-
quately attend to what is occurring below the surface. In his disagreement with 
Gramsci’s stance on hegemony, he says that we should not assume that hegemony 
is so overwhelming that subordinates cannot imagine a different world. When we 
look and listen for the hidden transcripts of subordinates, we see that it is not so. 
Thus, Scott reminds us that to understand power and resistance, we need to look 
beyond the large and public demonstrations of resistance and should also be careful 
about assuming that public transcripts are the end of the story. Scott’s perspective 
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has had an important in fl uence on scholars examining power, even as those 
focused on issues of gender may see some dif fi culties in adopting his perspective 
completely. 

   Power at the Micro Level 

 We also must recognize that power operates at different levels of society. One focus 
of research on women’s power is at the micro level. Here, scholars have examined 
the power of women relative to men at the individual level, within families, or within 
schooling or the workplace. Within education, scholars have examined school enrol-
ment rates, retention and graduation rates, the kinds of programs in which girls are 
enrolled, and the different ways that boys and girls are treated in classrooms. 
Comparisons of women’s and men’s earnings, administrative responsibilities, hiring, 
promotion, and lay-off rates are all measures useful in determining how women fare 
as women in the workplace. 

 Looking at women’s power in the family, scholars have examined control of and 
access to money and family  fi nances, the distribution of resources such as education, 
money, and land, decision making power, distribution of housework and childcare 
responsibilities, access to leisure time, and how disputes and disagreements are 
settled. Many scholars (Blumberg  1991  )  have found that when women have control 
of income and money, they are more likely to have a larger say in family decisions. 
Others (Chafetz  1991  )  have argued that division of household labor is at the heart of 
gender strati fi cation. Still others (Seymour  1992  )  have noted the importance of 
discretionary or leisure time, seeing that as a key measure of women’s power in the 
family. 

 Komter’s examination of “hidden power in marriage” suggests that both “mani-
fest” and “latent” power is visible in married relationships and behaviors; her focus 
gives us access to hidden transcripts of wives and mothers. If we look at manifest—or 
overt—power, we examine who ultimately makes decisions, or who controls 
participation in decision making. Our assumption here is that power is exercised in 
a direct, observable way. Latent power is more dif fi cult to measure. To see latent 
power, we have to examine not only decisions, but non-decisions as well. In addition, 
power is evident if we take into account the ways that the needs and wishes of the 
more powerful are anticipated by those with less power, or topics are not even raised, 
for fear of negative action. Here, then, the exercise of power is not necessarily based 
on observable con fl ict, but often on a more hidden agenda. Komter found that in her 
sample of couples (from the Netherlands), both manifest and latent power were 
evident, and women invariably had less power than men on most measures. For 
example, husbands and wives used different methods to try to make changes in the 
household. Women used cautiousness and more indirect means to effect change 
while men used reasoning and ignoring or avoiding issues; Komter’s study found 
that the most effective methods for change were the most direct ones, and those 
methods were used by men more often than by women. These kinds of actions tend 
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to work to the advantage of husbands because the status quo of traditional gender 
roles, beliefs, and practices is con fi rmed as a result. 

 One of the most fruitful areas of research in terms of women’s power in families 
has been that examining the link between women’s work in the labor force and their 
roles and power in the family. Blumberg  (  1991  )  and others (Coleman  1991 ; Blumstein 
and Schwartz  1991  )  argue that, ceteris paribus, when women earn a regular wage out-
side the family, they will have more say in household purchases, be more involved in 
household decisions, and have fewer childcare and housework responsibilities within 
the household. There are many obvious pathways for such an in fl uence (Treas  1991  ) . 
One of the most important is simple access to cash; when women are paid a wage 
directly (and not through other family members), they have a greater potential to 
control that money. But this work has many other potential in fl uences. Women who 
work outside the home and who are paid for that labor are more likely to learn about 
and interact with societal and community institutions that can enhance their stand-
ings. Government of fi ces, banks, schools, training programs, even stores and places 
of recreation are more likely to become familiar and potential resources. That kind of 
increased interaction outside the household, and the power to earn cash income, can 
increase women’s self-esteem, making it easier for them to assert themselves and 
their needs at home. Other household members are also more likely to see women’s 
outside work and the connections and resources it brings as potentially changing and 
are therefore more likely to grant respect and esteem to working women. And when 
women are working outside, and contributing in this manner to the family, they have 
less time to do housework; this time con fl ict can force a change at home, and make 
it imperative that other family members contribute to the household labor. 

 But even as researchers have seen this link between paid work and women’s roles 
and power in the household, it is also clear that the link is not always clear or even 
manifest. In most societies, women’s work does not always give them increased 
power, and even when women work outside the home, they do not have power equal 
to men in the household, including their husbands. Several researchers (Blumberg 
 1991 ; Coleman  1991  )  have demonstrated how women’s economic power gets “dis-
counted” by a number of factors that intervene at the individual, family, and societal 
levels. And it is in these  fi ndings that we can see the complexities of measuring 
women’s power in their families and households and the problems with a focus at 
the individual level. 

 These measures and results are important in that they give us information on daily 
behaviors but they don’t always allow us to see the in fl uences at the larger societal 
level. Some of the problems lie with the dif fi culties of measuring power at any level. 
But there is a larger picture and in fl uence that needs to be addressed as well.  

   The Macro Level 

 While labor force involvement has the potential of giving women access to power 
within the household (and beyond), it doesn’t always do so. Again, Coleman’s 
 (  1991  )  argument that women’s economic power gets discounted at both the macro 
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and micro levels by the existing overall gender strati fi cation is relevant here. “Greater 
relative male control of the macro levels means that economic, political, legal, 
religious, and ideological factors… act to nibble away at the amount of economic 
power a woman actually can realize from any given amount of micro-level eco-
nomic resources” (Blumberg  1991 : 100; see also Chafetz  1991  ) . This discounting 
makes it clear just how interrelated and interconnected are the micro and macro 
levels. While it is useful to measure things at the individual level, it is also easy to 
miss the ways that the larger community and society are operating. It is that larger 
background that gives those micro level behaviors context; even as those individual 
interactions are shaped by that context, they also, in turn, shape the larger power 
structures. It may be dif fi cult to measure, but many scholars have argued that it is 
the larger, macro level that is the most in fl uential on women’s position within the 
family. Chafetz  (  1991  ) , for example, distinguishes resource power (the ability of 
person or group to extract compliance, even in face of resistance) from de fi nitional 
power. De fi nitional power, which is connected to resource power, is the ability to 
impose values, norms, standards of judgment, and situational de fi nitions on others. 
This kind of power in fl uences how behavior is interpreted. In addition, this larger 
context underlies systems of authority, and the ways that authority legitimates 
inequality, and general agreement (among both women and men in this case) about 
the responsibilities and privileges accorded to different members. It is the larger 
social world, then, that gives authority to different models of power and thus to 
different methods of achieving goals, on what kind of power-to and power-over is 
available or possible, what routes and subjects of resistance are conceivable or more 
effective; all of this will depend on context, and on where a person is in that context 
(de Certeau  1984  ) . 

 The importance of the larger context is evident in another way. A focus on the 
individual level is less likely to take into account the different meanings of similar 
behaviors. Brenner  (  1995  ) , for example, shows how Javanese women control money 
in the household. While in some cultures, this might be accurately interpreted as 
evidence of their power, Brenner argues that the meaning of monetary control is 
quite different in Java. In this culture, women’s control of money does not mean 
they have power; there, power is exhibited through being able to stay away from 
dealing with the messiness of money (see also Errington  1990  ) . Even individual 
behaviors that are dictated by larger societal norms and values can be sources of 
power; Evelyn Blackwood’s research in Indonesia  (  2000  )  has underscored how the 
key roles that women play in their family mean that they are central in the creation 
and negotiation of social identities.  

   Multi-level Approaches to Understanding Power 

 These perspectives on power are useful in the ways they describe and underscore 
the variety of perspectives available, and the sheer dif fi culties of measuring and 
understanding power, especially those aspects that exhibit themselves in more 
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 subtle, often hidden, ways. While we can think of different levels—macro and micro—
of power’s in fl uence, an important caution comes from Blackwood who argues that 
we cannot really talk about levels of power, “since all these arenas are connected 
and multiply constructed” (Blackwood  2000 : 187). 

 In examining the lives of women in Dalian, I focus on several key issues from 
this literature and work on power. First, I rely on Foucault’s  (  1980  )  idea of how 
power exists not just in one or two positions but in many interlinked nodes. Secondly, 
I draw from Lila Abu-Lughod’s arguments about using resistance as “a diagnostic 
of power”  (  Abu-Lughod 1990 : 42). She suggests that by tracing resistance and its 
pathways, we learn about power. Thus, in a reverse way of thinking about how 
where there is power, there is resistance (Foucault  1980  ) , we can think: where there is 
resistance, there is power. This perspective allows us to move away from more 
abstract notions of power to strategies of power in particular situations, and to the 
different forms of power that play a role and the ways that people are caught up in 
them. In addition, “practices are more fundamental than belief systems when it 
comes to understanding the hold that power has on us” (Fraser  1989 : 25). 

 An ethnographic approach is especially useful in seeing pathways of power. 
Such an approach suggests a focus on daily behaviors and practices and these daily 
practices allow us to see the ways that power is maintained, contested, and changes. 
We can see households in Dalian as “political arena[s] constituted by particularly 
dense bundles of rules, rights and obligations governing relations between women 
and men, elders and juniors. The rules de fi ning property rights, labor obligations, 
resource distribution, and so forth are culturally variable, but they are not  fi xed and 
given. Rather, they are potentially subjected to contestation, and must be constantly 
reinforced and reiterated. Accordingly, we need not only to ask what the rules are, 
but how they are constructed, maintained, reinterpreted, and on occasion challenged 
in everyday practice” (Hart  1992 : 121–2). 

 But at the same time, these daily behaviors re fl ect the larger gender rules, expec-
tations and other norms and values that exist, are perpetuated, and are created at the 
level of the society. While we must be attentive to and look for evidence of indi-
vidual agency—individual acts of power and resistance—we also have to recognize 
how they are part of larger forces. Just as women’s economic role and power in the 
family is discounted by what is happening well outside the family, so too are any 
behaviors at the household level connected to the larger social system. So while we 
strive to see power in daily acts and at the household level, we also have to balance 
that with a recognition of how those households are enmeshed in larger systems of 
power and strati fi cation. We have to keep in mind the dangers of limiting our sights 
and analysis to the local level and the ways “these small acts tend to be seen as small 
resistances thrown up against superior forces…. A more encompassing de fi nition 
sees power invested in the ability to constitute and reconstitute (create and shape) 
social practice” (Blackwood  2000 : 187). The “challenge is to understand not only 
how the rules and the terrain of domestic contestation are de fi ned and limited by 
larger political-economic structures, but also how domestic struggles channel and 
in fl ect certain of the forces through which these structures are themselves transformed” 
(Hart  1992 : 122). 
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 In her study of women’s veiling practices in Cairo, MacLeod works to  fi nd a 
balance between seeing women’s agency and recognizing the constraints these 
women live among. Even as women create new ways to achieve their goals, give 
new meanings to old elements of society, or resist successfully, she argues that 
ideology remains an issue. Her de fi nition of ideology focuses on the strong in fl uence 
of this aspect of society: Ideology, she argues, is an “overarching arena for both 
thought and behavior, a discourse that shapes the way people tend to think about and 
act on opportunities for change…. Ideologies transcend the old dualities of the 
world of ideas versus the world of objective institutions, or superstructure vs. base. 
Ideologies are articulating principles that organize beliefs, behavior, social 
structures, and social relations within a certain perspective of the world, into a 
hegemonic formation” (MacLeod  1991 : 75). 

 And that is the challenge: recognizing women’s power and agency by attention 
to the hidden transcripts and the pathways women create and use to achieve goals 
while at the same time giving proper weight and attention to the overarching social 
structures that make some paths easier than others, and make some strategies more 
necessary and more effective than others. The lives of women in Dalian re fl ect many 
of these issues and subtleties of power.   

   Women’s Power in Dalian 

 Women interact with others—men, other women, coworkers, family members—in 
several different spheres. Here, we take up issues of power at work, in household 
economics, housework, childcare, and as they relate to women’s use of time. 

   Work 

 All of the women I interviewed, like nearly all of Dalian women generally and the 
large majority of women across China, work in the paid labor force. Because there 
are few alternatives to women’s paid work (it was, after all, required by women during 
most years after 1949), that women work does not in itself have a signi fi cant meaning 
in China. Nevertheless, women’s work is a central part of family  fi nances and 
organization and clearly affects their role in the family 

 As we saw in the previous chapter, within the labor force, these women have jobs 
that re fl ect women’s general subordinate role in the society, with salaries, positions, 
and general control less than men’s. While there were several examples in this 
Dalian sample of women making as high or higher a salary than did their husbands 
and although this sample is too small to measure the relative wages of women and 
men, we can expect that relative wages in the DEZ are similar to those throughout 
China, where women, on average, earn about 75 % of what men make (Cohen and 
Wang  2009  ) . 
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 What has changed for these migrant workers since moving to the DEZ is the 
organization of both their work and the money they and other family members 
receive. Compared to when they worked in the village, they now have more regular, 
routinized work, and they are paid a regular salary, rather than receiving wages as 
part of a family, as happens in many agricultural settings. Women have more access 
to cash than they did when they worked in the  fi elds as part of their families. In a 
village model, families often collect monies at the end of harvest season, and family 
members are not paid independently but earn their cash as part of a household. 
Thus, women’s active and, especially, direct role in wage earning sets up a different 
kind of economic organization in the household in the DEZ, even as there were a 
variety of arrangements around control of money among these households. This 
change in organization implies signi fi cant changes for women. But the dif fi culty of 
translating that work into power in the household underscores the continuing 
inequalities that women face in the workforce and the very different expectations of 
and for women and men in families.  

   Family Economics 

 In Dalian families, economics is one realm where we can clearly see the complexity 
of the power of different family members. When we look closely at the relative roles 
that husbands and wives play in these Dalian families, we see patterns that re fl ect 
some of the same gender inequalities that have existed in rural and urban areas for 
decades and even centuries. 

 In some households, wives and husbands kept separate pots of money, with each 
of them able to spend their own wages fairly independently. Many other women 
reported that they and their husbands “pooled” their money. Their previous lives as 
rural peasants is important here, as income pooling is the norm in rural families 
where there is little discretionary income and where wages are earned and received 
as family members. But on further questioning, this pooling was rarely equal. Some 
women talked about keeping the money in a place where it was accessible to both. 
Jiali, for example, described how she and her husband came home on pay day and 
put their wages into a common drawer and then took from the drawer what they 
needed for different expenses over the month. But sometimes this pooling only later 
reveals differences between women and their husbands. Huiying began by saying 
that “we put everything [salaries] together.” And then went on to explain that she 
uses the money to buy household items and doesn’t “bother with his money.” [“wo 
bu guan ta de qian”]. When asked to explain what she meant, she said “he just uses 
his money, I don’t pay attention to his money.” After being pressed further, Huiying 
elaborated that the “extra” money—“the money we don’t need”—is put into a 
drawer, but in the end, it appears to be extra cash from her salary, and not his. That 
extra money she deposits in the drawer is used for household expenses. The extra 
money from his salary, on the other hand, is spent by him and used for his own 
expenses, such as small treats and cigarettes. “He is always buying those,” Huiying 
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says, some—but not all—of which he brings home for the family. In other  situations, 
it is even clearer about the differences in how a husband and wife spend money. 
At  fi rst, Bingqing, for example, said that she and her husband pooled their separate 
wages. But while Bingqing rarely went out after work, her husband played mahjong 
once a week, and bet considerable sums (60–100 kuai) during those games. 

 In an interview with me, Fangyin  fi rst explained that she and her husband pool 
and distribute their earnings together; but again, when asked to elaborate, it was 
clearly not divided or spent equally.

     NR:  How do you do that [divide the money]? Are you each responsible for some 
 purchases or what?  

  FY:  Well, every month, [after taking out some money for expenses]…we each 
take “ling qian” [spending money] for ourselves, for the things we need to 
buy or whatever during the month.  

  NR:  And do you each take the same amount, or do you take different amounts or 
what?  

  FY: No, he takes more, he needs more than I do.  
  NR: Why, why is it that he needs more?  
  FY:  Well, you know he has other expenses, as a man his expenses are different 

than mine. He has to go out sometimes, you know, and eat or drink or what-
ever, he has to invite someone someplace, and then, if he has no money, well, 
that would be embarrassing.  

  NR: And you? Does that happen to you? That you need that kind of money?  
  FY:  No, not really, so he takes 500 kuai each month, I take 100–200, and that 

seems about right.      

 Most women in Dalian discussed how they were active in many economic 
 decisions in the family and how they made independent decisions about how they 
spent money. But for the most part, women did not use their wages for extras for 
themselves. Women were generally unable to name any kind of luxury purchase that 
they bought speci fi cally for themselves, although a couple women did say that they 
bought clothing for themselves. To some extent, this spending pattern re fl ects the 
fact that most of these families do not have a lot of discretionary income. Most of 
their buying involves household necessities of things like clothing and school 
supplies needed by family members. But not all of it. And when we look at the 
breakdown of spending, we see a pattern many researchers have seen in other 
societies: women tend to be responsible for buying household necessities (and are 
also responsible for the budgeting this requires). In addition, most of the extras that 
Dalian women buy are for their children. Men, on the other hand, are more likely to 
keep part of their wages for themselves, are more likely to buy small luxuries (such 
as cigarettes or drinks) for themselves, and are less involved in buying daily house-
hold necessities. In addition, many women mentioned that their husbands go out 
regularly with friends: to eat, drink, or for other activities. From this perspective, 
women’s access to money in Dalian does not change the balance of family respon-
sibility; for the most part, women are responsible for household expenses, and men 
have more access than their wives to any discretionary money the household has. 
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 Another area of family economics where gender differences are revealed revolves 
around larger decisions. In most cases, women play a lesser role in the decisions 
surrounding and, especially, the actual purchases of, large household items 
 (refrigerators, motorcycles, televisions and the like). Women regularly reported that 
they discuss these purchases with their husbands, but the buying of them (and even 
the decision about model, price, and sometimes whether to buy it) are usually the 
purview of their husbands. It is clear that women play a role in these decisions but 
these decisions seem to follow a gendered pattern, with men doing the work outside 
the household, and women contributing in the early stages. 

 In some households, women seem to have very little control over how money is 
spent. Rong, for example, has a steady income from her own job. But she and her 
husband—who makes considerably more than she—keep their wages separate. 
She uses hers for family purchases, from food to school supplies for their child. 
If she runs out of money for such needs, she will then ask her husband for some of 
his money. He, on the other hand, spends much of his money on himself. Rong often 
does not know how he spends his money; he even bought a motorcycle—a major, 
expensive item for their household—without her even knowing he was saving for it, 
or had intended to buy it. 

 Occasionally, however, even as men make the large purchases, women assert their 
own decision making power, as this interview exchange with Haiou makes clear:

     NR: So what does your husband take care of?  
  HO:  Well, he takes care of the big things. He will be the one to buy some of the 

big things in the house.  
  NR:  Like what? Do you have a refrigerator? (HO: Yes), TV? (HO: yes), washing 

machine? (HO: yes, but it is broken).  
  HO:  We also have a tape player.  
  NR: And he bought all those?  
  HO: Yes, we talk about it but he buys it.  
  NR: Do you have a motorcycle?  
  HO: No, He wants one but I won’t let him.  
  NR: You won’t let him have one?  
  HO:  No, they are too dangerous, I don’t want him riding one. So I won’t let him 

buy one.  
  NR: What does he say?  
  HO: (laughs). Well, I just won’t let him. It’s too dangerous.      

 Haiou was explicit in her role in some purchases; she was not the only woman 
who seemed to have as much, if not more, control over household economic deci-
sions than did the men in their families. Xiachen, for example, explained how she 
controls the distribution of money in her household:

     NR:  What do you do with your [plural] wages? Do you keep them separate or 
combine them?  

  XC: We combine them.  
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  NR:  Oh, you combine them. How do you do that? Do you put them in one place, 
or what?  

  XC: (little laugh) He gives his wages to me.  
  NR: Oh. All of it, or part of it?  
  XC:  All of it. When he gets it, he brings it home and gives it to me. When he 

needs money, he asks me and I give it to him.  
  NR: Like every week, you give him a set amount, or what?  
  XC:  No, whenever he needs some, he asks and I give it to him, If he needs some 

money today, he asks for it.  
  NR: How did you decide that, how did that arrangement come about?  
  XC: Well, we are used to doing it that way.  
  NR:  Yes, but not everyone does it that way. I am wondering how you two decided 

this was the best way to handle your money.  
  XC:  Well, he doesn’t care much about money, so I need to. So since we got mar-

ried, we have been doing it that way.  
  NR:  And where do you [singular] keep the money—do you put it in the bank, or 

keep it at home, or what?  
  XC:  We put some in the bank, but mostly we just put it in the drawer at home, 

and I take out what I need, or take out what he wants.      

 Later in the interview, Xiaochen explained how her husband does not pay 
 attention to her spending (“I just buy whatever we need and he never asks, and 
I never tell him. I don’t talk about money with him.”). But she regularly asks about 
his purchases: “I ask him what he uses it for. I give it to him, but  fi rst I ask him why 
he wants this much money or that much money. I always ask him. He tells me.” 

 In purchases too, some women have key roles. Bingqing described how she wanted 
a stereo and convinced her husband to buy one. “I wanted it more [than he did]. I thought 
we should buy one, but he did not, and so we talked about it, and then he agreed and we 
decided to buy it…. I told him it was something I really wanted, and it would be good 
for our child as well. And it was not that expensive. Gradually, he came to agree.” 

 In addition, even when women did not control the household income, in inter-
view after interview, they told me about their purchases for their families, and the 
things that they needed to buy, especially for their children. These families did not 
have a lot of disposable income, but women found ways to buy school supplies, new 
shoes, and, when possible, treats for their children and these purchases were all 
taken from their own salaries. 

 These stories underscore the great variation in the role of women in economic 
decisions and purchasing in their families. But there are important patterns here. 
From these women’s stories, we can see that having access to cash is important and 
in some households, women really do play a major role in decisions about how cash 
is used. It is important to recognize how individual wages can give women indepen-
dence and sometimes control in household spending. But more often, women did 
not have equal control over household income. Importantly, we can see that access 
to money does not always translate directly into (or re fl ect) an equal role in the family 
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overall. In addition, women spend money—theirs and their husbands’—differently 
than do men, most often using their new-found cash access to buy things for their 
family, especially their children. 1    In that way, women’s new access to wages has not 
been followed by an automatic shifting of gender roles within the family.  

   Housework and Childcare 

 A second area of importance in understanding women’s power is housework and 
childcare. Women in Dalian do the vast majority of housework and child care. 
In spite of their long working hours (nearly always as long as their husbands’ hours), 
they are responsible for almost all the work at home, from cooking to cleaning to 
childcare. Women expressed little hope and even interest in changing this arrangement; 
they seemed resigned to this division of labor. Although I did not necessarily expect 
to  fi nd that men were sharing these tasks equally with women, I was surprised at 
how women did not often seem to question the unequal roles and labor of husbands 
and wives, but rather, seemed to accept it. 

 For example, Haiou, like most women, spoke easily about these unequal roles. 
I asked Haiou about her husband, who had different days off than she did. Haiou 
had talked about what she did on her own days off; she mostly took care of house-
hold and family tasks. The following conversation discussed her husband’s time 
off from work.

     NR: When your husband is off, what does he do?  
  HO: Well, mostly nothing.  
  NR: Nothing?  
  HO:  He hangs around with his friends. [She talked about what he did on his days 

off.]  
  NR: Does he do anything around the house on those days?  
  HO:  No, nothing. He does no housework, he doesn’t even know how to cook, he 

doesn’t wash clothes, he does nothing at home. (Laughs)  
  NR: How about buying vegetables?  
  HO: Nah, [he] doesn’t even buy food,.  
  NR:  How do you feel about that? Is that ok with you, this division of labor at home?  
  HO:  Sure, that’s ok. He can’t do anything anyway [the word she uses—neng—

means he is incapable of doing it], so I don’t even bother to try. I am tired of 
course, I am always tired, having to do all the housework, running home to 
cook the meals (after I stop for food), taking care of our child. But that’s the 
way, isn’t it? Men just don’t do that. It is not worth it to complain, since it 
won’t change anyway. So I just do it. We all do. It’s just women’s lot.      

   1   Milwertz  (  1997 : 126) also found that in Beijing, women were much more likely to spend more 
money on their children than on other family members, including themselves.  
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 Xiaochen explains why she doesn’t usually try to get her husband to do work 
around the house. After she described how she did nearly all the housework, I asked 
her “Do you ever ask your husband to help you?” She replied, “Sometimes I do, and 
then he helps me. (She pauses here, and then goes on in a different voice) Well, I do 
ask him, but whenever I do, he never does it well. If I ask him to cut vegetables, he 
cuts them, but they are terrible, all thick and useless. He just can’t cook! So I don’t 
bother with that, I just do it myself!” I ask, “And, say, washing clothes?” Xiaochen 
replies, with clear exasperation, “Well, HE can’t wash clothes!” When I asked 
whether she wished her husband did more, Yujia replied, “Well, I guess so [looking 
frustrated] but if I ask him to do something, he never does it right, and then I just 
have to do it all over again. So why bother with it at all?!” 

 Haiou, Xiachen and Yujia all recognized the very unequal division of labor at 
home, but were not ready to discuss it at great length or to challenge it. It is  interesting 
to remember that Haiou, who here seems to have given up on changing the division 
of labor at home, had earlier talked about her veto of her husband’s motorcycle 
purchase. There was an occasional woman who had requested and received some 
help from her husband but the housework and childcare patterns we see in these 
households re fl ects a near-universal model of women putting in long hours working 
at home, in addition to their full time jobs outside the house. And as in the cases 
above, most just shrugged their shoulders about that inequality, not seeing it as 
something worth trying to address. As Lina put it, “I just do it.” In an interview with 
Chanquan, who was single at the time, she expressed her dislike of housework. 
I asked her if she thought she would do all the housework after marriage. She 
responded, “No, I hate that stuff, he will have to do it. Sometimes he tries to get me 
to wash his clothes, and I tell him, forget it. I just won’t.” But when I encouraged her 
to continue on this topic, she was very reluctant,  fi nally saying “Oh, I don’t know, 
I can’t even imagine my life like that!” Chanquan’s dif fi culties in envisioning her 
future household are similar to many young women interviewed by Harriet Evans 
 (  2008 : 112) who expressed their own “contradictions between a critique of and a 
complicity with normative images of the modern feminine woman.”  

   Time 

 Related to these measures of women’s responsibilities for household work is the 
issue of time. We can think of time as a resource that is unevenly distributed among 
family members. Thus, a measure of women’s power is use of time and whether they 
have any time to claim as their own. Research in other settings (Seymour  1992  )  
makes clear that time is a resource that women often relinquish to others. In this 
Dalian sample, women had much less “free” time than did other household 
members, including and sometimes, especially, their husbands. Women began their 
days earlier than others; all but one woman in the sample rose earlier than all other 
household members to begin making breakfast and get the household ready for work 
and school, by at least half an hour, and often by an hour. They came back from work 
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outside the house to more household chores, including cooking, cleaning, and child 
care responsibilities. They were very unlikely to leave the house for leisure activities. 
Men, on the other hand, were regularly away in the evenings after work, visiting 
friends, playing mahjong, or just hanging out. Some women reported watching 
television in the evening before going to bed, but most women reported days of 
 near-complete work from the time they woke up until the time they went to bed.  

   Resisting Inequality 

 As is clear from these interviews, by some standard measures of power in the house-
hold, women hold less power than their husbands. This unequal division is evident 
in economic decisions, spending of cash, household and childcare responsibilities, 
and in the amount of leisure time available. Other measures, however, give us a 
different sense of women’s power and we can see that while they are subordinate in 
some ways, they are also able to assert themselves and their wishes. 

 While women do not necessarily have equal access to money in the household, 
this is more complicated than a simple inequality and suggests that women’s wages 
have increased their role in directing where household money goes. We have seen 
that women do express their needs and desires in household purchases, even if there 
are times when their say has less weight that their husbands’. In another area, women 
more clearly assert control over spending. Nearly all women in this sample gave 
money to their parents, as we saw in Chap.   4    . As we might expect, all of these 
couples contributed money to their husband’s parents, re fl ecting the very strong and 
widespread expectation that sons take care of their parents. But in this sample, 
nearly all women also gave money to their own parents. Sometimes that sum was 
smaller than that given to their husbands’ parents, but just as often, it was nearly 
equal. And it did not appear that there was very much disagreement about doing 
this. Women clearly felt able to make such a decision. There are a least a couple 
positive rami fi cations of these contributions. This economic contribution under-
scores that these Dalian women have a say in cash expenses within their household. 
It also re fl ects the continuing ties that women have with their natal families. Such 
ties could strengthen women’s position in their households after marriage by 
providing them with options outside their husband’s family and points to how 
women have access to resources—time, money, or general support—from their own 
families. As Judd  (  1989  )  has argued, this pattern suggests that women are operating 
outside of or as a supplement to the patriarchal family model. 

 A second indication of changes in gender expectations was the apparently equal 
attention that mothers are giving to their daughters and sons, again as we saw in 
Chap.   4    . While I do not have the same kind of information on fathers, we can 
presume that fathers paid similarly equal attention to their daughters and sons; at the 
very least, women were able to assert their own beliefs in such equality, so that 
daughters were receiving what sons do. In no case was it apparent that mothers felt 
that daughters deserved less—whether that be food, education, attention, interest, or 
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planning for the future. As mentioned in Chap.   4    , in all of my interviews, women 
spoke forcefully and clearly about their desires for their children, and there was 
never a hint of any disparity in how daughters and sons should be treated. This suggests 
just how things might change in the future. Many of these women had received less 
education than had their brothers. But now, in this generation, girls were given 
opportunities equal to boys. Having only one child, parents seemed eager to invest 
in their daughters as they would in sons; their dreams and plans for their girls were 
far-reaching and large. The conversations I had with women in Dalian mirror those 
reported by Vanessa Fong (whose research site was Dalian city). She argues that 
urban daughters have actually bene fi tted from the one-child policy. Without sons, 
the parents of these single daughters are more likely to shower their daughters with 
resources from education to consumer purchases and to link their own hopes and 
dreams to the success of daughters in ways that resemble the attention placed on 
sons in former times  (  Fong 2002,   2004  ) .   

   Interpreting the Findings 

 What should we make of these  fi ndings? 2  By many standard measures, women do not 
have as much power in their families as do the men. This is true in spite of the fact 
that they earn relatively high salaries (although not usually as high as their husbands) 
and have a steady income. Even with these new jobs, women carry most of the house-
hold and child responsibilities. They have less leisure and spend less money strictly 
on themselves. As is true of women in many other societies, the money they do spend 
is as likely to go toward purchases for their children as anyone else. 

 But that is not the end of the story, as this chapter’s opening arguments make 
clear. We need to evaluate more complex indications of power to examine whether 
women are exhibiting power in other ways. The most relevant arguments are those 
that point to women’s roles in identity development (Blackwood) and those that 
draw our attention to hidden transcripts (Scott) and hidden power (Komter). While 
women in Dalian have an unequal stake in the family in some ways, they clearly 
have a part in shaping most family decisions and plans. Their role is evident in 
nearly every aspect of their lives and the lives of their families. For example, by far 
the most common reason that women give for moving to Dalian to begin with is to 
give their child(ren) opportunities available only in the urban areas. Schooling, 
access to jobs, better health care—all of these are more available and of higher quality 
in Dalian than they were in their villages of origin. And while women themselves 

   2   My  fi ndings mirror the  fi ndings of others working on these issues in contemporary China, espe-
cially if we assume there are likely to be variations within the country and among different groups. 
Most researchers have found that women do the vast majority of child care and housework within 
families, even as they do have a role in family decision making (Zuo and Bian  2005 ; People’s Daily 
 2002 ; Zuo and Bian  2001 ; Kim et al.  2010 ; “Women’s status....”  2001  ) .  
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bene fi t, either directly or indirectly, from these same services, it is their role as mothers 
that seems to be a central motivating factor. This same focus underlies much that 
women do in their households and in the community at large. That is, as I will 
discuss in more detail below, it is especially as mothers that women evaluate their 
lives and their opportunities. When they talk about their accomplishments, women 
 fi rst and foremost spoke about their children, about what they have been able to 
provide for their families because of their jobs, or their efforts generally. 

 James Scott’s  (  1990  )  attention to hidden transcripts and, especially, Aarfke 
Komter’s  (  1989  )  discussions about hidden power in marriage are also useful in 
considering women’s power in Dalian families. Some of the women I spoke with 
talked about the ways they acquiesce to their husbands. When asked what happens 
when she and her husband disagree, Lirong said “I just give in to him. If he wants 
something, I just say ‘ok’. I don’t really want to  fi ght, don’t want all that trouble, so 
I just agree.” But many others spoke of other ways of dealing with actual or potential 
disagreement, and from these perspectives, we recognize that while women some-
times exert their own wishes, as Haiou did in the case of her husband’s purchase of 
a motorcycle, it is often in indirect ways that women assert themselves. In their 
interviews, many made clear that in their daily lives they do what they themselves 
think is best. Sometimes, they address disagreements with their husbands head on; 
more often, they sidestep the disagreement or discussion they expect to get from 
their husbands and  fi nd ways to achieve what they want. Xiahe summarized 
disagreements between herself and her husband this way: “We live our lives…. 
Sometimes what he doesn’t know won’t bother him, so I just do it. I just don’t tell 
him. He is the same way. Sometimes we just don’t bother to create a fuss.” While 
Komter rightly points to the ways that these kinds of indirect means underscore the 
inequalities between wives and husbands, Scott’s insights suggest another way to 
understand this kind of approach. Women in Dalian have recognized the kinds of 
constraints they live within and operate around them fairly effectively. They appear to 
be resigned to the different roles that husbands and wives are expected to  fi ll in their 
community, but go beyond and outside those expectations to do what they want to do. 

 Nevertheless the larger social structures are apparent in the daily lives of these 
women and their families. It is these larger expectations and constraints that 
discount women’s access to resources and limit women’s power-over and probably 
account for women’s use of indirect means rather than direct means to achieve goals. 
Komter’s research has suggested that direct means are more effective in achieving 
goals, so whatever the successes of Dalian women, we can assume they would be 
greater or more easily attained if direct means were more easily available to them. 

 This is not to say that women do not have and use power in their families, but 
rather points to the ways that they operate within the existing structures. James Scott 
 (  1990  )  is accurate in suggesting that we should not assume that hegemony is so 
overwhelming that subordinates cannot imagine a different world; hidden tran-
scripts show that that is not so. Nevertheless, there is an overarching and deeply 
penetrating system of beliefs, structures, and expectations around gender, families, 
and work that in fl uences women’s position and strategies in their families. As dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, assumptions about gender have developed over the 
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course of history and are deeply embedded in policies, social institutions, and 
beliefs, even those that may not seem to be focused on gender. It is against this 
background that women strategize and act and it is this background and these structures 
that make some scripts and pathways more likely to be successful. Indeed, the 
 context makes even consideration of some paths and strategies more likely than oth-
ers. In women’s manipulations of their environment, we can see the traces (and 
more) of these larger social institutions and structures. These “weapons of the weak” 
(Scott  1985  )  are signi fi cant and sometimes effective but they also underscore the 
discourses and power hierarchies that shape the lives of people in Dalian. 

 Just as Abu-Lughod argues that we can see power by  fi nding resistance, if we 
examine the different strategies and even language that Dalian women use in different 
spheres of their lives, we can trace the discourses available and in fl uential in women’s 
lives. Such an examination allows us to connect the daily lives of individual women 
to larger societal and community norms and expectations and to pinpoint the ways 
that women’s power at the individual level is discounted by larger social forces. We 
can see that the strategies that women (and men) choose to achieve their goals or 
even to get through their daily lives necessarily differ in different spheres of their 
lives, at least partly because the available and prevailing discourses, expectations, 
and norms make some strategies and languages more available and more readily 
useable than others. Looking at how women talk about work and family in different 
ways highlights the prevailing discourses and structures around and through which 
women operate. 

   The Language of Rights 

 When talking about work, women use the language of rights and responsibilities. 
There, women speak about themselves as individuals, and speak easily and openly 
about the rights and responsibilities that come with the kinds of jobs they have, both 
the rights and responsibilities of individuals and the rights and responsibilities of 
employers. As workers, they were expected to keep a regular schedule, to make sure 
they did what was expected of them from their bosses. Several women spoke of the 
dif fi culties of dealing with a sick child in this kind of work and living environment; 
whereas a mother who farmed might  fi nd a way to schedule her activities around a 
sick child, or be able to ask a family member to watch the child while the mother 
worked, such a solution is more dif fi cult in an urban factory setting. But they accept 
these dif fi culties as part of their new lives. 

 But along with the responsibilities they have to their workplace, they also feel 
strongly that they have rights as workers. They spoke with indignation about what 
they saw as slights on the part of their current or past employers, actions that ranged 
from low salaries to poor living conditions to something they interpreted as a lack 
of respect toward workers. It was important that both employees and employers 
recognize and uphold their rights and responsibilities. For example, a woman working 
at a Japanese multinational factory spoke of what she expected from the company, 
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and what she was supposed to give in return. The  fi rm, she argued, was obliged to 
provide maternity leave and did so. But she pointed to other areas where it was not 
keeping up with worker expectations. For example, workers complained (as a group) 
when the food they were getting was sub-standard; another interviewee who had 
worked there in the past claimed that the food had made her ill. Because of the way 
the  fi rm treated workers, she left to  fi nd work elsewhere. An informant later told me 
that many workers in that factory left around that time; they felt they were being 
mistreated. In fact, women often looked around for job openings at places they 
thought might give them more of whatever they were seeking—higher salaries were 
a major incentive to switch jobs, but job switches also occurred to get better work 
schedules, nicer living quarters or a more welcoming work environment. Although 
labor strikes are prohibited in China, there have been a number of strikes by factory 
workers in Dalian, organized efforts to demand workers’ rights. 3  

 This language of rights also re fl ects the ways that factory and other “modern” 
kinds of work have also been individualized. In a change from the past, when the 
collective was the focus, factories, which are now more focused on production, 
stress the individual nature of such work. Workers are hired, evaluated, and 
treated as individuals in ways that differ from earlier decades; as Lisa Rofel  (  1997  )  
has pointed out, even the spatial layout of the factory emphasizes individual work and 
achievement. It is thus not surprising that women also used the language of the indi-
vidual when they talked about their own strategies regarding work; women fre-
quently spoke of their individual desires, and of their efforts to reach those desires. 
   Hansen and Pang  (  2010  )  also found that the young people they spoke with assessed 
their successes and failures in individualistic terms. Dalian women’s conversations 
were also full of descriptions in their goals and of their often carefully planned 
efforts to reach those goals. They delineated obstacles they have encountered along 
the way, and how those obstacles were dealt with; women were actively engaged in 
explaining to me their own role in shaping their lives. In these conversations about 
work, their focus was on the individual, on their own negotiations through the world 
of work. Importantly, however, while they asserted their rights and responsibilities as 
workers, they did not do so as  women  workers. This distinction is critical, as I will 
discuss below. 

 Women do not use the kinds of languages or strategies employed around work in 
their family lives. While they regularly acknowledged the unequal roles and statuses 
of themselves and their husbands, they did not question those differences but, rather, 
seemed to accept it. The contrast with their discussions of work made the absence 
of rights language here particularly noticeable. In their families, they did not seem 
ready to assert themselves as individuals, to claim rights equal to other family members 
or to ask that others ful fi ll responsibilities equally. As we have seen, there they 
speak of “women’s lot,” and seemed generally resigned to the way things are. 

 How do we explain the differences in these two approaches? The methods and 
choices women use to achieve their goals or to focus on changing elements of their 

   3   These strikes in Dalian are similar to labor strikes, movements, and actions that are becoming 
increasingly common throughout China (Chan  2001  ) .  



101Interpreting the Findings

lives can be partially explained by the ways social, political, and economic discourses 
shape and in fl uence some aspects of the society more than others; over the last 
50 years, the state and other institutions have played a powerful role in shaping the 
social and ideological landscape of both urban and rural China, giving women cer-
tain tools and support for addressing some aspects of inequality and making change 
and resistance in other areas more dif fi cult. Particularly central to the issues here are 
the available and prevalent discourses of family, work, and gender that exist in 
China today—indeed that have existed for decades—that help to explain why 
women employ different strategies at work and at home. 

 The strategies and approaches women employ at work  fi t well within the dis-
course of work in China over the last decades. Sixty years of socialist rule and rhetoric 
have provided easy access to language and space for workers to assert their rights  as 
workers.  This kind of approach was at the very foundation of the People’s Republic 
of China; workers, especially manual laborers, were glori fi ed and revered. The State 
and Party constructed a system built around workers and work units, using this 
system to safeguard the status of workers and to insure that workers receive their 
due. Given that many of the women in the Dalian DEZ work at businesses owned by 
foreign  fi rms (thus in some ways, representing the capitalist world), it might be 
even more acceptable for women workers to engage in actions such as protests, 
complaints and resistance. 

 That women do not assert themselves as  gendered  workers in that arena re fl ects 
the absence of such discourse promotion by the state. In the last decades, attention 
to gender has rarely—if ever—been promoted ahead of other state goals. Whatever 
the government’s rhetoric about gender equality, and the steps it did make toward 
achieving that goal, efforts toward gender equality have often taken a backseat to 
issues that have been seen as more important, more immediately pressing, or just 
less threatening to the Chinese government or parts of the Chinese citizenry. During 
the Cultural Revolution, the Party and government made a conscious effort to 
expand the economic and political roles of women, arguing that “women hold up 
half the sky”; the Party and government believed gender equality could be achieved 
by making women into honorary men, arguing that “women can do whatever men 
can do.” At the same time, the ways that gender continues to organize society and 
individuals’ lives were seen as irrelevant to the priority of class revolution; issues 
that were related to women’s lives were considered unimportant or worse. Thus, the 
fact that women were completely responsible for housework and childcare on top of 
their public working roles, was not discussed; if women raised this issue, they were 
silenced with suggestions that they were anti-revolutionary, sel fi sh, or bourgeois. 
The Cultural Revolution took place decades ago, but has had a deep and long-lasting 
impact on Chinese society, both in what happened at the time, and how people have 
reacted to it long afterward, as we have seen in how femininity has been constructed 
partially against the rhetoric of that time. But the language of the Cultural Revolution 
in terms of language of workers’ rights also re fl ected a long standing centrality of 
the worker—an ungendered worker—in China since 1949 that continues to shadow 
discourse today. Changes brought about by economic reform have not necessarily 
created acceptable and easily occupied spaces and language for a gendered critique 
by women. Although we might look for changes in gender inequality during the 
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economic reform era, we can also see that the movement toward capitalism has, in 
some ways, undermined some of the progress women have made toward equality. 
And factory work has not served as a way to challenge prevailing gender norms, 
either at work or at home. 

 This lack of space for women’s assertion of themselves and their needs and rights 
as women also helps to explain women’s strategies at home and their apparent reluc-
tance to challenge gender inequalities there. Another key in fl uence is the way that 
gender continues to be constructed through family; thus understanding the role of 
gender necessitates examining the discourse of family as well. The enduring power, 
place, and centrality of the family in Chinese society is the backdrop against which 
Dalian women act. To challenge the prevailing norms at home, then, women would 
have to confront discourses about family and gender simultaneously; here again, 
there is little available space or language to do so. In spite of whatever reforms under-
taken in recent years, neither the fundamental role of the family, nor the responsibilities 
of women (and men) to ful fi ll their familial duties have been truly questioned. 
The role of the family in society and its relationship to the state have remained 
constant throughout the last century, even as other elements of families have under-
gone change. Early marriage reform, in the 1950s, was focused less on changing the 
role of the family as an organizing principle of society as it was on breaking down the 
power of the patriarchs within it (Stacey  1983 ; Johnson  1983  ) . Neither did later 
changes challenge the importance of family to all aspects of Chinese society. As we 
have seen, women’s and men’s roles within the family were likewise for the most part 
left unchallenged, and women merely added work in the labor force to their work at 
home. We can see that the roots of women’s double burden in Dalian today lie not 
only in the old Confucian structures but equally so in where the CCP and Chinese 
state have put their efforts in dismantling the old social order. 

 In this way, throughout many different political eras, the family has continued to 
be seen as fundamental to the nation-state and the basis of social stability and it is 
within this family ideology that women act. A woman’s challenge to gender inequal-
ities, especially those at home, would have to address some of the most intimate 
relationships in her life, relationships and structures that remain central to Chinese 
life today. The strength, depth, and long-standing nature of these norms make this 
avenue of resistance or change an extremely dif fi cult one to travel. In addition, 
challenging structures and roles at home might threaten her ability to achieve overall 
economic stability and status; these households pool income and the individuals 
within them see their fortunes and futures as closely tied with one another. Individual 
goals that ignore the needs of other household members, or even see those members 
as competitors, would go against accepted norms of behavior in Chinese society 
today, particularly for women. 

 With women’s roles tied  fi rmly to family stability and family stability viewed as 
fundamental to state order, it is not easy for women to extricate themselves from this 
powerful ideology nor to assert themselves as women, particularly within the family 
and women may not see an attempt to do so as in their own best interests. To resist 
this ideology would mean asserting a new version of womanhood, given that woman-
hood in China is so closely connected to family. As we saw in the last chapter, part 
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of the strength of this ideology has been a connection to  bie /differences, that produced 
complementary roles within the family. As recent historians have argued, Chinese 
society and family has been and is still built on complementary gender roles in a way 
very different from that seen in the west. Indeed, some family scholars (McDonald 
 1994 ; Edgar  2004  )  have questioned whether we should assume that putting the well-
being of individuals before that of the family group is necessarily a better strategy, or 
one that will be sought after in all societies, even those undergoing the kinds of 
changes like those seen in China. What Blackwood observes about Indonesian 
women is true for Chinese women as well: women’s “sense of self derives from 
being a complementary family person” (Blackwood  2000 : 13). We can see how 
women actually derive power from these gendered roles, especially their role as 
mothers. What Blackwood found in Indonesia is useful in recognizing how women’s 
family roles might be a source of power. She argues that in this role, women are 
involved in a process central in any society: that of creation and  negotiation of social 
identities: “The negotiation of social identities… is one of the basic processes through 
which the social order is legitimated and explained…. Social identities bestow cer-
tain claims, entitlements, and rights to individuals and groups, which in turn privilege 
or disadvantage them in everyday practice.” She elaborates, in creating shared identi-
ties or generating material, cultural, or social value, women control social relations 
and their meanings  (  2000 : 12). Thus, as I argue further in the next chapter, traditional 
roles, even those that have been seen by some to constrain women’s opportunities, 
can also be seen and used by women as sources of power. 

 However, how women describe and perhaps see their roles and power in the  family 
is complicated. On the one hand, they see themselves as  fi lling important roles. In 
Chap.   4    , we saw that many women pointed repeatedly and with passion to the impor-
tance of the role of mothers in families. Nevertheless, they seem to be recognizing 
gender roles as not only complementary but as unequal as well. Women are not 
always consistent in recognizing their own importance or even right to equality 
within their family. Writing about Northeast Chinese villages, Judd argues “At the 
household level…women commonly hold substantial authority and are at least tac-
itly recognized as doing so…. The pattern here again is one in which women com-
monly and spontaneously speak of themselves as running households and making 
major decisions, such as  fi nding a good marriage match for their child, but, when 
asked about the role of their husbands, also commonly show deference to his deci-
sion-making power”  (  Judd 1990 : 9–10). In interviews with me, many women deferred 
to their husbands in many spheres. It is not just that they accept the unequal division 
of labor in the household, or the ways husbands use resources such as money or time 
more than they do. When I asked Yimin if she and her husband were equal, she began 
by saying they were, but then continued and said that he was “stronger” than she, and 
had more power in their relationship and at home. And  fi nally concluded that was ok, 
“because he is the man, and men often do.” Komter reminds us of the importance of 
this kind of move: “When the idea of normalcy and rightness of prevailing patterns 
in gender relations characterizes both husbands’ and wives’ perceptions and experi-
ence in marriage, inequality in marital power is con fi rmed in an unobtrusive and 
invisible way, automatically as it were, without brute power” (Komter  1989 : 213). 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-5524-6_4
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 An acceptance of gender segregation may help to explain women’s resignation to 
what seems to be gender inequality. Gender segregation has long organized Chinese 
society and is related to earlier assumed gender differences ( bie ). But feminist his-
torians have argued that such segregation did not automatically mean subordination. 
While Western feminists have often equated gender segregation with women’s 
oppression (Bray  1997 : 271), “spatial seclusion did not in itself imply the inferiority 
or dependence of women; whether seclusion translated into dignity or oppression 
depended in part on… the extent to which the secluded women were seen as partici-
pating in the world outside” (Bray  1997 : 271–2). Indeed, women played key roles 
in their families, often making signi fi cant contributions through their farm work or 
handicraft sales, but also through their administrative and managerial capacities. 
Given the central role of the family in Chinese social organization, these skills and 
roles meant that women, far from being isolated and weak, should be recognized as 
key participants not just in their families but in the general society.  Zuo and Bian 
(2005: 617)  argue that such a division of household labor may be attributable to a 
collectivist value of family organization; such a division “enables families to meet 
their collective needs more ef fi ciently and promotes harmonious marital relations 
through recognition of and respect for the doers’ rights.” Similarly, Judd  (  1994  )  
argues that today village women, whose activities are regularly segregated from 
men’s, have a great deal of power; women’s power at the household level is important 
because in these villages, that arena is considered women’s purview and considered 
important to the smooth functioning of the community. While women in Dalian are 
not living in a village setting, it is important that most of them came from such a 
background, and thus are likely to have grown up in such a situation. The Economic 
Zone is obviously organized differently than is any village, but activities—inside 
factories, and even at home—remain relatively gender segregated. 

 Nevertheless, while the importance of women and families has long been recog-
nized, Chinese women were not considered equals to men in the past, and societal 
structures that remain in place today re fl ect that belief. Earlier, Chinese scholars and 
philosophers may not have seen gender differences or inequalities as rooted in 
essential biological differences, but they nevertheless saw gender hierarchy as a part 
of social organization, a hierarchy that existed along with others such as socio-
economic class, age, and generation. “Between men and women, there are only 
differences” one slogan stated (Fei  1992  ) ; and because of that, and because social 
harmony and stability was (and still is) a central goal of Chinese society, many 
believe that women and men have to live separate lives to achieve harmony and 
avoid con fl ict. Dalian women continue to avoid con fl ict in their families, often relin-
quishing decision making or other power to their husbands in order to avoid stirring 
the waters, and, in the process, reinforcing patterns of gender inequality that have 
existed for a long time. And while gender segregation does not necessarily equate to 
gender inequality, when we couple norms of segregation with new roles for women, 
it often means that women have heavier burdens, as they work both inside the 
house—in the traditionally accepted roles for women—and outside the house, in 
roles that used to belong only to men. In addition, while social organization in the 
past centered on the family and underscored women’s importance to the society, 
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since 1949 the state’s focus on women’s roles outside the family and the neglect of 
those inside the household has served to undermine some of the important work 
women continue to do. 

 Thus while women have important roles within the family and household, the 
combination of gender segregation and male dominance in fl uences the ways that 
women see themselves in families and the roles they play there. Mayfair Yang 
 (  1999  )  has demonstrated that economic reforms since the 1980s have not changed 
the dif fi culty of women asserting themselves as women. While the state’s of fi cial 
version of gender is no longer one of erased gender differences such as existed during 
the Cultural Revolution, and although women have roles in the public sphere, public 
space is still very much male today. Capitalism and increased western contact have 
not necessarily made gender equality more attainable. Now, women are indeed more 
often seen as different from men than they were during the Cultural Revolution, but 
within the new capitalist framework they are also seen as commodities, their bodies, 
faces and voices now seen as useful for sale themselves and for the selling of other 
products. Women thus are struggling to  fi nd their own voice, walking a line between 
“the two powerful masculine forces of the state and the market” (Yang  1999 : 64). 

 We should not be surprised that women do not easily see themselves as a group 
separate from others, especially in their families. Equally important is the way that 
differentiating themselves by gender from the rest of their family would mean 
 sublimating other goals and concerns to a particular version of gender equality. In 
addition, to separate themselves from the family might well mean that they would 
be unable to achieve their own goals of becoming modern, urban citizens; such an 
effort may be best undertaken as a member of a group, and even more likely to be 
achieved if all are pulling together. 

 The experiences of Dalian women underscore how the routes of resistance are 
necessarily different for any group and are in fl uenced by a variety of things, including 
the ways that different social institutions shape individual lives. The state, the local, 
national and global economy, the family and other institutions, and historical 
legacies are all involved in this process. While we should be cautious about assuming 
that women do not have the vocabulary to even name their oppression (Scott  1990  ) , 
it is also the case that if a woman’s goal is to succeed, her best or most effective 
option might be to do so within the constraints of the society. Here again, Abu-
Lughod’s  (  1990  )  argument linking resistance to power is relevant; power—and 
resistance—are part of the society and are likely to follow regular routes of society 
and norms. Looking at women’s daily lives suggests how women’s efforts to resist 
structures of domination differ from that of other groups. These particular women 
are situated differently from other groups in key ways: they are rural people in a 
society where urban dominates; they are of a certain socio-economic class; in factories, 
they are Chinese working for foreign owners; and they are female in a male 
dominated culture. Women in Dalian are thus enmeshed in several ideologies and 
systems that shape both structures of power and resistance. 

 We need not think of women as trapped in a system nor that they would necessarily 
be better off outside of it. Rather, understanding the development and continuing 
power of family ideology and the gendered nature of that ideology allows us to 
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understand the routes of power and resistance for women in Dalian. Asserting them-
selves as individuals, as individual women, would mean working against the power 
and strength of an entire social ideology and system. Such an a pathway is likely to 
be full of obstacles and impossibilities. Examining how women address the inequalities 
and challenges they face in different areas of their lives encourages us to recognize 
how the power that women have and use as individuals is embedded in the larger 
social structures. We can see, then, just how women’s access to resources and other 
sources of power get discounted by these larger ideologies and make it dif fi cult and 
perhaps foolhardy to resist in certain ways. Ideologies of gender, family, and modernity 
form the backdrop of Dalian women’s strategies; as we will see in more detail in the 
next chapter, women have adapted their strategies to these prevailing discourses, 
using them as a way to further their own goals. We will see that they use the system 
to make a life for themselves that is successful and that addresses their own interests 
as effectively as possible.       
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 Despite long hours of often monotonous labor in dif fi cult conditions, women working 
in the Dalian Economic Zone in Northeast China refer to the zone and their lives 
there as “paradise.” Whether or not the DEZ is truly a “paradise” is less important 
than how such a statement reveals how positively some women feel about where 
they are living. They speak glowingly of their lives in Dalian, ready to point out how 
they lucky they are. 

 In this chapter, I analyze the issues explored previously to help explain how 
women working in the Dalian Economic Zone come to think of this area as paradise. 
Women’s lives in Dalian are shaped by multiple ideologies and practices; the Dalian 
Economic Zone itself is a site of intersections, both physical and ideological, that 
also help to explain the views of women working in the area and to highlight key 
issues in China’s social landscape as well. Women in contemporary China operate 
and strategize within many systems of inequality; as we have seen, two of the most 
central to the lives of women in Dalian are gender inequality and the rural/urban 
divide. As I elaborate on and analyze further below, material differences between 
rural and urban underlie the constraints rural life presents to women migrants and 
the lure of the city, even as migrants face hardships in the city. But another major 
factor in women’s views of rural and urban and their lives in the city is the power of 
the discourse of modernity in contemporary China and the in fl uence of that dis-
course on Dalian women’s lives is the focus of this chapter. Modernity has been part 
of national discourse in China for centuries. It was central to discussions of the 
collapse of dynastic China and the rise of Republican China. And even as the 
Chinese Communist Party hoped that China could carve its own unique path to 
modernity, modernity has been central plank of the state/party platform since 1949. 

 Modernity in contemporary China is constructed through and on the urban/rural 
divide, through gender and through family. Thus, while we have seen the importance 
of the discourse of urban and rural and its construction as a “spatially de fi ned status 
hierarchy”  (  Cheng and Seldon 1994 : 645), the ways that urban space is a signi fi er 
of modernity in contemporary China play as crucial a role in how women in Dalian 
see the city and their role in it. Modernity is also gendered, in the ways that it has 
been constructed and promoted by the state and in how women’s and men’s lives, 
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and gender itself are all shaped by those modernizing processes. Family too has 
been part of the modernizing project in China, partly but not solely because of the 
ways that gender is constructed through family. 

 Women act and strategize against and through these interwoven constructions of 
modernity, the urban, family and gender. This chapter thus brings together the 
themes and  fi ndings from past chapters to discuss the ways that contradictory, com-
plementary and parallel changes are evident in women’s lives and the paths they 
choose, with particular attention to modernity. In this chapter I take up the ways that 
women imagine modernity, the force of that imagination, their perceived place in 
that new modern society, and how gender shapes the spaces that imagination of 
modernity opens up or closes. I argue that rural migrant women in Dalian are using 
normative structures, particularly the roles and expectations of mothers, to  fi nd a 
place and to construct themselves as modern, successful, women. In doing so, they 
both challenge and acquiesce to these social constructions, indicating both the 
constraints they live within and their ability to act within those constraints. 

   The Constraints of Rural Life 

 The women in this study spoke regularly and easily about their eagerness to leave 
their rural homes and their strong interests in moving to the Dalian Economic Zone. 
Indeed, the dif fi culty of those moves and the many obstacles along the way, from 
securing a job to  fi nding a way to stay in the zone permanently, underscore the 
determination these women had to making this process a successful one. As we 
have seen throughout this study, rural women move to urban areas for a variety of 
reasons. There are both push factors out of rural areas as well as pull factors into the 
urban centers. 

 Many women in Dalian talked about how much harder life and work in rural 
areas is. In spite of their dif fi cult work schedule in the Economic Zone, most women 
still found their new work easier than their old, agricultural, work “The life of a 
peasant is really hard… you just had to work and work,” said Lina, now working in 
a factory. The  fi nancial dif fi culties of making ends meet from farm activities also 
meant that women appreciated the regularity and level of economic compensation 
of factory jobs. The responses of these Dalian migrants re fl ect what many others 
have seen; as Judd found in other parts of northern China, “manual agricultural 
work is the least preferred rural occupation—it is unremunerative, physically 
demanding and low in prestige”  (  Judd 1990 : 53). For these women, urban areas are 
clearly a place to escape many of the dif fi culties and hardships of their rural past 
lives (see also Hershatter  2011  ) . 

 There are obvious structural constraints to rural lives as well. Because urban 
areas are given state favor over rural areas, many aspects of life are better in urban 
areas. There are better schools, more adequate health care, more extensive infra-
structure, and wider job opportunities, to name just some of the most obvious 
attractions. As we have seen, Dalian migrant women particularly valued schooling 
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because they saw a good education as a way to achieve social mobility. Because of 
the poorer schooling in rural areas, education is not an easy route out of those areas; 
while some Dalian women were able to use education to their advantage, many 
more in this study and among rural residents across China are not able to achieve an 
education that would allow them success in the modern world. In addition, rural 
residents are disadvantaged in both new and old ways by the changes that have 
occurred since economic reform. The relative lack of access to new forms of investment 
(government, business, and foreign) in rural areas and increases in taxes and fees 
make surviving on rural land dif fi cult. Income gaps between rural and urban areas 
are also large and growing, making the disadvantages that rural residents face even 
starker and the attractions of urban centers more obvious. 

 Another push factor in rural areas is the increased power and new sources of 
power for rural cadres. Using new means (“this time [working to boost development] 
with cell phones and Mercedeses as the perks” (Guldin  2001 : 81)), these local 
of fi cials have become leaders in new businesses and enterprises. They continue to 
wield a fair amount of power and control and have important in fl uences in the lives 
of individuals in their local areas. Thus, for those residents who want an alternative 
to this local power structure, migration may be their best alternative for  fi nding new 
opportunities and a way out from under these new power regimes. 

 The lifting of restrictions on rural movement have allowed peasants to leave 
some of these disadvantages and seek out better economic opportunities elsewhere. 
Better networks of communication and infrastructure in recent years have meant 
that there is increased contact between rural and urban areas, which may increase 
migration. 1  These push factors out of rural areas are behind the very high levels of 
migration across China, mostly in the obvious directions—from rural to urban and 
from poorer to wealthier areas. 

 As we have seen, these rural/urban differences have been reinforced by government 
policies that have privileged cities and made it clear through policies and rhetoric 
that it was in urban areas that development and modernity would be established and 
developed. In 1978, for example, Deng Xiaoping put into place the “ladder step 
doctrine” which gave government priority to the development and support of eastern 
coastal areas, with the assumption that progress there would eventually travel to the 
poorer, more western and rural areas (   Friedman  2005a,   b  ) . 

 It is against this historical and recent background of gender inequalities and 
urban/rural divide and restrictions on movement that women in Dalian see their own 
situation and residency. Most of the women working in the Dalian Economic Zone 
come from much poorer rural areas. While the lives of rural peasants have under-
gone transformations that make new things possible—everything from owning a 
television to running a small store to increased family control over farming—peasants 
continue to be barred in central ways from the resources available in urban areas. 
Women face particular constraints in this agricultural setting because of gender 

   1   Guldin  (  2001  ) , however, also sees this increased contact and easier travel as potentially leading to 
fewer permanent moves as rural residents have increased access to elements of urban life.  
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inequities. Peasant women have even less access than men to resources such as 
schooling, training, or work.   In addition, rural farming has been re-organized into a 
system structured by  families; thus the gender and age inequalities are likely to be 
experienced differently by women and men. 

 Because of the high levels of migration from rural to urban areas, China’s rural 
areas have become “feminized,” as males migrate to the cities and leave much of the 
farming responsibilities to women, the elderly, and others without the means to 
migrate (Judd  1994  ) . Chu  (  2010  )  argues that the process of feminization of rural 
areas has meant that men face particular pressure to leave the village because 
masculinity has come to be associated with movement out. Women are also affected 
by this connection between migration and masculinity: “as it became impossible for 
young male villagers to prove their masculine worth in [the village], it also became 
increasingly dif fi cult for young women to  fi nd suitable marriage partners remaining 
at home” (Chu: 251).  

   Migrants in the City: Constraints and Opportunities 

 Rural migrants do not have an easy life in the city. Most of the women working in 
Dalian factories don’t have the money to take advantage of the bright lights of the 
city. The lives of these workers—as is true for most migrants throughout China—are 
consumed by their daily work and struggles to make ends meet. They work long 
hours, and their pay is not enough to provide much money beyond basic expenses. 
So although they can see the bright lights, and enjoy walking around the shopping 
areas during their time off from work, they are usually not able to actually partici-
pate in much of what the city seems to offer. While many see their factory work as 
better than the farmwork they would be doing at home in the village, it is nevertheless 
monotonous and uninteresting. Dalian women did see value in work but it was those 
things that went along with work—such things as having a cash income, being able 
to see friends at work—rather than the work itself that they enjoyed. For most 
married women workers, their lives extend beyond the factory or workplace, unlike 
the reports of single women factory workers, which often describe a more narrowly 
de fi ned life, caught between factory  fl oor and dorm (see Chan  2002 ; Pun  1999, 
  2005 ; Chang  2009  ) . At the same time, as we have seen, these Dalian women, 
married and usually with children at home, have to balance long days outside the 
home with their many responsibilities at home. In addition, rural migrants face 
discrimination in the cities, as discussed in Chap.   3    . Pun Ngai argues that in urban 
areas, new workers are easily identi fi able as outsiders “not because of their lack of 
skill or speed at work, but because of their appearance and inappropriate behavior 
in the industrial space.” (Pun  2005 : 3). And because of their perceived outsider 
status, many urbanites—in stores, cafes, and on the streets—treat them badly. In the 
DEZ, with its high proportion of rural migrants, migrant women may face less of 
this discrimination than do migrants in other areas, even in Dalian City. But as was 
clear from their assertions defending rural people, these Dalian women know how 
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they rank in this rural/urban hierarchy, and how migrants are viewed in the system. 
And their status as mothers might make them particularly vulnerable to scrutiny and 
criticism; in China as in other cultures, as the embodiment of the next generation in 
their roles as mothers, these women represent a watershed point between moral 
standards and cultural threat. 

 Nor are women likely to  fi nd gender equality in the cities  (  Inkeles et al. 1997  ) . 
As we saw, urban women face increasing gender inequality at their jobs, in terms of 
wages, hiring practices and lay-offs (   Cohen and Wang 2009). In families too, 
evidence shows that women in urban areas continue to be disadvantaged. Choe et al. 
 (  1995  ) , for example, found that discrimination against girl children “is more or less 
uniform across families with different socioeconomic characteristics” (62); their 
 fi ndings suggest that the urban setting does not necessarily bring gender equality, 
even at the basic level of health care and food distribution. Women in urban areas 
are as equally responsible for housework and childcare as are women in village 
China. That unequal division of labor holds both for women who are originally from 
urban areas and for women who have recently moved to urban areas (“Women’s 
status…”  2001 ; People’s Daily  2002 ; Evans  2008 ; Zuo and Bian  2001  ) . 

 In spite of all of the negative aspects of urban life, particularly for rural migrant 
women, most migrants see their lives as improved in the city. That appeal is best 
understood when we remember the role of the urban in Chinese society and the 
ways that these women are able to participate in that life. We have seen that urban 
areas are favored over rural in a number of ways and provide certain kinds of mate-
rial and economic advantages. Access to running water and regular electricity, better 
health care, good schools, a variety of stores and goods, better transportation and 
communication networks, and available services all make urban life more appealing 
than rural living. That the average rural household spends 55% of its income on 
food while urban households spend 46%  (  Attane 2002  )  suggests the greater discre-
tionary income that urban households often have. Diets themselves differ markedly 
in rural and urban areas, with urban residents having a much greater variety of food 
and getting more protein from red meat and  fi sh. As we saw in Chap.   3    , the gap in 
life expectancy between rural and urban areas is actually expanding. 

 But the appeal of the urban goes beyond these material aspects. China is like 
many societies, where cities have long been recognized as places for the new; “in 
any society, the city is the locus of the modern. In the discourse of the early twentieth 
century, the ‘modern’ city was always set against the ‘backward’ countryside” 
(Esherick  2000 :1). The attraction of the city may be especially strong for people 
living in villages. Ashis Nandy, writing on Indian urban spaces, describes the journey 
from the village to the city, “from the seemingly familiar, uterine, even if routinely 
oppressive narrow fantasy life of the village to what looked like the liberating 
anonymity and non-traditional vocational choices of the colonial city. As the city 
became the epicentre of new forms of adventure in ideas and creativity, it also 
offered to open up the opportunities of defying a conventional, pre-formatted life 
and experiment with new cultural experiences and with refashioned extended 
selves” (Nandy  2001 :72). The city, then, seems to promise a sharp contrast with the 
shape of daily village life. Indeed, Fei Xiaotong  (  1992  )  writes about village China 
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in nearly opposite ways to such a description of the city, describing the way that 
rural life is rooted “in the soil” and how routines there make for very different 
expectations; rural people, Fei argues, are enmeshed in the customary of local life 
and their lives are interdependent with those of family and other villagers to such an 
extent that it is dif fi cult to see life beyond the village. From this perspective, the city 
is, in contrast, “identi fi ed with history, with progress, becoming” (Nandy  2001  ) . 
Because foreign presence in China has been especially tied to cities over the last 
several centuries, cities not only represent a Chinese modernity, but cosmopolitan 
centers that span foreign and Chinese modalities. By making urban living unattainable 
to most rural residents for several decades, the state’s policies and restrictions on 
who can live where have only served to deepen this divide and difference. 

 Urban areas offer people freedom from village social norms and expectations 
that they may perceive as constraining. In addition to the different norms that might 
be available in a city, cities also offer a kind of anonymity and a chance to try out 
new possibilities. The Dalian Economic Zone is different from other urban areas; 
being newly created, the neighborhoods are not well-established, and the bonds 
between neighbors are not as long-lasting nor as deep as might be found in older 
city neighborhoods. While some Dalian residents pointed to the negative side of the 
relative lack of long-held bonds within neighborhoods in the zone, this same lack of 
deep bonds between neighbors may be seen positively by those who are looking to 
establish themselves as new people without the constraints that neighbors or family 
might impose. In addition, of course, urban areas are usually more cosmopolitan 
than rural areas, with more and deeper connections to the world beyond Dalian and 
even beyond China. While there were not as many foreigners living in the Economic 
Zone as there were in Dalian City, the zone still had a foreign presence and foreign 
connections. Indeed, it promotes itself strongly along those lines (Hoffman  2010 ; 
Riley  2011 ; Wang  2007b  ) .  

   Gender and the City 

 Urban areas have appeals for women that are similar to those for men, but gender 
adds another layer to this urban/rural divide. When I asked women about why the 
city was so attractive to them, they pointed to the many differences between rural 
and urban life. Some of these differences were about convenience—the convenience 
of running water, central heating, and better electrical service. “Look at all these tall 
buildings!” one woman exclaimed when I asked what she liked about the city. For 
her and others, those buildings represented and signaled not only the visual attrac-
tion of modern urban but also all the conveniences they held. Those conveniences, 
like running water, electricity, or gas-powered cooking appliances, can make their 
household responsibilities less burdensome. 

 Other times, women talked about the better opportunities available to them in the 
city. Several of them talked about the ways that their own goals and lives were 
restricted in numerous ways by rural residence. We saw how women saw  educational 
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opportunities as dif fi cult to come by in rural areas and as particularly important, 
whether or not they had been able to get the education they wanted. The city also 
offered jobs that were unavailable in rural areas, jobs that had a higher status than 
rural—usually farming—jobs, with regular pay, and cleaner conditions (see also 
Lee  1998  on migrants in southern China). And while most women talked about 
missing their families, the city also offered opportunities to get away from the more 
restricted rural lives and families and gave women more freedom in making 
decisions on their own. The opportunities around marriage are also important; 
several women discussed the better prospects for marrying a man of a higher status 
in the city. In Chap.   4    , we heard Bingqing describe how rural migrant women often 
underwent a change in how they viewed prospective husbands (see also Gaetano 
 2008  ) . Like many others, once she had moved to the DEZ, she broke off her engagement 
with a man from her village and eventually married a man she had met in the zone. 
Not only were these marriage decisions about social mobility, but they also related 
to the different family organization in rural and urban areas. Thus, Chanquan pointed 
to the ways that for girls, marriage in rural areas is particularly hard because they 
have to move to their husband’s house after marrying; she linked her own goals (in 
the city) to avoiding such a life. Chanquan argued “…it is really hard for girls in 
rural areas. I mean girls really have it hard…girls have to be at home and always 
working, and then they marry, but they move to their husband’s house and every-
thing. It’s terrible!” 

 The issue of gender norms and expectations seems to underlie many of the 
 intentions of women in both Dalian and other urban areas of China. As I will discuss 
in more detail below, urban China, with its very different structures, constraints, and 
opportunities, offers what some women perceive as a totally different cultural world. 
Urban spaces allow different gender performances (Butler  1990  )  and that difference 
from rural life is attractive to many migrant women in Dalian.  

   Chinese Modernity: Place, Gender, Family 

 One of the most important reasons that urban areas offer rural residents otherwise 
unavailable advantages and opportunities is connected to the ideology of modernity. 
In China, to be modern is to be urban and to be successful is to be modern. But 
modernity is experienced differently by different groups of people. Dalian women’s 
statuses as women, rural migrants, and mothers all play a role in their engagement 
with modernity. Women’s desires, and the way those desires play out, are thus 
clearly related not only to material differences between rural and urban areas and 
between women and men but also to huge discursive and ideological divisions 
between rural and urban, and the role of gender and family in them. The ways that 
Dalian women speak most readily about urban and rural differences and inequalities 
point to how success is possible in urban areas in a way that in ways not possible in 
rural. In this way, the urban landscape appears to be “an enormous  fi eld of multiple 
new possibilities and expectations, a whole new civilization” (Tang  1996 : 116). 
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At the same time, modernity and Dalian women’s engagement with modernity and 
with the urban is tied to and constructed by gender and family. Their role as mothers 
is key to how Dalian women engage with modernity. 

 In any society, modernity is a messy process. It is, as Marshall Berman has 
described it, “an environment that promises adventure, power, joy, growth, transfor-
mation of ourselves and the world—and at the same time, that threatens to destroy 
everything we have, everything we know, everything we are…it pours us all into a 
maelstrom of perpetual disintegration and renewal, of struggle and contradiction, of 
ambiguity and anguish” (Berman  1982 : 15). These contradictions and ambiguities 
may be especially strong in places like China, which for centuries has resisted—and 
not always successfully—western in fl uences and incursions. 2  China strives hard to 
be modern but at the same time wants to achieve its own brand of modernity (Rowe 
and Kuan  2002  ) . 

 As in other places, modernity in China should be recognized as contested terrain. 
Scholars analyzing modernity in China have reminded us that many of the struggles 
that China is undergoing currently have been part of China at least since it  fi rst 
began to make efforts toward modernization in the late Qing (Lu  2001  ) . In particular, 
the ongoing tension between Western in fl uence and an alternative Chinese modernity 
can be seen in the early twentieth century; at that time, there was much debate about 
whether and how China could be modern without being western. Wang Hui has 
labeled Mao’s later socialist project “a type of modern anti-capitalist modernization 
theory” (Wang  1998 : 14), meant to avoid a capitalist-driven modernization, while 
still prescribing a path toward modernization. Thus, the legacies of China’s moder-
nity project are important in today’s version of modernity, even as current condi-
tions, in China and beyond, have shaped it in new ways. 

 There is a growing literature on modernity in China but for this discussion, two 
key issues are most salient:  fi rst, the depth and extent of the debates on modernity 
re fl ect the continuing tensions and the many perspectives on the path that China is 
and should take toward modernity. Secondly, as Rofel  (  1999  )  reminds us, modernity 
is powerful because “nation-states organize the body-politic around it…Modernity 
leads government leaders, development agents, intellectual elites, subaltern workers 
and peasants, and women—those who represent political power as well those who 
are the objects of its operations—to act in the name of the desire it engenders” 
(Rofel  1999 : 13, 17–18; see also Knauft  2000 ;  Dirlik 2002 ;  Schein 1999  ) . Thus, 
however we de fi ne it theoretically, we have to remember too that modernity and its 
imagination in fl uences the daily lives of Chinese citizens like these Dalian migrant 
women. Place, gender, and family have been involved in constructions of Chinese 
modernity and help in our understanding and analysis of Dalian women’s engage-
ment with modernity.  

   2   But this same reluctant connection to the west is true of other places as well, as the example of 
India, and its efforts to create an “alternative modernity” (Prakash  1999  )  suggests.  
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   Place 

 We have seen how, as places that have attracted government attention, efforts and 
resources, urban China has come to be seen and accepted as the location for any 
modern expectation, desire, or plan, whether on the part of the state or for individuals 
thinking about their own place in China’s future. The urban/rural divide is so deep 
and strong in China that it is inconceivable to most that a rural area could ever be a 
site of modern practice. The yearning for modernity, then, focuses on urban spaces 
and compels any rural resident who aspires to be successful to  fi nd a way to move 
out of the village and into a city. In this model, it is there, in the city, that success 
can be imagined, envisioned, sought after, and achieved. In this process, modernity 
in China today is strictly con fi ned to particular spaces. 

 An important piece of modernity construction in China has been consumerism. 
Scholars and others debate the universality and difference of the consumer revolution 
in contemporary China compared to other societies (Kendall  2002  ) , but coming as 
it has from a state-controlled economy, China’s experience as a developing con-
sumer economy necessarily differs from other Asian nations. Some have argued that 
it is in consumer culture that we can most clearly see how China has been brought 
into the global economic world. Others argue that China continues to exert its own 
mark on these new consumer changes. As in the debates around modernity, these 
theoretical questions are signi fi cant for many reasons, but for our purposes here, 
what is most important is the widespread and growing consumer involvement in 
China today. The availability of and range of goods and services increased sharply 
after the market reforms in the 1980s. Washing machines, bicycles, loaves of bread, 
clothing in a variety of styles and colors, toys, soft drinks and cigarettes are just 
some of the many goods that became available on the market. By the late 1990s, 
larger items, such as cars and housing, were being offered for sale, albeit at prices 
that only a small percentage of the population could afford. And with these goods 
and services came an increasing differential in who could acquire these new goods, 
or even the basic means of feeding and housing their families. The state has been 
heavily involved in the creation of this new consumer culture. Its role is most easily 
seen in the breakdown of its support for all workers; with the increasing marketization 
of the workplace, workers were no longer guaranteed a basic living wage or liveli-
hood. State spending on housing, health, education, and pensions and where and 
how it builds infrastructure have all been in fl uential in China’s growing consumerist 
society. “Indeed, it could be said that the state, in the process of allocating resources, 
legitimating property, and de fi ning social obligations, establishes the very notion of 
private as opposed to public consumption” (de Grazia  1996 : 9). The combination of 
changes in state support and the rising consumer culture have all contributed to 
increased inequality among different groups in China and a growing visible difference 
among socio-economic classes across China. 

 Consumerism plays a central role in China’s path to modernity. “Consumption 
will be China’s locomotive of economic growth,” declared an article Beijing Youth 
Daily in 1999 (quoted in Yan 2000: 159). While most obvious in urban areas, the 
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new consumerism and its effects can be seen throughout China. “The general 
culture of consumption—an acute commodity desire linked to social status—has 
saturated all sectors of Chinese society, regardless of what speci fi c changes in actual 
consumption patterns have taken place” (Schein  2001 : 225–6). In this culture, in 
which af fl uence “is coded as modernity” (Schein  2001 : 225), to be successful is to 
be someone able to buy the things that indicate success—whether clothes, housing, 
or education. Consumption is a much larger part of urban than rural life, and urban 
wages—which are more regular, earned individually (rather than by families farming 
together on family land), and higher than rural—are seen as a key component to 
success in a consumer society. Indeed, the markers of success are nearly all urban 
and about consumption. Part of individuals’ imaginary modernity, then, is likely to 
involve remaking themselves through consumption (see also Pun  2005  ) . The ability 
to consume is, of course, unequally distributed. Here again, groups with fewer eco-
nomic resources—especially the poor and rural peasants—are marked by their lack 
of purchasing power, whether that is apparent in terms of clothing, housing, or 
 luxury goods (   Yan 2000). 

 Many have argued that consumption can be a site of identity assertion, even of 
resistance. Scholars working outside of China have argued that consumption has 
been a source of identity as well. We will see how this plays out for women in 
particular, but for all Chinese citizens, the recent consumer culture has been an 
important shift. Farquhar  (  2002 : 3) points out that we can also see new consumer 
values in China as a kind of resistance to an earlier time of enforced controlled and 
limited distribution of goods; the kind of self-indulgence that this new consumption 
involves is “not at all socialist and inimical to Maoism.” And in a place such as 
China, where individual expression has for decades been discouraged and subli-
mated to the needs of the group, consumerism may allow people a place to express 
their individual tastes and desires.  

   Gender 

 In addition to place, gender has also played an important role in Chinese  constructions 
of modernity. “For China, the trope of women has been a key signi fi er at historical 
junctures where modernizing was at stake” (Schein  2000 : 128). As in other societies 
(for example, see Mani  1987  on India), women’s improved position in the new 
regime has been a way of asserting cultural superiority. China’s alternative modernity 
during the Maoist years depended heavily on a Chinese version of gender that 
stressed women’s labor force participation, “speak bitterness sessions” that allowed 
women to voice their oppression, and an assertion that women hold up half the sky. 
Even though, as we have seen, these were often more rhetorical than acted on, the 
state’s emphasis on these images speaks to the importance of gender. And, as in 
other areas of society (Greenhalgh  2008  ) , the socialist state relied on science, 
grounding many of its arguments about gender in the rhetoric of science. The state’s 
discourse of the Four Modernizations (industry, military, agriculture, and science 
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and technology) has inscribed its version of the universal ef fi cacy of science, 
 progress, and rationality (Rofel  1997 : 158), all considered masculine characteristics 
(Harding  1986  ) . As in other societies, science acts to tighten connections between 
the state’s version of gender and its rhetoric and programs of modernization. 

 Gender is also involved in the spaces that imagination of modernity opens up or 
closes. The paths the state and other institutions follow re fl ect ideologies and 
 intentions regarding what aspects of life will be supported or discouraged and the 
roles that women and men play in them; in addition, these roles have different, 
gendered meanings. In this new economy, economic risk-taking re fl ects this kind of 
gendering; becoming a capitalist or an entrepreneur is “a sign of daring, the site of 
risk, glory, individual achievement, and masculine strength” (Rofel  1999 : 55). On 
the one hand, the market economy offers new possibilities and opportunities to anyone. 
But on the other hand, women’s already subordinate position means that these 
opportunities are more often provided to men than women. In effect, women’s 
discrimination in new industries—and the state’s silence on this discrimination—
becomes part of the new market economy. As Schein  (  1997  )  has argued, 
understanding the urban/rural divide as a kind of internal orientalism allows us to 
see how rural is constituted as feminine—represented as backward, uncivilized, and 
uneducated—to the urban’s masculinity. We can see two outcomes from such a 
discourse: constructing minorities, peasants, and women as backward “stressed the 
vanguard role of the Han urbanites on the road to progress”  (  Schein 1997 : 89). 
And secondly, rural migrants might thus see it as doubly necessary to move away 
from the interwoven stigmas of rural and female. 

 As consumers, women play a central role in the modernist project; the new 
consumer culture in China generally, and to which these rural migrants are newly 
exposed, provides both opportunities and constraints. In her study of working 
women in the US at the beginning of the twentieth century Enstad ( 1999 :6), argues 
that “consumer culture offered working-class women struggling with extremely 
dif fi cult material and ideological constraints a new range of representations, 
symbols, activities, and spaces with which to create class, gender, and ethnic identities.” 
For these women, who were often immigrants, being able to remake themselves 
through the purchase and wearing of goods was an important part of their self-
esteem and new identity as Americans and as independent workers. Not only was 
shopping and purchasing a form of entertainment and a way of making connections 
with other working women, but it also allowed women to imagine a different life, 
one in which they were “ladies,” of a higher social class than their own, and also 
allowed them to stress their femininity and difference from men of their own class. 
Enstad  (  1999 : 69) argues that “while such products could not emancipate people 
from oppressive labor or class structures, as wish images, they engaged a potentially 
revolutionary or egalitarian impulse within the imagination.” Many researchers 
(Freeman  2000 ;    Enstad  1999  )  have noted that in a society undergoing rapid change 
(or in a city where people do not usually know each other), appearance (aided 
through the purchase of clothes or other goods) can be important in how it in fl uences 
how a person is judged and treated; the reaction of the Shanghai newspaper columnist 
who harshly criticized the clothing of women migrants (see Chap.   3    ) underscores 
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the symbolic meaning of fashion. And Pun  (  2005  )  describes the way young migrant 
factory workers in Shenzhen use newly bought fashion to blend into the urban social 
landscape. Thus, without ignoring the capitalist-produced hierarchies that are part 
of any consumerist behavior and limit its potential for change, we can also see how 
individuals might use the available consumer environment to “make dreams and 
identities—including political identities—within their limited arenas and with the 
resources available” (Enstad  1999 : 206). 

 Urban China, with its larger numbers of available goods and services and its 
higher numbers of citizens who can buy those consumer items, are sites of increased 
commodi fi cation. Women in China consume differently in the city than they do in 
rural areas—because there is more available, and because consumerism plays a 
different role in urban and rural areas. One of the major differences between rural 
and urban China is the larger role that cash plays in cities. “Money was the secular 
God of the new metropolis, the calling card that enabled progress to be purchased” 
(Ewen  1985 : 23). Again, it is important to keep in mind that Dalian factory workers 
do not regularly have a lot of discretionary cash to spend on the available goods or 
services that surround them, but it may be that small purchases take on importance. 
As Wolf  (  1992  )  found in her study of rural factory workers in Indonesia, the ability 
to buy something as small as soap can in fl uence how women see themselves in this 
consumer age. Indeed, in Dalian, women participated in the consumer world in a 
variety of ways, large and small; and the symbolic meaning of this consumer 
involvement was evident in their daily talk. In their conversations, both formal and 
informal, with me, they regularly talked about the many conveniences of urban 
areas and the ease of buying a variety of foods and goods. These ranged from bus 
service in the area (which made it possible to take a bus into Dalian City), school 
supplies for their children (one mother described the many different pencil boxes 
available in the Economic Zone and compared those to the one or two designs available 
near her village), to vegetables in the market. We need to acknowledge that these 
purchases were “not simply act[s] of consumption; [they were] acts of transcendence, 
the realization of a new social status” (Ewen  1985 : 67). Women in Dalian were not 
always able to buy the things they admired, 3  but the availability itself seemed to 
reinforce these women’s sense of themselves as new urban residents. This sense was 
partially enabled by the way public spaces have allowed different classes of 
people—with different means of purchasing—to mingle in a seemingly single—
urban—community. As I will discuss in more detail below, the women I spoke to 
were more likely to purchase things for their family than themselves, but that in 
itself might prompt a certain self-image. “Status did not so much de fi ne what one 
could consume; what one consumed helped to de fi ne one’s status.” (Freeman  2000 : 
259–60, quoting Mintz). For rural migrant women in Dalian, “to ‘be modern’ was 
to consume or reproduce rather than to produce, to watch rather than to do, to be 

   3   There is an interesting irony here: As was true for some women in early industrializing United 
States (Ewen  1985  ) , women in Dalian were often producing what they themselves could not afford 
to consume.  
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urban rather than rural, masculine rather than feminine, to do things mechanically 
or with machines rather than with one’s body, and to standardize or routinize rather 
than to improvise” (Schein  2000 : 253). 

 Even though migrant women cannot afford to buy much of what is offered for 
purchase in the city, they can be “consumers” in other ways. For example, Sun Wanning 
 (  2008  )  makes a compelling argument for how migrant women use urban consumption 
spaces—like supermarkets and shopping malls—without actually making pur-
chases. Rather, these places offer them an anonymous, safe place in which to explore 
the new sights, sounds—and products—of the city. As Sun comments about one 
migrant, “going to the supermarket was not just a chance for her to get out of the 
house, but was also a regular learning experience for her—a free tutorial in con-
sumer culture (Sun  2008 : 483).” 

 But there are other ways to think of women’s involvement in consumerism in 
China as well. Mayfair Yang argues that contemporary urban China, with its emphasis 
on consumerism, on the buying and selling of goods and people, has put new 
constraints on women. During the Cultural Revolution gender was “erased” (Yang 
 1999  )  and women’s position, desires, and needs were subsumed under a model built 
on men’s lives. In contrast, since those years, we may be seeing an over-compensation 
for that erasure and a subsequent emphasis on the differences between women and 
men that have resulted in new pressures. Through the market, women seek ways to 
assert themselves as feminine and different from men. Make-up, fashion, and products, 
speci fi cally for women, are all part of the new economy. In addition, women’s bodies 
and faces adorn billboards and advertisements and are used to sell products of all 
kinds. No longer is the ideal woman the “iron maiden” of the Cultural Revolution 
years; the new model is the svelte, sexy, and fashionable—and clearly urban—
woman. In this way, Chinese women are entering the global economy through 
feminization (Ferry  2003  ) . In this era, where success is equated with modern and 
modern is necessarily urban, today’s consumer society offers opportunities to some 
women while many others—among them, those who are too old, not pretty or sexy 
enough or too poor to participate—are left out.  

   Family 

 Dalian women did not often or easily speak of themselves as strictly—or only—
gendered migrants. When they did discuss gender and its role in their lives, it was 
usually as gendered family members that they spoke. In their way of assessing their 
lives, we see how a signi fi cant aspect of gender’s role in modernity is constructed 
through discourse of family. In fact, their role as married mothers likely explains a 
difference between the  fi ndings of this study and other studies of migrant women, 
most of which focus on single women (Gaetano  2008 ; Pun  2005 ; Lee  1998 ; Jacka 
 2005a  ) . 

 Other researchers heard women express more dissatisfaction with their lives as 
migrant women but even their assessments of their lives in the city point to their role 
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as family members in shaping how they see their lives in the city. Single migrants 
describe the great dif fi culties they face, pointing to the dif fi culties of  fi nding a suitable 
job with adequate pay and living conditions, the ways they are treated badly on the 
job by employers (Chan  2001  )  and by other urbanites in their daily lives (Solinger 
 1999 ; Pun  2005  ) . Their lives are often narrowly circumscribed by the demands of 
their work, and revolve mostly around the factory  fl oor and the workers’ dormitories 
where they live. Nevertheless, in spite of all the dif fi culties they face, migrant women 
report they would prefer to stay in the city.    Jacka  (  2005a,   b  ) , for example, found that 
many in her sample of young unmarried migrant women in Beijing were nostalgic 
for their home villages but still, they did not want to return to them. Indeed, for all its 
dif fi culties, migration has positive things to offer young women. For many single 
migrant women, still tied to their families of origin, family is often something they 
are trying to get away from. Migration offers them a kind of liminal space in which 
they can eschew both pressures from their parents and the kinds of constraints they 
will likely face once they—inevitably—marry (Gaetano  2008 ; Murphy  2002  ) . Jacka 
 (  2005a,   b  )  is correct in being cautious about assuming that single migrants have a lot 
of “choice” about their decisions; their families are often under  fi nancial pressure 
when they “choose” to migrate. Nevertheless, even as they are not simply individuals 
but are indeed family members, they also have a different relationship to their 
families than do married women. As one single migrant woman explained to me, 
“Marriage is not a good thing. It really changes your life. You lose your independence. 
You no longer can do what you want. And also, then you are at home, your whole 
perspective changes, it is focused on home. And then kids, they are so much worry 
and trouble.” Thus, before reaching the stage of marriage (as this woman did a few 
months later), it makes sense that young single women act, and think, of themselves 
as individuals in this context (see also Yan  2006 ; Evans  2008  ) . 

 But married women migrants are in a different situation. The Dalian women at 
the heart of this study are constructing themselves not only as modern women—as 
do others—but as modern  married  women, as part of their families. They see their 
roles as wives and mothers as central to their identity. Thus the challenges they face 
and the successes they enjoy are different than those of single migrant women. 
Consider how Chanquan, a single migrant, explained to me her hopes for her future. 
After discussing how she was not able to pursue her education dreams because of 
her family’s  fi nancial troubles, she explained, “I have very few options now. There 
are only two ways, really, to change your hukou. One is work, and that looks impos-
sible really, that will never happen. There is no way I will get a job where they 
would change my hukou. And then there is through marriage. If I marry a man with 
a city hukou, then I could change my hukou.” 

 Chanquan, who obviously assessed the resources and constraints around her 
carefully and had attempted to plan her life around them, saw education, a job, and 
marriage as resources to  fi nding success and achieving her goals. But like other 
migrant women, she saw herself more as an individual than did the married women 
I spoke with in Dalian. As such, she evaluated her experiences as an individual. 

 The married migrant women in Dalian assess their lives and the city around them 
differently because they have a different family status. They too see education, 
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marriage, and jobs as important, but these are differently con fi gured in their own 
versions of migrant life. Their job is very important in their assessment of their 
lives: it got them to an urban area, whether or not it has gotten them or will get them 
a permanent urban hukou. Education is also important to them; they regularly 
 mentioned their own lack of education, but saw education as key—for their  children’s 
success. And rather than seeing marriage as a possible ticket to an otherwise elusive 
urban status, as Chanquan did, above, they see their marriage as a different kind of 
resource. Their husbands may not give them higher status, but they represent a partner 
with whom they can work together to achieve their shared goals. They have achieved 
one important leg of their model of success, urban residence, and can use that and 
their family to achieve success. Thus, for these married women, being a wife and 
mother is key to how they construct their lives. 

 That these Dalian women see themselves so centrally as mothers and wives and 
most often see gendered in fl uences through those roles re fl ects the ways that family 
has also been a central pillar of the Chinese state’s vision of modernity. Throughout 
the last century, as the Chinese state has changed, as revolutions have come and 
passed, the family has been consistently central to any state projects focused on 
modernizing China. As Susan Glosser has argued, even revolutionary movements 
like the New Culture Movement in the early twentieth century, although radical in 
their goal of dismantling the joint family and giving more power to younger family 
members, remained true to the ways that family and society are related. Like their 
predecessors, twentieth century family reformers—whether New Culture Movement, 
Nationalist, or Communist—argued that an ordered and modern society was built 
on a stable family. They all worked toward building “a family system that consti-
tutes a seamless, unitary social order centered on the home and bounded by the 
outer reaches of the imperium. In China, this understanding of the family’s place in 
society, coupled with concern for the nation’s survival, charged the conjugal family 
ideal with a signi fi cance quite different from that of its western counterpart. Although 
the Chinese xiao jiating [small family] was sometimes described as a refuge from a 
harsh world, more often it resembled a training ground for national struggle. The 
primary purpose of the xiao jiating was to instill the independence, productivity, and 
civic concern that the beleaguered state needed” (Glosser  2003 : 4). The role and 
centrality of the family to China’s modern identity remains evident today, though 
we need not assume that China’s modernity will necessarily bring with it a simple 
western version of family (though western bias might suggest otherwise). The 
“centripetal force” of the family (Fei  1992  ) —a long and deep part of China’s history 
that has been reinforced and reinscribed by some state policies in recent decades—
will not necessarily, easily, or simply, transform into families where “   unfettered 
individualism” (Edgar  2004  )  is expected, common, and accepted and the well-being 
of individuals takes precedence over the well-being of the family as a whole 
(McDonald  1994 ; Yan  2009  ) . 

 One in fl uence that may embed mothers further into family roles is the way the 
post-1949 state has focused on public roles of women and often ignored their domestic 
roles. Whereas in Imperial China, families and women’s work within them were seen 
as central to good social order, after 1949 it was the public realm that “was to be the 
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locus of social change, the designated sphere of valued activity, the place where 
 citizens would naturally invest their loyalty and love.” (Hershatter  2011 : 185) 
Hershatter calls this process “making the visible invisible,” as the state effectively 
ignored the domestic and women’s roles in that realm, creating “a silence about the 
productive and affective activity taking place in the domestic realm, an important 
sphere of gendered relations (185).” Nevertheless, in spite of this continuing state silence 
on the domestic sphere, that sphere has continued to play a prominent role in what 
women did, how they saw themselves, and the pride they took in their achievements. 
Hershatter  (  2011  )  documents how in describing themselves and their lives, older rural 
women continue to draw upon “an older language of virtue” (29), combining “cultur-
ally durable notions of ‘the good woman’” (28) that harken back to imperial notions 
of virtuous wives and good mothers. “Several of the qualities the women empha-
sized—industriousness, competence, the ability to manage human relationships 
deftly—drew on culturally durable notions of “the good woman,” even though the 
physical and social locations of these virtues were no longer con fi ned to the household 
and might indeed be performed in the service of the collective.” (Hershatter  2011 : 28) 
The durability of these values is also apparent in how similar Susan Glosser’s descrip-
tion of an ideal mother in the early twentieth century is to today’s ideal.

  In the traditional ideal, a good mother modeled ethical behavior for her children by working 
hard, running a frugal household, and submitting to family and patriarchal authority… The 
good wife labored tirelessly in the home, making sure it ran smoothly and economically, 
and provided her husband with little source of aggravation. She did not enter or interfere in 
the world outside the home… The modern ideal still expected women to devote themselves 
to productive labor in the home, but it also called upon mothers to taken an active role in 
forming their children’s moral and civic virtues and provide them with the foundations of a 
formal education.... Women retained primary responsibility for the household, but the con-
jugal family ideal transformed both the scope and the implications of their duties there. 
Whether through their frugal consumption of time and money, their reproductive labor in 
the home, or active production, women’s labor was presumed to have an indirect but important 
impact on the well-being of the polity. (Glosser  2003 : 16–17).   

 Indeed, being a good wife and mother is expected of all women in China even 
today (Milwertz  1997 ;    Young  1989a,   b  ) . 

 For women in Dalian, then, these processes of modernity are important pieces of 
the social background. Women—those in Dalian and elsewhere, rural and urban 
women—act and perform within these constructions, borrowing, resisting, acquiescing, 
and reconstructing them. The gendered aspects of modernity—within and outside 
the family—and the way the modern is constructed as urban are two important 
issues in their experience with these processes. The media play a central role in this 
imaginary. Through radio, newspapers, magazines, and especially television, images 
of urban life, and its contrast to the “backward” world of rural villages, is easily and 
widely available. Fashion, housing, kinds of jobs, street scenes and much more 
 fl ood rural worlds with images of something very different from village life. 
And this media invasion occurs alongside the many ways that rural life and inhabitants 
are devalued and viewed as second class. 

 Because of the ways that modernity has become equated with urban, urban areas 
offer rural women new imaginative landscapes. It is not that Dalian women are 
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dupes of the old regime but, rather, that they are  fi nding ways to use new regimes 
and constructions to further their own lives. Gregory Guldin  (  2001  ) , in his study of 
changing peasant culture, found that villagers often perceived more prosperous, 
urban areas as offering “wenhua shenghuo,” or a more cultured life; this new life 
was re fl ected and symbolized by the different housing, goods and economic oppor-
tunities available in these urban areas. Here again, we see how “suzhi,” “quality,” is 
equated with urban. It is telling that in these same places, when women who returned 
to the village from urban areas, they saw themselves as having been exposed to and 
in fl uenced by this new cultured life. Others around them also saw them as changed, 
both physically—they had a greater variety of clothes of new styles and they were 
more likely to wear makeup—and in other ways. Villagers said that these women 
seemed more daring about trying new things, their thinking was more open, and 
even their demeanor and speech patterns were different (Murphy  2002  ) . 4  Writing 
about rural women in Thailand, Mary Beth Mills asserts that geographic mobility is 
tied to ‘fantasies of identity’ (citing Moore 1994: 66), “ideas about the kind of per-
son one would like to be and the sort of person one would like to be seen to be by 
others” (Mills  1999 : 15–16). We can see, then, the power of the discourse of 
modernity. 

   Modernity in the Lives of Dalian Migrant Women 

 The performances that rural women enact in the Economic Zone are shaped—and 
often in contradictory ways—by discourses of modernity, consumerism, urban/rural 
inequalities, gender and family. Women in    the DEZ use these different threads and 
discourses to construct their own lives; these elements of the social backdrop are 
crucial pieces in understanding Dalian women’s pathways, obstacles, and the ways 
that they assess their own lives and the world around them. James Ferguson’s 
description of performance helps us to contextualize these lives; he argues that per-
formance should be understood as “speci fi c and semiotically complex forms of 
social action that must be interpreted in the context of material life and social 
relations…Gendered subjectivities, as well as a range of masculine and feminine 
styles, emerge not simply as a mechanical effect of structure (the old ‘sex roles’ of 

   4   Yan Hairong cites a photograph and “poem” originally published in Anhui Ribao titled “The 
transformation of dagongmei” which similarly re fl ects the ways migrant women are sometimes 
seen by rural women. The photo shows two women at a bus station; given the caption, they are 
rural migrants who have been in the city and clearly on their way back to their village. The poem 
suggests the kinds of changed images such women represent:

     When they left they carried ‘snakeskin’ bags  
  When they returned they had leather bags and shoes  
  Instead of zaijian they said ‘bai-bai’  
  Village neighbors mistake them for ‘little foreigners.’ (cited in Yan  2008 : 145)       
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functionalist sociology) but as a form of self-fashioning in which there is room for 
subversion, ambiguity, and play. At the same time, however, such self-fashioning 
does not imply a free creation by an individual, for gender is a performance crafted 
under a ‘situation of duress,’ and in response to social and economic compulsion” 
(Ferguson  1999 : 94). 

 Importantly, most women in this study saw themselves as successful. Though 
they may not be evaluated highly by the standards of permanent or long-standing 
urban residents, the simple fact that they are living and working in the Economic 
Zone—and not in village China—means they have achieved a key element of 
success. This new environment means that they have available to them resources 
and materials to formulate a different kind of self-image and lifestyle—even as their 
goals will necessarily be constrained by their marginal status. Thus though many of 
the markers of modernity are out of reach, the largest one—urban residence—helps 
to de fi ne these women as successful and allows for a different kind of gender 
performance. If, in China, one can only be modern in an urban area, and can be 
successful only if one is modern, then urban is the place for these and other women 
to make their mark, their fortune, and their successes. 

 Notably, Dalian women construct themselves as successful modern women 
through their roles as mothers. They don’t use the new consumer markets or modern 
urban areas to construct themselves as liberated individual women; their goals are 
not individual goals of autonomy or independence as they are for some women in 
other locations or for some single women in China. Rather, they use their success 
and capabilities to project themselves as capable, modern  mothers.  In fact, being 
good mothers and wives are some of their most central goals. While we might at 
 fi rst want to assume that Dalian women have not been able to break out of the old 
constraints and expectations that tie women and their goals to their families, it is 
more accurate to see their behavior as a way of using the world around them in new 
ways. 

 Because family continues to be a major organizing structure in Chinese society, 
women’s continuing role and identity in and with the family are important elements 
in women’s strategies. 5  The continuing pervasiveness of the value of good mothering 
is also part of women’s lives today. Indeed, these norms and expectations remain 
strong and are behind the continuing unequal responsibilities of women at home and 
in childcare and help to explain Dalian women’s focus in their own lives. In their 
family roles and in the attention and energy they give to their families, Dalian 
women are using this normative family identity to construct and present themselves 
as successful, modern women, and in their actions we see the roles of place, family, 
and gender as they interact with discourses of modernity. In women’s construction 
of themselves as successful women and mothers, the role of place in modernity is 
key: the construction of “good mother” is different in urban and rural areas; being 

   5   In her study of silk factory workers, Rofel found that the youngest cohorts saw marriage as a way 
to express themselves as feminine, a place where they could  fi nd freedom from state in fl uence and 
a place to be modern (Rofel  1999  ) .  
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able to deal with modern society, being able to access urban things, and being able 
to provide that vital access to modern life to family members are all becoming parts 
of the de fi nition of good wife and, especially, a good mother. Dalian women have 
achieved this goal, and use those successes to construct themselves as modern 
women. While there are examples in which individuals’ goals con fl ict with their 
roles as family members (see Mills  1999  on Thailand, for example), the  fi ndings in 
this study mirror those from other researchers. For example, Hansen and Pang 
 (  2010  )  found that young people in Shaanxi and Fujian were both very individualis-
tic and determined to uphold their responsibilities to their parents and sibling. They 
talked about wanting freedom to “come and go” and follow their desires but at the 
same time, and particularly as the time for marriage approached, they looked to 
their parents and siblings for guidance and as needing their contributions: “they 
emphasized their closest family as the only collective of importance to them, while 
at the same time arguing strongly for their own interests, rights, and aspirations 
as individuals” (Hansen and Pang  2010 : 60). Like these young people in Hansen 
and Pang’s study, Dalian women seemed to have found ways to dovetail their own 
interests in modern life with the expectations of and obligations and responsibilities 
as mothers. 

 When we see women’s strategies in this light, it is clearer why women are less 
resistant to inequalities they experience within their families. Family is, for them, 
the source of another identity and success, that of a modern urban woman; resis-
tance within the family might not only bring criticism about their inattention or lack 
of success as mothers, but resistance might also induce divisions that would make it 
dif fi cult for family members to work in ways that are necessary for any of them to 
achieve to success. In their discussion of the behavior of young people, Hansen and 
Pang  (  2010 : 47) argue for seeing such behavior as a useful strategy: “[Their] sense 
of obligation should not be mistaken for altruism. It was based on practical and 
realistic assessments of how to live a life with room for individual choices and the 
pursuit of individual interests, while at the same time ensuring that the family 
remained a stable source of security. The family was crucial as it was usually the 
sole source of social security for the individual in case of disease, the need for care, 
loss of property or unemployment, and it constituted a collective of indisputable 
social, emotional and psychological importance…” 

 The legacy of gender inequality, particularly in the domestic sphere, has also played 
an important role in how Dalian women have constructed their lives. Because the state 
generally ignored the domestic sphere, there is little state- or society-supported 
discursive space for women to assert themselves as individuals within the family 
context, making the language and paths to do so dif fi cult to  fi nd for most women. 

 Here, the differences in the social positions occupied by married and single 
women become important in understanding the new individualization that many 
scholars have seen across China and how that has had less relevance for married 
women. As scholars have argued, young rural women have been able to assert them-
selves as individuals, leading to what Yan  (  2006  )  has labeled “girl power.” Young 
women have been able to “disembed” (Yan  2010  )  themselves from family relation-
ships and obligation, through such processes as new youth-controlled marriage 
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practices, a larger say in bridewealth negotiations, or early division of family after 
marriage (Yan 2005,  2006  ) . For all the hardships they face as migrants, young women’s 
participation in migration to cities has also been part of their assertion as  individuals, 
triggering a disruption of their regular ties and responsibilities to their families 
(Zhang Hong  2007  ) . 

 But while single migrant women have been able to forge pathways as individuals, 
it should be noted that the family structures they are challenging at this point in their 
lives are  generational  (as daughters) more than  gender  inequalities and their ability 
to dodge family pressures and responsibilities is likely to be temporary. As Yan 
 (  2006 : 120) found, for all the changes that girl power signals, it “challenges patriarchal 
power instead of androcentric power. Because of this, girl power has not brought 
about radical changes in gender equality.” At marriage, women face a different set 
of pressures than they did as single women and marriage often brings with it new 
ways of operating within the urban (or rural) community (Gaetano  2008 ; Yan  2006 ; 
Connelly et al.  2010  ) . 

 For married migrant women, family has a different meaning. Married migrant 
women in Dalian see their own fate and success as closely tied to that of other 
family members. Most often, when they spoke of their role in the family, they spoke 
of using their own resources (many of them newly acquired through their jobs) to 
ensure some better situation for their child, whether it was better schooling or access 
to urban amenities. Thus, they see their newly acquired positions and resources as 
allowing them to make important contributions at home but not as resources that 
would allow them to challenge the male-dominated organization of the household. 
They did not speak of using these newly acquired resources to balance inequalities 
within the family nor to confront the established gender roles and norms of the 
wider society. 

 For married women to challenge gender differences in their lives at home would 
require that women step away from the normative ways of succeeding in Chinese 
society. To confront and challenge gender inequalities would require questioning 
the authority of male dominance more directly; this authority is reinforced in the 
ideological hegemony that gives more attention, weight, and power to males in 
nearly all spheres of Chinese social life. The weight of this normative male domi-
nance has existed for centuries, was relatively unchallenged after 1949, and remains 
in place even after economic reforms over the last couple decades. Thus, these 
cultural values and norms, authority structures, and even acceptable routes of resistance 
are deeply ingrained in all aspects of Chinese society, including family life, and 
have been further reinforced by state policies and programs (Stacey  1983 ; Hershatter 
 2011  ) . Evans  (  2010  )  argues that the greater expectations that mothers will develop 
good relations and communication with their daughters is not, as some have argued, 
a sign of greater equality and a new kind of family life, but can be seen as a 
reinscription of women’s role as the keepers of good relations in the family, the 
guardians of the domestic sphere. In this social environment where there is, at best, 
silence about gender equality in the family, we can understand why it would be 
dif fi cult for a woman to successfully challenge the gender inequalities she faces at 
home. In addition to this social normative weight against such action, challenging 
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structures and roles at home might threaten her ability to achieve overall economic 
stability and status; these households pool income and the individuals within them 
see their fortunes and futures as closely tied with one another. Individual goals that 
ignore the needs of other household members, or even see those members as com-
petitors, would go against accepted norms of behavior in Chinese society today. 

 This strategy also helps to explain why women buy few items for themselves 
alone, but purchase things—clothing, school supplies, special foods, and household 
goods—for their families. They use their success, then, to reinscribed and re-invent 
themselves as good mothers. While many single women migrants making purchases 
for themselves in urban stores “offer[s them] a ‘taste’ of a cosmopolitan lifestyle 
and, more important, their self-af fi rmation as modern gendered subjects” (Pun 
 2005  ) , married women in Dalian consume differently: they consume for the family. 
They indeed use consumerism to construct identity but in this case it is as consuming 
mothers. 6  

 These Dalian women demonstrate that success is possible for migrant women. 
But in looking for efforts toward and indications of women’s success, we  fi nd them 
not in assertions of themselves as individuals. Nor have these women used the new 
opportunities around them to construct themselves as wholly new kinds of women. 
Rather, as for women in the past, being good wives and mothers are also central 
goals and the strategies that they use involve using new structures to fashion them-
selves as successful in these roles. Thus, Dalian women have come to see them-
selves as successful not by throwing off family constraints but rather  through  those 
family constraints. The way that they perform those roles—those gendered familial 
roles—will be different in an urban area than in the rural areas. And today, what 
constitutes a good mother and wife has taken on new forms, as they have in other 
periods of Chinese history. Being able to deal with modern society, being able to 
access urban institutions and buy goods and services available in the urban sector is 
becoming part of the de fi nition of a good wife and, especially, a good mother. Thus, 
Dalian women’s successes are not separate from or in con fl ict with the goals and 
lives of other family members but rather enmeshed with them. 

 This kind of connection between women’s goals and familial roles is not unique 
to contemporary China. Jennifer Johnson  (  2002  ) , writing about mothers in contem-
porary Baltimore (USA), talks about how some women see their work not as 
con fl icting with their familial roles (“the work or family” con fl ict) but rather as part 
of those roles (thus “work  for  family”). Ellen Ewen  (  1985  ) , writing about immigrant 
women in late nineteenth century New York City, argues that mothers saw their 
lives in the factory not as separate from their family lives, but rather, as part of their 
family role; the logic of the family prevailed. In Dalian, women’s familial responsi-
bility—the very construction of success as operating through the family—has been 
reinforced by the discourses of gender, family, and modernity that operate in China 
today. Here we see clearly how the boundaries between public and private, between 

   6   For an interesting discussion of how similar contradictions are part of the ways that infant feeding 
is constructed to make “modern consuming mothers,” see Gottschang  (  2001  ) .  
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the household and the outside world, are not strongly delineated but porous. Thus, 
Dalian women have used the material and discursive elements of the society around 
them to their own purposes, constructing themselves as modern women through the 
very family responsibilities and roles that have, in other circumstances, worked to 
constrain women. The experiences of Dalian women suggest a corrective to some 
arguments about modernity. As modern women, we might expect individualism to 
be at the center of their strategies. That these women are not focused on individual 
goals suggests how modernity is seen and constructed in different ways and that 
these differences will be in fl uenced by other ideologies of gender and family.       
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 The Dalian Economic Zone is one small place in China and we must use care in 
generalizing beyond it. Nevertheless, there is much to learn from the situation there, 
about power, gender, families, and the ways that social and economic changes 
challenge and acquiesce to hegemonic discourses. 

 Looking at a group of women who have relatively recently begun working at 
waged jobs in factories, this study has examined women’s power in their families. 
It found that when we look at this issue at the individual level, the results of these 
new jobs are mixed. That is, after women move to the city and secure a job, they do 
have access to more resources than they would have had in the rural area. This is 
especially true for the group of women on which this study focused: these women, 
already married and most of them with children, often had more secure jobs than did 
many of the single women working in DEZ. 

 These women are fully participating members of their families, with access to 
their own salaries and, as often, the salaries of their husbands. Many of them make, 
or contribute to, economic decisions taking place in the household. And most of 
them have enough say in the use of household income that they contribute money 
regularly to their own parents. At the same time, women remain unequal in their 
households. They are less likely than are their husbands to spend any of the house-
hold income on things for themselves. Particularly notable is the way that the structure 
of the household and its required work—housework and childcare—continues to be 
the responsibility of women. That means that these Dalian women work two shifts 
of work, one outside and one inside the home, and they have little free time. Women’s 
roles and burdens at home are re fl ected in what goes on in the public spaces in 
Dalian. While women spend their evenings at home with children and household 
work and concerns, restaurants and other public areas are populated by men; men 
use that time to socialize, with friends or business contacts. At work, women 
continue to be more likely to be in subordinate, lower-paying jobs than men. These 
divisions indicate that women’s new jobs have not changed long-standing gender 
organization. 

 But these women are by no means powerless. We can see some of their actions 
as the hidden transcripts of subordinate groups, ways to assert themselves in many 
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and various places in their lives. But the power of Dalian women goes beyond such 
hidden transcripts. If we focus only on the public sphere, we miss a great deal 
about the roles of women and men. Perhaps the most important—and potentially 
powerful—role these women play is as mothers. They are often the parent who has 
most say and control over their children, and are clearly involved in planning for their 
children’s futures. As Evelyn Blackwood has argued, this kind of power is about 
women’s role in the production of meaning; “in creating shared identities or gener-
ating material, cultural, or social value, women control social relations and their 
meanings” (Blackwood  2000 : 12). She goes on to explain just how important this 
role is, “   Social identities bestow certain claims, entitlements, and rights to individu-
als and groups, which in turn privilege or disadvantage them in everyday practice” 
(p. 14). Thus, this power gives women a number of sources of power, among them 
making decisions about the services that they themselves or other family members 
will provide, and to whom, and for what return; their position also allows them “to 
de fi ne a need and what would satisfy it” and to socialize family members, especially 
children, to recognize the rights of different groups of people, including women. 

 While gender is an important and necessary lens with which to view the lives that 
Dalian women have made, we have also seen that a gender lens is not enough to 
understand what is happening in Dalian and in other parts of China. These women 
often saw the inequalities surrounding gender as less important to their lives than 
those they faced as rural peasants. In China, urban/rural inequalities dominate the 
lives of rural migrants in key ways. Gender complicates these inequalities, but we 
have seen that one of the ways that women assert themselves as women and mothers 
is through their efforts to succeed in moving from their village to the city. As we 
review the outcomes and potential futures of these and other women, the rural/urban 
divide is a key component. 

   Dalian Women’s Challenges to Inequality 

 Whatever individual women do and do not do, can and cannot do, in their own lives 
and within their families, we must also look at whether and in what ways their 
actions challenge wider norms. One of the key  fi ndings of this study is the weight 
and importance of the larger social environment on individual lives. For example, 
the women I spoke to felt that gender was less signi fi cant an inequality than urban/
rural differences and that perception in fl uenced the routes they took in their own 
lives. Again, gender is involved in all aspects of their lives; we have seen that gender 
actually helps to shape the inequalities between urban and rural areas. Nevertheless, 
the cross-cutting, con fl icting, and reinforcing systems of inequalities and constructions 
suggest the complexities of understanding the outcomes that women experience. 
Here, this study leads us to two central questions: First, in what ways does this 
migration and do these women challenge existing norms, norms about gender, 
norms about rural peasants? Second, this research has demonstrated that women 
choose to challenge certain aspects of their lives and particular inequalities and 
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 barriers they face, and leave others alone. That suggests a question raised in other 
contexts (see Ong and Peletz  1995  ) : at what sites are people compelled to challenge 
hegemony and why? 

 A  fi rst response is that women in Dalian have not been able to use their new work 
and wages to restructure their lives or their position relative to others around them. 
In many ways—and as others have found elsewhere in China (see  Judd 1990,   1994 ; 
Milwertz  1997 ; Pun  1999,   2005  ) —these women end up caught in the old systems of 
oppression and inequality. It may be that these new factory jobs have less potential 
to challenge established gender norms in China than in other societies. Whereas 
women’s work outside the house is itself a challenge to the established gender order 
(at both work and, especially important for this analysis, at home) in some societies, 
this is not the case in China, where it has been expected—even required—that 
women will be full-time workers for much of their lives. Thus, Chinese women are 
not necessarily precipitating a shift in household roles, responsibilities, or authority 
when they become factory workers; urban and rural women have been contributing 
to their families through waged labor for decades. 

 Several researchers have argued that participating in the structures of inequalities 
can serve to deepen those inequalities. Mary Beth Mills has argued that in Thailand, 
rural women’s desires to be modern underscore and reinforce the “hegemonic 
portraits of the cultural marginality of rural Thai life” (Mills  2001 : 46). Solinger 
 (  1999  )  too argues that even as rural migrants challenge many established systems of 
control through their abilities to overcome or go around the barriers put up against 
rural migration, their efforts are, at the same time, an indication of their belief in the 
systems and in the ideological beliefs about the differences and hierarchies between 
rural and urban areas; in addition, rural migrant women’s very actions—their efforts 
to move out of rural areas and into cities suggest that they do believe that socio-
economic mobility—through physical mobility—is possible. Wang Feng  (  2010  )  
also found that even in the face of great inequality, rural-to-urban migrants were 
more likely than either urban or rural residents to be optimistic about the future. 
Guldin  (  2001  )  has documented a kind of reinforcing process, describing the ways 
that rural residents see returned migrant women with a new respect earned by their 
exposure to the more modern urban areas. As Mills  (  2001 : 46) argues about the 
ideologies of modernity, such support in the systems of oppression is not unusual, 
but rather, “a fundamental feature of hegemonic systems, perpetuating relations of 
authority by implicating subordinate as well as dominant agents in their production 
and reproduction. The ef fi cacy of this ideological convergence of modernity and 
gender…lies in its ability to direct the imaginations of individual women into 
practices and desires that individualize their choices—as consumers and performers 
of [modern] identities—that offer little opportunity to construct more collective 
expressions of critique or dissent.” 

 Are rural women better off in urban areas? This question, of course, is not 
 possible to answer in any all-encompassing way. Women migrants have membership 
in two key inequalities—gender and rural/urban; distinguishing between rural/urban 
inequality, and gender inequality which is felt throughout the population, whether 
migrant or not, is key to trying to understand the current social landscape in China 
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today. Women migrants face most of the same gender inequalities faced by 
 non-migrant women, including those living in cities. As we saw in Chap.   4    , gender 
inequality continues to be pervasive across China, and some believe that certain 
dimensions of gender inequality have actually worsened in the post-1980s reform 
period. At any rate, it is certainly not true that urban areas are centers of gender 
equality. Thus, as much as rural migrant women move to cities with hopes that their 
lives will improve, it is not certain that in terms of gender equality, they will be better 
off. Choe et al. (  1995  ) ’s  fi ndings that discrimination against girl children “is more or 
less uniform across families with different socioeconomic characteristics” (62) 
underscore the continuing gender inequalities and their outcomes in urban areas. 
Other research (“Women’s status…”  2001 ; Milwertz  1997  )  has found that among 
urban residents, women put in double days, struggling with their jobs outside the 
home and then returning to the responsibilities of housework and childcare. These 
and many other  fi ndings suggest that urban areas are not models of gender equality. 
Whether they are more gender-equal than the rural areas from which these women 
came is a separate question, and also dif fi cult to measure. Certainly, gender con-
structions can be different in rural and urban areas, and many women in this study 
and in others see their opportunities as women to be greater in urban areas. 

 The burdens that migrant women endure as migrants further complicate the question 
of whether rural women are better off in urban areas. We have seen that migrants are 
often treated with scorn, discrimination, and signi fi cant legal and administrative 
harshness. If they stay in the city, they may have to do so as permanent rural migrants, 
unable to  fi nd a way to change their hukou to urban. And as rural migrant women, 
some of the challenges these women face are the results of the ways that these dual 
inequalities—gender and urban/rural—interact and multiply, creating special 
dif fi culties for women migrants. 

 Thus, the answer about whether they are better off is not easy to answer in any 
de fi nitive way. But that rural women consider Dalian much preferable to alterna-
tives (especially rural residence) is also not surprising. While gender inequality may 
be no less pervasive there than in other places, urban areas nevertheless offer women 
new scripts for their lives and dreams. And as we have seen, key to these new gender 
scripts is the cross-cutting in fl uence of the ideology of modernity. That pull from, 
that faith in, modernity and what it can offer is a major factor in how these migrant 
women assess Dalian and their lives there. Indeed, in the overwhelming in fl uence of 
the discourse of modernities, both on the lives of these women, and on the structure 
and development of Chinese society more generally, we are able to see the impor-
tance of those structures that lie above the individual level but in fl uence individual 
lives. 

 This brings us to the next question of the ways that some hegemonies are more 
likely to be challenged than others. I would argue that this is not a question of which 
hegemony is more important than another, but rather, which ones are more likely to 
be challenged. As we have seen, there are any number of reasons why some are better 
targets than others. Carolyn Hsu  (  2007 : 10) has argued that it is easier to follow 
already existing pathways; these pathways are often social institutions and Hsu 
argues that, “Institutions are patterns of practices… they are established procedures 
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that are so ingrained that people  fi nd it much easier to follow them than to deviate 
from them. A common analogy is a road, or a system of roads. Just as travelers  fi nd 
it easier to follow existing roads than to bushwhack their own path, social actors  fi nd 
it easier to participate in their society’s institutions rather than inventing their own 
practices.” Another element in women’s focus is how disruptive of wider social 
norms a challenge would be. Thus I have argued that women are less likely to challenge 
gender inequalities in their families partly because of the intimate nature of family 
relationships and the dif fi culties of restructuring such close ties. 

 Equally, if not more, important is the weight of family ideology that has been 
long-standing in China. The ways that families are central to societal organization 
and to individuals’ lives and the state support for families mean that to act in any 
way that would weaken the family would go against long-standing and deeply held 
norms. The construction of discourse around families, therefore, is so powerful and 
pervasive that attempting to deconstruct that discourse would take a monumental 
effort. Such an effort, even if successful, might easily disrupt women’s own goals. 
On the other hand, thinking about pathways and forging new ones lends support to 
why urban areas might be attractive to rural women. When socialist institutions 
were dismantled, many roads were destroyed, but few were replaced (Hsu  2007  ) ; 
thus, people had to create their own pathways, and there were likely to be a greater 
variety of possible pathways, including some leading to and within urban areas. 

 Discourses surrounding urban/rural differences are also powerful. The state plays 
a role in all these discourses. We have seen that active and missing state policies and 
laws have helped to shape the lives of all citizens in China. Whether it is state birth 
planning regulations, laws about marriage age, control of private property, or state 
contributions to infrastructure, the state has played a fundamental role in shaping 
discourses of gender, geographical residence, and family. But the state’s less obvious 
role is just as powerful. Ellen Judd calls this state power “grounded” state power, 
found in all aspects of social life and argues that its “effects are not produced by 
governmental decree…. Rather they work through intermediate, customary dimen-
sions of rural social life” (Judd  1994 : 252). And, Judd reminds us, “household and 
village are created and recreated in structures internally structured by the pres-
ences of state power…. Thus, it is not a passive constraint imposed from the outside 
but a productive force operating from within the constituent elements of everyday 
life” (Judd  1994 : 252). 

 But at the same time, social and economic reform has meant that there are cracks 
in the solid foundations of those discourses. Any society is a dynamic, evolving, 
entity, but as Carolyn Hsu  (  2007  ) , writes about strati fi cation in contemporary China, 
in strati fi cation systems in societies like China—which is relatively unstable as it 
undergoes rapid change—there may be more variety of possible paths for individu-
als to follow. In such times, it is not certain what will be valued nor what the rules 
of allocation will be and that may mean that individuals are freer to try new ones. As 
we saw, the DEZ’s relatively new neighborhoods also may help to encourage women 
to experiment with new identities. At the same time, it is also clear these evolving 
strati fi cation systems will not necessarily come to look like those in the west. 
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 Gender is intertwined in all these discourses, events, and changes. The legacies of 
historical events, structures, and ideologies remain in fl uential today. The state is also 
implicated in these discourses, both in the ways it has supported women’s entry into the 
paid labor force, and the ways that policies and immanent state power makes it dif fi cult 
for women to challenge gender inequalities in their lives. With economic and social 
reforms in the last couple decades have come new challenges for gender equalities. 
While these changes have created some new opportunities for women, in other areas, 
they have also served to reinforce old norms. The outcome is that overall, social and 
economic changes, and particularly the turn to more capitalist markets and a consumer 
society, have not provided women with easy access to paths to gender equality. 

 This study has underscored the complexity of understanding how new economic 
opportunities impact women’s family lives. In some areas, we can see that women 
are able to use these new situations to further their own goals. But we also see that 
women’s actions and even the goals themselves are circumscribed in key ways by 
the discursive environment in which they live. Once again, this study underscores 
the importance of context. Power—how it manifests itself, the access that different 
groups have to power, even its very meaning—has to be evaluated within the 
speci fi cities of any society. We have seen here that success too is socially con-
structed, so that different groups and different societies will have different ideas 
about what constitutes success and the best ways to go about trying to achieve 
success. These and other issues such as gender construction and the role of families 
are shaped by many local institutions and practices. We have examined how history, 
the state, social norms, economic organization and economic changes have all 
contributed to the shape of these social institutions. The state plays a key role, here 
as elsewhere, shaping the discourse of any ideology, opening and constraining 
 pathways, making some pathways more effective than others, and in both direct and 
indirect ways, in fl uencing Dalian migrants lives and decisions.  

   The Future 

 Over the last two decades, the Dalian Economic Zone has undergone enormous 
change. From a small village, it  fi rst changed into a quiet economic zone. And in the 
last several years, the zone has taken off. There are more stores, more services, more 
people from different places doing different things. But many things have not 
changed as quickly. Scholars and activists working across China have been nearly 
unanimous in pointing out how the urban/rural divide has not only not disappeared, 
but may have deepened as the country has moved into the twenty  fi rst century. Many 
(Wang  2010 ; Guang and Kong  2010 ; Whyte  2010  )  have suggested possible solutions 
to the problems created by such reforms but no one has predicted that these problems 
will disappear anytime soon. The gender inequality that these Dalian migrants 
currently face is also likely to be an enduring feature of Dalian and Chinese society. 
Women may move into new areas of the economy, and we might hope that husbands 
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and fathers will take on a greater share of the work at home. But the discursive and 
material structures that have such a long history in China and have been reinscribed 
by changes and policies in contemporary Chinese society will continue to exert 
pressures on women that mirror those we have seen for these Dalian women. 
Balancing the attractions and dif fi culties of modernity in China will likely be part of 
women’s lives for a long time, and, as is true of the migrant women at the heart of 
this study, rural migrants will embody many of the contradictions inherent in these 
processes. 

 This volume has argued that for at least some women, being able to take 
 advantage of China’s modernity does not translate into a focus on themselves or on 
seizing these new opportunities to use exclusively for themselves. Rather, these 
women use those new opportunities to strengthen long-held normative roles of 
mother and wife. Whether that continues to be true in the future is not certain. 
Perhaps privatization and all that it brings, especially a focus on the individual and 
on oneself, will take further hold. Indeed, there is much evidence that there is an 
increasing focus on the individual across China. A deepening consumerist culture, 
with its focus on individual goals and happiness, seems opposed to earlier values 
of self-sacri fi ce and dedication to a group beyond oneself. The decreasing in fl uence 
of the Party and the fewer state or Party activities in daily life suggests that the 
“submission of the individual to an of fi cially endorsed collectivity” (   Yan 2000: 
184) has diminished. On the other hand, there is also evidence that family has not 
only remained a strong and important institution to individuals but that its impor-
tance may have increased in context of fewer collective activities. What seems to 
be taking shape, at least for now, is a tension between the pulls of individual identity 
and action and membership in and responsibility to the family. Individuals—
including these Dalian migrant women—are  fi nding ways to their own, individual, 
goals at the same time that they accept and value family as the key social institution 
in their lives and are ready to act for the good of that group as well (see also    Hansen 
and Pang  2010 ; Milwertz  1997  ) . Individuals appear to be achieving a careful 
balancing act that juggles both individual and family, a balancing that re fl ects the 
long legacies of the value of family and collective in Chinese history even as it 
confronts the new market economy and the values produced there. Sara    Friedman 
 (  2005a,   b  ) : 323) has pointed out how both the state and the market have played 
roles—in different parts of China, different roles and emphases—in shaping family 
structure, dynamics, and behavior. She argues for attention to “how both market 
and state forces call on individuals to produce themselves as new kinds of subjects 
through transforming intimate life.” These kinds of observations underscore the 
variety of models of state and market in fl uence and highlight how the form of 
privatization and neoliberalism that is taking hold in China should not be expected 
to look like that found elsewhere (Ong and Zhang  2008 ; Hsu  2007  ) . China’s eco-
nomic and social system is rooted in its own history and priorities. We have seen 
that any new developments are entangled with those that have come before. How 
mothers fare in these developing social structures, and the pathways they take is 
not easy to predict.  
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   Beyond Dalian 

 Even as our understanding of these processes of economic change, modernity, 
migration, and gender constructions must necessarily be local, there are also some 
lessons to be learned that can be taken outside this context. It is clear that measuring 
power at the individual level gives us only a partial picture of what is going on in 
individual lives. Often, when we hear about whether or not someone or some group 
has power, focus is at this individual level. Do they have power over? power to? 
As important as these questions and this perspective is, we need to understand the 
discursive level as well. This larger framework gives us vital information about the 
issues, ideologies, and practices that shape lives at the individual level, and reminds 
us of the strength and challenges of interview-based research. Interviews with 
Dalian migrant women give us important stories and perspectives from key players 
in the changing social landscape. But individuals do not usually focus, discuss, or 
perhaps even notice those larger social structures. They are focused on daily lives 
and struggles, and tend to see failures and successes as products of individual behavior, 
action, and resources rather than part of a larger social world. It is up to a researcher 
to connect those individual pathways and decisions with the larger structures shape 
women’s lives. 

 This research provides a potential corrective to some feminist research, particularly 
some based on western societies, which focuses on what constitutes power and 
success for women. Many western feminists see women’s autonomy as a major 
goal. Indeed, in many societies, women’s lack of autonomy is an indicator of women’s 
subordinate position. But in other places, autonomy is not the ideal for anyone, men 
or women. As Evelyn Blackwood  (  2000 : 13) points out about Indonesia, women’s 
“sense of self derives from being a complementary family person.” The importance 
of complementary roles has always been central to Chinese social organization, 
particularly in families. When we reconsider the historical record regarding women’s 
roles, recognition of the importance of interacting, complementary (while also 
hierarchal) organization gives us a different appreciation for women’s lives; while 
constrained in many ways, in some Chinese eras, and among some socio-economic 
and geographically-located elements, women were able to use gender complemen-
tation and segregation to their advantage, becoming powerful members of their 
families and thus their communities. 

 This kind of social organization helps to explain the ways that Dalian women see 
mothering as a pathway to success. In that way, they use the existing social norms, 
organization, and ideologies to achieve their personally-orchestrated version of 
success. This kind of strategy and construction of identities mirrors an older generation 
of silk factory workers studied by Lisa Rofel  (  1999  ) ; in the process of taking factory 
jobs in Hangzhou, these workers appropriated the socialist discourse of liberation in 
order to challenge a gendered culture of space (what is de fi ned as inside or outside) 
that was at the center of de fi nition of proper femininity. In a parallel fashion, women 
in Dalian have appropriated discourses of family and gender and what constitutes a 
“good woman” or “good mother” to fashion an identity of success. Thus, these 
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Dalian women see themselves as liberated not  from  family constraints but  through  
family constraints. In this case, it is less a liberation from gender oppression as from 
a rural subordinate position. 

 These results suggest that we need to use caution as we try to understand what is 
happening in any society. We might expect that presented with new opportunities, 
migrant women would focus on themselves; we have come to expect that individu-
alism is part of such social features in market economies. Carolyn Hsu’s warning 
about the dangers of “looking for what is not there” is relevant here. She argues that 
in their examination of societies—perhaps especially transitional ones like China’s—
scholars sometimes focus on what they  expect  to be present and, in the process, miss 
what  is  present. In Western societies, and perhaps beyond, there is a dominant ideol-
ogy that expects individualism to be a central feature of market economies (even 
those with “socialist characteristics”) and a proper and necessary goal of any indi-
vidual involved in such an economy; the morality of western industrial capitalism is 
“that human beings are independent, rational individuals who compete with one 
another to maximize economic gains” (Hsu  2007 : 9). From that perspective, we 
would likely expect that the access and opportunities that these migrant women 
have in urban areas would mean they would turn away from or resist a morality that 
continues to put family  fi rst. But when we look closely, we see that women use the 
“new” and “old” structures together to create new, stronger, more powerful identities. 
Not to be used strictly for themselves, but to use for their families. What is happening 
in China reminds us that social change does not produce universal results across 
societies; we must be wary of expecting that “neoliberalism is an inexorable process 
that renders all national spaces intelligible or commensurable in accord with 
predetermined universal norms... rather than... a con fi guration that is at once universal 
and particular” (Ong and Zhang  2008 : 9). 

 The lives of these Dalian migrant women may also offer us new perspectives on 
the meaning of feminism and its successes and failures in China. If women are using 
new resources to shore up their traditional positions as mothers and family members 
rather than to assert their independence from those institutions, we need not assume 
that constitutes some failure of liberation. Instead, it reminds us of the many varieties 
of feminisms and feminist goals. “To move in a different direction [from eurocentric 
feminism] requires pulling apart the singularity of the Chinese woman and then 
holding that multiplicity in tension with a refusal to establish a unitary referent for 
what constitutes feminism” (Rofel  1999 : 52). While two centuries apart, the lives of 
these Dalian women and those of upper class women in the Qing dynasty share 
some common features and provide a new lens through which to examine gender 
and power. Historians (Bray  1997 ; Ko  2001  )  have shown us that women had more 
power in the past than we once believed; that power was rooted in the family; and 
the family itself was the central organizing institution in Chinese society. In perhaps 
similar ways, contemporary women are  fi nding ways to use the ideologies of family, 
gender, and even gender segregation and discrimination to de fi ne,  fi nd, and increase 
their own power; indeed, women are able to  fi nd the many sites of power and resistance 
in such a strategy, taking advantage of the con fl icts and inconsistencies in the social 
fabric around them to  fi nd ways to achieve success in their lives. These outcomes 
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give further weight to current Chinese feminists’ arguments that women’s power 
lies in (or can lie in) the family. Success, then, is found not by overturning family 
constraints but through them. Such a perspective also makes it clearer why Dalian 
women seemed less concerned about power vis-a-vis men and were more focused 
on other issues and challenges in their lives. 

 That said and noted, we must return again to the power of discourse in shaping 
the lives of individuals. Weston’s description of women “caught between the rock of 
structure and the hard place of agency”  (  Weston 1993 : 12) is worth noting here. 
That is, women are individuals who operate in a discursive environment that makes 
some paths, responses, and strategies more likely, more available, and more visible 
than others. Discourses of gender and family, for example, underlie all individual 
decisions these women make; no aspects of life have been too private or personal to 
escape such in fl uence. Divisions between public and private spheres, never very 
strongly delineated in China historically, have been further interwoven since 1949, 
as the state “obliterated distinctions between private and public and absorbed the 
most interior aspects of the private world into the political realm. The private became 
more political than anyone could have ever anticipated” (Glosser  2003 : 174). As we 
watch China turning more and more to a market economy, we might assume the state 
will withdraw from family intervention. But “post-socialist” states are more com-
plicated than such a description implies. On the one hand, the removal of state 
support for families may make families even more important to individuals and 
communities, as the central social institution shaping individuals lives (see Belanger 
and Barbieri  2009 , on Vietnam). On the other hand, even in a market economy, the 
state—what it does and does not do—will continue to be a key factor in family and 
gender constructions. 

 The lens of gender, while certainly not the only possible lens, allows us insight 
into larger issues concerning China and other societies and is another argument for 
the outcome of putting gender at the center of analysis (Hershatter  2007 ; Mann 
 1997  )  to illuminate the processes underway in any society. In this case, a focus on 
gender allows us to see the history of modernity and modernizing projects in new 
ways. We have seen that Dalian women’s lives, experiences, and strategies are inti-
mately tied to discourses of modernity in contemporary (and modern) China. 
Women’s focus beyond themselves and their allegiance to and identity through their 
family roles is connected to what goes on at a distance from the Dalian Economic 
Zone and yet is tied to such spaces and events. Thus, Ong’s  (  1997  )  observations that 
China’s new de fi nitions of and efforts toward modernity and nationalism entail 
reviving elements of Confucianism (see also Wang  1998 ;  Dirlik 2002 ; Lu  2001  )  and 
a complicated relationship to individualism as well help to explain the paths and 
strategies of Dalian women. Here, then, is the argument for recognizing the 
ways that individual women live, strategize, and form their identities and successes 
through interactions with other people and with institutions around them as well as 
through their place within and negotiations with surrounding discourse. These 
strategies and negotiations are sometimes tenuous, often contradictory, and we can 
see from them the multiple pressures and in fl uences among which women in China 
live.       
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