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Abstract
This article explores impacts of migration on young women’s status and gender practice in rural northern China. Based
on ethnographic fieldwork in a village in Shanxi Province, it suggests that rural-urban migration has served partially to re-
construct the traditional gender-based roles and norms in migration families. This reconstructive force arises mainly from
the changes of the patrilocal residence pattern and rural women’s acquisition of subjectivity during the course of migra-
tion. However, after migrant women return to their home villages, they usually reassume their roles as care providers and
homemakers, which is vividly expressed by a phrase referring to one’s wife as ‘the person inside my home’ (wo jiali de).
Meanwhile, although migrant women’s capacity and confidence have greatly increased consequent upon working out
of the countryside, their participation in village governance and in the public sphere has been decreasing. Further ex-
amination suggests that the reinforcement of gender inequality and the transformation of gender relations result from
the continuous interplay of local power relations, market dominance, and unchallenged patrilocal institutions. Through
adopting a life course perspective, it challenges too strict a differentiation between migrant and left behind women in
existing literature.
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1. Introduction

During the last three decades, continuous large-scale
rural–urban migration has brought about a separation
of families with 169 million people leaving their villages,
68% of them men (National Bureau of Statistics of the
People’s Republic of China, 2016). For most of the mi-
grant workforce, migration means dispersing the fam-
ily. According to estimates by Zhang (2006), 47 million
families have been separated as a result of the husband
leaving in search of work and the wife staying behind.
Even so, more than 50 million rural women work as mi-

grant workers in urban areas, which accounts for 40%
of the migrant population (National Bureau of Statistics
of the People’s Republic of China, 2009). Most female
migrant workers are young women who take up low-
skilled, gender-specific jobs in light manufacturing fac-
tories, restaurants and hotels, or as domestic service
providers (Jacka, 2006; Zhang, 2013). However, research
shows that the opportunities for upward social mobil-
ity of young migrant women are very limited (Zhang,
2006). Themajority chooses tomarry theirmigrant peers
whom they have met at work and return to their hus-
bands’ villages for child rearing, and many of these fe-
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male returnees become left-behind women while their
husbands continue to work in the cities. Nevertheless, it
is important to ask: Why is it usually the wife rather than
the husband who stays behind? The typical response is
economic rationality having taken into consideration the
different market returns for men and women and differ-
ential costs of living. However, the reality is that it is often
possible for women to get jobsmore easily thanmen and
to earn more money.

This conundrum has recently been expanded
through two bodies of feminist scholarship: The first
draws on traditional gender norms and practices. It
shows that the decision to have the wife stay behind
to cultivate the land and take care of the home is of-
ten dictated by traditional sex role conventions: ‘The
man dominates outside and the woman dominates in-
side’ (nanzhuwai, nüzhunei; see, e.g., Chen, 2004; Jacka,
2008; Pu & Chen, 2018; Shek, 2006). It also implies that
marriage has completely different meanings for a man
and a woman: It is considered right and proper for a mar-
ried woman to take care of the house and for a married
man to go out to earn a living. The second body of femi-
nist scholarship draws on migrant women’s experiences
of hardship in cities. A national survey indicates that fe-
male migrant workers are paid only 80% of their male
colleagues in the same work position. 60% of female
migrants work without employment contracts, 76% of
them do not have medical insurance, 85% cannot access
pension schemes, and 92% are not covered by unemploy-
ment insurance (Chinese Women and Children’s Rights
Coordination Group, 2007). During the 2010s, the pro-
portion of womenmigrants whoweremarried increased
markedly but, on average, they earned 15.6% less than
other women (An, Broadbent, & Yuan, 2018). In addition
to hardships at work, both single and married migrant
women receive less social support from home and so-
cial networks and consequently are in worse situations
compared to their male counterparts (Li, Yang, Yue, & Jin,
2007; Liu, Yin, Huang, Lin, & Zhang, 2010). Some scholars
therefore argue that rural migrant women are the most
oppressed social groups in contemporary China (Au &
Nan, 2007; Jacka, 2006; Murphy, 2002; Zhang, 2013).
For all the reasons explained, unless both husbands and
wives return to home villages, husbands taking migrant
jobs while wives staying behind at home become domi-
nant gender division of labor in rural households.

Studies have revealed that left-behind women shoul-
der heavy workloads (e.g., Jacka, 2012) but equally that
some of them have attained increasing authority and
decision-making power (e.g., Judd, 1994, pp. 189–191).
However, the label ‘left behind women’ confounds differ-
ent kinds of migration trajectory and experience which
can be understood more clearly through adopting a life
course perspective as below. The impact of different mi-
gration experiences on the status of young women and
on their gendered power relations within households
and the wider community is explored through ethno-
graphic research conducted in Shanxi.

2. Review of Rural Women’s Status and Gender
Relations

Economic reforms have brought new forms of gender in-
equality and discrimination against rural women. In the
reform era since the opening up of the Chinese econ-
omy in the 1980s, rural women’s political participation
has declined and rural girls have continued to enjoy
fewer educational opportunities than boys (Zeng, Pang,
Zhang, Medina, & Rozelle, 2014). Before the reforms, ru-
ral women were bound to the land. The household reg-
istration system restricted their mobility, except through
marriage and a few other means (Xiang, 2015). China’s
moves toward a market economy have loosened the
hold of the household registration system and encour-
aged young rural women and men to work away from
home (Yan, 2003). Millions of young, rural women have
migrated to cities and more economically developed re-
gions, working as waitresses, domestic workers, and fac-
tory production line workers, or transporting and sell-
ing goods from one place to another. They have under-
taken the dirtiest work with the lowest wages and been
marginalized by urban residents because of their rural
identity. As Zhang (2014) has indicated, after more than
25 years of economic reform, a small number of rural
migrant women have settled in cities and become inte-
grated into urban life, but the majority of others are still
working at the bottom of the urban social hierarchy.

At present, young men and women have little choice
but to separate from their families and migrate in search
of paid work because of low incomes to be derived from
agricultural activities and the increasing costs of educa-
tion, health service, and marriage. However, land is still
regarded as peasants’ final guarantee, given the fact that
they have no pension or easily accessible health insur-
ance. Therefore, to ‘guard the land’ (shou tu) is as im-
portant as to ‘leave the land’ (li xiang) for paid work
(Li, 2016). In rural areas, therefore, with most men and
young single women awayworking, middle-agedwomen
have increasingly been taking on the heavy work burden
and responsibility for farming. More than 60% of farm
work is currently being undertaken by middle-aged and
older women (Zhang, 2014), work that is in addition to
reproductive activities which sustains the development
of the Chinese rural sector while freeing male labor for
urban development. Almost all the women will be mar-
ried, frequently with their own husbands working away
from home. Importantly though, increasing numbers of
these women will themselves have experienced migrant
work, returning from the city when childcare responsi-
bilities can no longer be discharged by other relatives.
Left-behind women have often been categorized by fem-
inist scholars as a marginalized group, distinct from mi-
grant women on account to the multiple practical chal-
lenges they face as a consequence of families being split
(Chen & He, 2015; Smyth, Swendener, & Kazyak, 2018;
Zhu, 2018). However, it is important to recognize that
many migrant women become left behind women, left
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behind in villages that were not their own due to adher-
ence to the social norm of patrilocal residence.

The unprecedentedly large-scale rural-urban migra-
tion since the 1990s has not only broken down the ge-
ographical boundaries of everyday life (Liu, Lin, Zhang, &
Li, 2019), but also dissembled the older, locally-based or-
ganizations and the relationships based on them (Chen,
2019; Du, 2019). For most of the migrant workforce,
migration means geographically separating family mem-
bers. In the course of this process, a change in fam-
ily dynamics has inevitably occurred. Migration has de-
stroyed the basic family form associated with traditional
agricultural society in which the whole clan lived to-
gether, thereby sundering the kinship networks estab-
lished on this basis. De-localization resulting from pop-
ulation movement has eroded and undermined the pa-
triarchal family system, with its high degree of over-
lap between kin-based and place-based ties (Jin, 2010;
Sargeson, 2018). Nevertheless, despite the spatial sepa-
ration, family members manage to maintain marital ties
and basic family functions. They have no choice but to
construct a flexible mode of production and life that
spans urban and rural areas (Jin, 2009).

At the individual level, continuous large-scale migra-
tion has brought about atomization and individualization.
Even a temporary move away from the old family and
community order can free individuals from the control of
the male head of the household and the coercive norms
of traditional customs. With their adult children away
from home, parents cannot organize their offspring’s
lives nor make decisions for them. Delocalization result-
ing from migration has therefore reduced the ability of
the older generation to control individual family mem-
bers, especially young people. Moreover, the huge gap
between income obtainable from temporary jobs in the
cities and that from farming has shifted economic power
within the family from the older to the younger genera-
tion. This redistribution of intergenerational power has
been accelerated by the more individualistic value orien-
tation engendered among young migrant workers who
have not only shown their superiority within the eco-
nomic sphere field but also in other areas of social ac-
tivity (Jin, 2010).

Migration, therefore, has shattered pre-existing hi-
erarchies and structures of family life, reshaped gen-
erational and gender relationships, and promoted the
growth of individualization among rural-urban migrants.
In considering its impact of women, the experiences of
migrant women have tended to be positively contrasted
with those of women left behind. But the reality is that
these two groups are increasingly comprised of the same
women as family responsibilities and reverse migration
following the post global financial crisis has brought large
numbers of both women and men migrant workers back
to rural villages and nearby towns. This realization pro-
vokes several questions that are the focus of the ethno-
graphic fieldwork in northern Shanxi reported below.
What has happened to individualized women migrants

when they are re-embedded in the family and family re-
lations throughmarriage? Have they gainedmore power
in everyday gender practice at family and community lev-
els than older generations? What are the impacts of the
returned migrants on gender dynamics?

3. Research Methods

The article draws on findings from qualitative fieldwork
inMaple Administrative Village comprising of five natural
villages (or village groups) in Wood County, itself nested
within Forest Township in northern Shanxi Province:
Pseudonyms for all informants and the Village are used
to ensure anonymity. Situated on the northern slopes of
the Taihang Mountains, opposite a rather broad and fer-
tile plain, forests, streams, grasslands, and farming lands
belonging to the Village have been contracted to individ-
ual households since the mid-1980s. The population has
nevertheless declined from about 2100 in 2000 to some
1200 in 2017. A little over a third of married women are
non-local, having met their husbands during their time
as migrant workers, moving to their husbands’ village ac-
cording to patrilocal norms.

The ethnographic fieldwork took place between
2013 and 2017 and included participant observation in
the Village and 200 interviews with villagers living in all
150 households containing women aged 20–45, here-
after referred to as ‘young women.’ All told, 200 in-
depth interviews were conducted with 26 unmarried
and 124 married young women and their family mem-
bers including 30 young men and 20 older villagers. All
the transcripts fieldnotes were open-coded by a team
of 20 and subjected to a thematic analysis coding most
aspects of lifestyle. Themes appertaining to status and
gender relations are reported below, illustrated through
the words and experiences of eight young women and
their families.

The remainder of the article draws on the ethno-
graphic research findings to explore the transformation
of young women’s role and gender practice against a
background of rural-urban migration and return migra-
tion. It suggests that women’s experience of migrant
work has promoted cross-regional marriages, which
weakens the bond between individual women and their
natal families as well as breaks local customs and norms
both in their natal and marriage villages. After returning
to their husbands’ village, young women can escape cul-
tural practices which infringe on their rights and beliefs
that they picked up from urban lives. Meanwhile, the
practice of patrilocal arrangementmakes thesewomen a
vulnerable target for exploitation, abuse, and discrimina-
tion. As both outsider and ‘the person inside my home,’
women are political under-represented in community
governance. In most cases, the rights and freedom of
women who have migrated are infringed after they re-
turn to their home villages. The final section draws a
brief conclusion.
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4. Transformation of Young Women’s Role and Gender
Practice in Maple Village

In Maple Village, the majority of younger villagers had
experience of migrating for work to nearby cities, coun-
ties, and townships in non-agricultural sectors. Most
men had been engaged in constructionwork andwomen
had worked in service sector. Among all married inter-
viewees, 96 of 124 women (77%) had themselves ex-
perienced working away from the Village; 71 of the 96
women (74%) got to know their husbands during their
time as migrant workers; and 34 of the 71 (48%) did not
live in Maple Village before they married although the
majority came from other places within Shanxi or other
nearby provinces (Table 1). Only two women are from
other remote provinces; one is from Hubei, the other
one is from Guangxi. Most daughters-in-laws who orig-
inally came from remote regions were unwilling to live in
Maple Village if their husbands worked away from home.
Instead, they sought to stay in Maple Village for only one
to three years as necessitated by pregnancy and child-
rearing, then leaving their children with their parents-in-
law to join their husbands inmigrant cities to avoid being
left behind in the Village. Nevertheless, the proportion of
young women who moved to Maple Village on marriage
increased dramatically between 1990 and 2016.

Among the local women who had migrant experi-
ences, 90%hadworkedwithin Shanxi Provincewhile 73%
had worked elsewhere (Table 2). Near half of women
who had worked outside Shanxi Province married and

moved out of Maple Village to join in their husbands.
Among the 96 migrant women engaged in this research,
67 had experience of working both within and outside
Shanxi Province.

5. Delocalization, Individualization, and Breaking Away
from the Old Order

Traditionally, the daily life of Chinese peasants was highly
localized with families living in the same locality genera-
tion after generation, but women’s cross-regional move-
ment has resulted in the dissolution of regional iden-
tity and the sense of local belonging, a process termed
‘delocalization.’

The impact of delocalization on women’s roles and
status can be exemplified by Chen Juan’s case, albeit she,
as a distant migrant, is unusual in remaining in Maple
Village while her husband continued with migrant work.
Chen Juan is a 34-year-old woman with two sons. In the
early 2000s, Chen left her natal home in Hubei Province
and worked as a waitress in a small restaurant in Beijing.
She fell in love with Li Yi, a coworker who came from
Maple Village. Despite objections by her parents mainly
because of the long distance between the couple’s home-
towns, Chen Juan married Li Yi in 2004 and they contin-
ued working as migrants in Beijing. In 2005, Chen Juan
went back to Maple Village after she became pregnant
and thereafter lived in Maple Village while her husband
worked away from home. When talking about her local-
ization in Maple Village, Chen Juan said:

Table 1.Married young women’s premarital residence in Maple Village in 1990 and 2016.

Married Young women’s premarital residence Percentage in 1990 (%) Percentage in 2016 (%)

Local residence 92 63
Residence in Maple Village 45 15

Residence in T County or nearby counties 47 48
Nonlocal residence 8 37

Residence in remote parts of Shanxi Province 2 5
Residence in nearby provinces 0 23
Residence in other remote provinces 6 9

Notes: There were 753married women documented in 1990 and 351 in 2016. Data in 1990was fromMaple Village Demographic Record
in 1990.

Table 2. Young women’s experience as migrant workers in Maple Village, 2016.

Young women’s experience as migrant workers Percentage (%)

Work within Shanxi Province 90
Work at T County or nearby D City 76

Work at the capital city of the Province 8
Work at the other places of the Province 6

Work outside Shanxi Province 73
Work in first-tier/coastal cities 15
Work at other nearby provinces 42
Work in remote provinces 16

Notes: These two groups overlapped. Only premarital residents of Maple Village, 100 young women, were recorded in this table. Data
retrieved from Village documents.
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Local customs in Maple Village is so different from
us [in my hometown in Hubei]….To celebrate Chinese
New Year and other major festivals, they [people in
Maple Village] kneeled and kowtowed to the older
people, especially the older males of the same clan
in the Village….I feel it is hard for me to kowtow to
strangers. So, I never appear in these occasions, [al-
though] I know my parents-in-law expect me to do
that. But in general people are so kind and they don’t
blameme because they understand that I am a south-
erner and I am not used to do this in my natal vil-
lage….But nor do I dowhat I did inmy natal home. [For
example], I never go to temples to pray which every-
body does during festivals in my hometown, even my
mother called and urgedme to go….I feel I am neither
from Hubei nor Shanxi. Sometimes I am confused but
for most of the time, I feel I am free from these cus-
toms, which is good.

Chen Juan’s case illustrates how cross-regional marriage
weakens the binding force of place-based traditional
customs, embodying clan seniority, age, and gender to-
gether with associated normative knowledge. Therefore,
delocalizationwill lead to a breaking away from the older
order. In the course of migration, women are likely to
have not only improved their marital autonomy but also
acquired the consciousness and courage to contendwith
gender discrimination. Even a temporary and partial de-
viation from the older order may have a significant ef-
fect in individuals from the control of the male head of
the household and the coercive norms of traditional cus-
toms. As Chen Juan further put it:

My parents-in-law were not happy when they sawmy
husband cleaning the kitchen after dinner. They said
that ‘a man should not stay in the kitchen.’ I try to
avoid any conflicts with them, but I still think that
I cook so he ought to do the cleaning. When we
worked together in the city, it was always me cooking
andmy husband did the cleaning, as all the other cou-
ples did in urban areas.My parents-in-law don’t come
to our house that often now, maybe they have real-
ized that they cannot change our lives in our house.

As illustrated in the above quotation, couples withmigra-
tion experiences typically adopted a new gendered divi-
sion of labor within their household. These new arrange-
ments freed younger generations from parental control
and undermined the traditional gender norms within
their extended family. This deconstructive force is mainly
a product of rural women’s acquisition of subjectivity
during the course of migration and from the break with
the old order resulting from delocalization.

Migration serves both as a process whereby the
younger generation of women is stripped away from tra-
ditional customs and a process of restructuring family
power relations. On one hand, the huge gap between
the income obtainable from temporary jobs in the cities

and subsistence income from farming has accelerated
the shift of economic power within the family from the
older to the younger generation. On the other, the in-
dividualistic value orientation of young migrant workers
has exacerbated the decline of the older generation’s fa-
milial power.

Interviews with older family members who were usu-
ally parents-in-law of married young women revealed
that older generation has gradually lost their ability
to control individual family members, including their
daughters-in-law. For example, Zhang Li, a woman in her
mid-20s who returned toMaple Village in late pregnancy
in 2016, recognized parents-in-law were “not in a posi-
tion to decide for them.” Her mother-in-law explained
that the majority of family income was generated by the
younger people, therefore, she sighed:

The status of younger people, especially the
daughters-in-law, is so different from us in the old
times. They, rather than older people, dominate fam-
ily affairs….My son has to [makemoney and]maintain
his small family and daughter-in-law is in the posi-
tion to budget expenditures….Nowadays all money
comes from young people’s income from migrant
work, therefore we older people have no power to
command them.

New living conditions provide another important pre-
condition for the young generation to free themselves
of parental control. Alongside the general economic de-
velopment in rural China, most young couples were
able to afford to have their own houses detached from
the elderly. Over 90% of the young women we inter-
viewed in Maple Village did not live together with their
parents-in-law.

Young married women were not alone in finding in
the experience of migration the courage to challenge pa-
triarchy; unmarried youngwomenwere able to do so too.
Interviews indicated that leaving home to work serves
as an important option, enabling young women to gain
greater economic and marital autonomy in the future.
For example,Mingjuan, a 19-year-old, stayed at home for
two years after her middle school. She negotiated with
her parents about going to the adjacent D city for work,
but as the only daughter of her parents, she was not ini-
tially allowed to leave home. Mingjuan said:

Parents encouragedmy brothers to work in D city, but
they didn’t wantme to go.Maybe theywere scared of
memarrying far away from home. But I need to prove
my worth too.

6. Patrilocal Residence and Women’s Subordination
within the Household

Despite the reconstruction of inter-generational power
relations within the extended family, field observations
show that the traditional pattern of male domination
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and female subordination persists within the nuclear
family, even among younger generations with experi-
ence of migration. While migration promotes a focus on
individual achievement, albeit in the interests of the fam-
ily, and stimulates greater gender equality within conju-
gal relationships because of both partners earning, the
ideology of the patriarchal family continues to shape
attitudes and behavior especially after returning from
the city.

Within the nuclear family, even if female familymem-
bers earn more than their male counterparts, the boss
of a family remains the husband and the gender division
of labor in these migrant families also follows the old
practice: The man goes out to work while the women
takes care of the house. To illustrate, Cai Ying, a woman
in her early 40s, met her husband during migration work
in H city and moved to Maple Village on pregnancy. She
looked after household as well as ran a shop while her
husband worked away in the construction industry as a
carpenter. She complained about gender-based division
of labor in her family:

Since we came back to his village, he has become in-
creasingly unhappy to share housework at home be-
cause most other women in the village manage ev-
erything at home while husbands pick up paid jobs.
He feels his face is put down on the ground if he
does it….We both make money for the family. But
we cannot go back to the old days when we worked
away from home in H city and both shared the house-
hold chores.

In her husband’s view, however, when asked about his
wife’s contribution to the family, he explained:

I bring money home every month and the shop is
always there no matter who looks after it. With or
without my wife, our family income is a fixed num-
ber. My life is just easier and more comfortable with
her around.

As illustrated by the above quotations, it remains the pre-
vailing view that it is appropriate for a married woman
to take care of the house and for a married man to earn.
This is mainly because of different social expectations for
gender roles rather than the superiormarket returns that
can sometimes be achieved by men. In the patriarchal
family system, the household chores and services per-
formed bywomen are unpaid and therefore not included
in cost accounting. Accordingly, it is a ‘natural’ choice for
the migrant family to use women’s unpaid work to min-
imize the apparent costs of providing necessary care for
children and elders.

Fieldwork inMaple Village shows that 80%ofmigrant
women who return to the Village do so because of fam-
ily reasons including the need for support from gaining
extended family during pregnancy and child rearing. But
such decisions are also driven by husbands’ conscious-

ness of their rural roots. As indicated in Cai Ying’s case,
younger women gain more power in the process of mi-
grant working, however, the existence of patrilocal res-
idence reinforces male dominance and unequal gender
relations. Her contribution to family income was greatly
undervalued. The underlying reasons are two-fold: First,
for thousands of years, Chinese peasants have retained
close links with their plots of land. Conscious of their ru-
ral roots, migrant workers rarely uproot themselves from
their home villages althoughmost villagers have invested
little in agricultural work. Even if young peasants obtain
jobs andmarry in the city, they will have their new house
built on the site of the old one in the countryside, and/or
buy a commercial apartment in a small city, county, or
town near their home village, they will hold the wedding
ceremony in their native village, and usually also send
back their pregnant wives to their native village for care
that they seek from the older generation.

Secondly, migrants are denied the possibility of be-
coming urban citizens for reasons of policy. To acknowl-
edge the special difficulties faced by labour migrants in
China, it is necessary to understand its unique house-
hold registration (hukou) system, which was established
in 1958. Under the hukou system, people were classified
as either rural and urban residents and before the 1980s
rural–urban migration was strictly prohibited. Even in re-
cent decades with migration effectively encouraged, the
type of household registration (rural or urban) can be
changed only in exceptional circumstances. Therefore,
the vast majority of rural Chinese is tied to their village
by their agricultural hukou and the benefits attached to
it, for example, the minimum living allowance (social as-
sistance), cooperative medical insurance, and education
for children.

Rural lineage, land rights, and the hukou system tie
migrant workers to their homeland as a thread pulls a
kite. And in a patrilocal culture, young married women
have little choice but to go to their husbands’ native vil-
lage and live/neighbour with their in-laws while the hus-
bands work away from home. As with Cai Ying, although
they gain knowledge and capability to become indepen-
dent wage-earners through their experience of being mi-
grant workers, marriage embeds or entraps them back
in a patriarchal system. Cai Ying reverted from an indi-
vidual to a family-oriented housewife, and subsequently
from independence to being husband-centered.

A similar fate would appear to await the younger
women in Maple Village, albeit they are hoping for
something different. Traditionally, young women got be-
trothed between the ages of about 20 and 22 and mar-
ried at around 24. In marked distinction, all the unmar-
ried women in Maple Village had left the Village by the
age of 19, some as early as 16. Obtaining work was not
their only goal as illustrated by unmarried 19-year-old
Chen Yu:

I want to meet more people before I findmymarriage
partner. It would be impossible for me to go out to
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see the outside world after I’m 22 years old. Parents
will find someone for me to marry in the Village or in
neighboring villages.

When asked about her future plans, Chen Yu was uncer-
tain about where the future would take her because she
still had not find a marriage partner. She reflected:

I will wait and see. I prefer to live in the city if I can
find someone there. But most likely I will be soon go-
ing back to the marriage partner’s village wherever it
is. All women will get married after all, then go home
and let his family support me.

While as already noted, migration can lead to young
women having a different world view, and the norm
of patrilocality remains a dominant factor. A survey in
2019 of the status of Chinese women indicates that as
many as 70% of peasant women still adopt patrilocal
residence and only about a quarter living away from
their husbands’ villages (Liu, Liu, & Jin, 2019). Until a
fundamental change takes place in the three pillars of
the rural household—patrilocal residence, patrilineal de-
scent, and patriarchal authority—being married means
that these women will once again be embedded in fam-
ily power relations of domination and subordination and
will thereafter be subject to the norms and constraints of
patriarchal ideology. They drift away from the old family
relations and become atomic individuals, only then to be-
come re-embedded into a reconstruction of patriarchal
family relations. While not a simple reproduction of the
original system, it largely maintains the gender hierarchy
and sexual role norms of the traditional family.

7. Patriarchy and Women’s Under-Representation in
Village Decision-Making

While young women ‘left-behind’ in Maple Village are
both better educated and more world experienced than
in the past, they were no more able to participate in
Village governance and public affairs. In Maple Village,
between 2006 and 2016, nowomenwere engaged in the
Village management committee and none of 28 mem-
bers of the village Party branchwerewomen in 2016. The
Village head of Maple Village explained:

Young women are more capable than the older gener-
ations. But it is a rule for women to stay inside to look
after the family andmenwork outside to deal with big
issues. It also works in Village governance.

Other male members in the Village committee con-
firmed and amplified this traditional, discriminatory
perspective:

Women usually don’t care about village politics;
rather, they are more interested in gossiping about
more trivial things….Women are usually narrow-

minded, they are born to be homemakers. (Personal
communication, Chen, 2016)

Women are still incapable of managing the Village. An
intelligent woman is at most a good adviser for her
husband. But can you imagine that the whole Village
is all led by a woman? I have never heard about it.
(Personal communication, Wang, 2015)

However, these views were not in accord with the facts
as revealed in an attitude survey conducted as part of
the fieldwork. This indicated that 40% of young women
in Maple Village, including five female Party members,
were keen to be involved in Village governance, partic-
ularly in resource allocation decisions such as land ro-
tation and dibao (minimum living standard allowance)
management. However, in China’s patriarchal society, un-
married young women are not considered to be fam-
ily members or village members and consequently have
no property rights or political rights. Married women, al-
though considered as family and community members,
often encounter practical constrains in political participa-
tion as explained by Peng, a Partymember in hermid-30s
who moved to Maple Village from Hunan:

I have lots of ideas of how to improve our Village.
Some are good practices that I have experienced in
my natal village. But it is unlikely for me to be elected
as Village head by villagers. I have only lived in this
Village for a few years. People knowme as an outsider,
especially as I come from a distant place and still can-
not speak the local dialect….People would never let a
woman with southern accent decide for them. I can-
not even speak to the Village cadres about my ideas.
I can imagine that if I go to talk to them, not only my-
self, but my husband and the whole family would be
teased for it.

The political aspirations ofwomen inMaple Village firmly
held in check by patriarchal system of Village governance
that, in 2016, meant that even the position of women’s
representative on Maple Village committee was taken
by a man. Male Village cadres prioritized the masculine
nature of Village governance and women were conse-
quently excluded from Village decision-making. In 2016,
even the Patrilocal institution further deprived women’s
social capital and it further prevented them from make
allies in politics.

As such, Maple Village is not exceptional (e.g., Jacka,
2018; Jacka & Sargeson, 2015; Yu& Cui, 2019). According
to the third national survey of women’s status conducted
in 2010, women accounted for only 5.8% Village direc-
tors (including vice directors) and 5.4% of female Village
Party secretaries (including vice secretaries; Song& Zhen,
2013, p. 286). While young womenmay have gained con-
siderable experience of independent decision-making
during migration, their autonomy is heavily constrained
on their return to Village both within the family and es-
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pecially in political life. Denied the opportunity to exploit
their experience and to build political and social capital,
women are likely to remain left behind not just geograph-
ically in the Village, but in all spheres of social and politi-
cal life (Luo & Chui, 2019).

8. Conclusion

The research suggests that an important consequence of
sustained large-scale migration has been an erosion of
regional identity and the dissolution of a sense of local
belonging for many young women who have migrated.
While women acquire experience and knowledge as a
consequence of migration that might be thought likely
to empower them (Jacka, 2006; Jin, 2010; Seeberg & Luo,
2017; Shen, 2016; Sun, 2016), their role in their patrilo-
cal village, being excluded from active participation in vil-
lage governance, regresses to that of ‘the person inside
my home.’

Through acknowledgingmigration as a short-term ex-
perience in women’s life course, this article problema-
tizes contemporary discourse on the dichotomy of mi-
grant and left-behind women. While ‘husbands work as
migrant labors and wives left-behind’ has become a new
gendered division of labor, this should not be construed
as meaning that women have been passively left be-
hind as ‘victims’ as may have been true for first gener-
ation migrants. Rather, women themselves have been
migrating in ever larger numbers and, with a focus on
young women’s life stories after temporarily or perma-
nently returning to their home villages from migrant
work, the article reveals that continuous large-scale mi-
gration has been an important structural force enabling
change in rural families. As Shen (2016) has also demon-
strated, large-scale migration has transformed the tradi-
tional patriarchal orders in Chinese rural society by in-
creasing non-patrilocal residence. This research further
shows that women’s agency is conditioned by various
forces playing in both enabling and constraining ways.
Paying attention to the comprehensiveness of social, cul-
tural, and geographic contexts also enables us better to
understandwomen’s status and gender practices. Formi-
grant returnees, increasing numbers of cross-provincial
marriages have broken local customs, while both men
and women’s exposure to more equal gender practice in
urban settings have helped reconstruct gender relations
within rural households. The implications of younger gen-
erations becoming the main bread earners for the ex-
tended family are particularly profound, weakening the
intergenerational transmission of beliefs and values.

However, despite the active engagement of women
in migration, gaining new life-skills during the process
and the increasing freedom to choose life partners for
themselves (Sun, 2019; Zhang, 2013), family power re-
lations, and gender norms have only partially altered.
The essential characteristics of the patriarchal institu-
tion, including the paternal lineage system and male
dominance in decision-making, have remained largely

unchallenged. When migrant women leave the city on
pregnancy to live in the husband’s village, they re-enter
a world framed by patriarchy. The traditional conven-
tion that ‘the man dominates outside and the woman
dominates inside’ and that the destiny of a woman is to
be ‘the person inside my home’ continues to hold back
women’s progress.
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