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Abstract

This article applies the concept of care circulation (Baldassar and Merla, Transnational
families, migration and the circulation of care: understanding mobility and absence
in family life, 2013) to the processes involved in the care of old people in rural China,
an area which has hitherto been predominantly located in a quantitatively based
intergenerational transfer framework. Drawing upon a qualitative study of rural
families in the context of rural to urban migration, this article examines the
multidirectional and asymmetrical exchanges of caregiving and care-receiving and
seeks to provide a more nuanced understanding of the impact of migration upon
ageing and familial care in rural China. First, going beyond a unidirectional flow or
two-way transfer, this article reveals that care circulates between different family
members, in different locations, to differing degrees, over the life course. This
circulation framework enables an examination of intra-generational dynamics as well
as intergenerational relations. Second, this article draws attention to the mediating
factors that impact upon the ways in which adult children care for the older
generation. It reveals how the employment status of migrating adult children, the
temporal dimension of migration and family life cycle of migrating children as well
as family relations between the older generation and adult child generation are
critical factors. These factors also contribute to the quality of care provided. Finally,
while confirming existing scholarship that gender is an important dimension in
structuring old age support in rural China, this article calls for a more differentiated
approach among generations of women and between regions, revealing the ways in
which local migration history interacts with intergenerational dynamics to determine
the cohort of women that endure the greatest burden of care.

Keywords: Ageing, Care circulation, Migration, Intergenerational relations, Gender,
Qualitative research, Rural China

Background
In China, family has traditionally been the primary institution responsible for providing

care for older people. However, this ‘traditional’ model of familial support has come under

pressure as China has entered a period referred to by some as ‘super ageing’ (Joseph and

Phillips 1999). In 2014, the number of people in China who were 60 and over had reached

200 million (15 % of the population), with two thirds living in rural areas (Wang 2014). By

2050, this number is expected to exceed 400 million (35 % of the population). What makes

China different, and the challenges more acute, is the sheer number of people (almost 20 %

of the world’s population), the stage of economic development and the relatively low-
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income level of those involved. Among the ageing population in China, the majority

(it is estimated to be two thirds) of older people live in rural areas where many state

welfare provisions are limited (Ye and He 2008). The position of the older people in

rural areas is complicated by the fact that, since the 1990s, there has been a large-scale

migration of younger workers from rural to urban areas and this has geographically

separated many adult children from their ageing parents.

The Chinese rural-urban distinction is not simply a geographical issue; it is also a sys-

temic one (Yan 2003). A household registration system—the Hukou—was introduced in

1958 and requires every Chinese citizen to be registered at birth with the local authorities

as either an urban or a rural householder, and this divides the entire population into two

different kinds of subject (Zhang 2001). The operation of the Hukou has deprived rural

residents of many rights, including state pension and various welfare provisions that

urban residents are entitled to and so rural residents have had little choice but to continue

with a long established system of informal familial support (Lee and Xiao 1998).

Since the 1980s, China has adopted an approach to socialist development centred on

economic liberalisation; collective farming has been displaced by a return to family

farming, markets relaxed and government restrictions on rural-urban migration re-

duced. As a result, one of the largest migrations in human history has ensued, with an

estimated 160 million people now classified as rural-urban migrants (Cai et al. 2012).

Yet, despite moving to an urban area, the Hukou continues to restrict the migrants’ ac-

cess to resources and benefits in the cities. This lack of state welfare support, combined

with an institutional discrimination against rural migrants, has created particular chal-

lenges for rural families in the context of rural-urban migration.

Changing intergenerational support in rural families

The impact of the rapidly ageing population and rural to urban migration on the old age

support system in rural China is attracting unprecedented scholarly attention. This exist-

ing scholarship largely falls into three areas: the impact upon health and wellbeing of stay-

behind parents, how the structure of intergenerational support changes after migration

and the gender division of intergenerational support for older people in rural families.

With respect to the impact of migration upon health and wellbeing of stay-behind

parents, Zhang et al. (2005) found that household support and emotional support were

effective in reducing mortality when delivered at closer proximity, implying that geo-

graphic distance has a negative impact upon the delivery of old age support (also see

Cong and Silverstein 2011). With respect to the changes in the structure of intergener-

ational support after migration, Guo et al. (2009) found that support from out-

migration, adult children became parent-need oriented; that is, parents in greater finan-

cial and instrumental need were associated with higher probability of receiving support.

Luo and Zhan (2012) found that after adult children migrated, parents adjusted trad-

itional expectations of filial piety and confined old age care to financial support. Cong

and Silverstein (2011) found financial support (enhanced by migration) could have

positive effects on financial security and the welfare of parental generations, to some

degree offsetting the disadvantage of living at a distance. Going beyond unidirectional

support flows from the migrant to their stay-behind family, Cong and Silverstein (2012)

adopted a gendered extended family perspective to examine how older parents’
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involvement in grandchild care affected adult children’s support for older parents, find-

ing a two-way transfer between generations in the context of migration.

With respect to the gender division of intergenerational support for older people in

rural families, the division between sons and daughters is a reflection of two interre-

lated social-cultural features (see Song et al. 2012; Cong and Silverstein 2012). In ac-

cordance with overarching filial norms, male heirs and their wives should be the

primary providers of support for parents in old age while married daughters are obli-

gated to provide support to their in-laws rather than their own parents (Lee and Xiao

1998). A gendered pattern of migration has complicated this model; that is, while both

single women and men migrate to cities for work, after marriage, a man will generally

return to migration labour while a woman will not (Fan 2003). Where migration is

more established, however, a trend is emerging in some regions that once childbearing

has been completed, mothers also migrate leaving the children behind with their grand-

parents. Studies of this group found that in the absence of sons, stay-behind daughters

in rural areas are playing an increased role supporting their own parents (Xu 2001; Ye

and He 2008; Song et al. 2012; Cong and Silverstein 2012). Nevertheless, while daugh-

ters play a more active role in their parents’ support network, parents still name sons

to be the preferred support providers (Cong and Silverstein 2014; Luo and Zhan 2012).

There are several limitations with existing scholarship: first, it is largely located in a

framework of either a unidirectional transfer from migrants to stay behind kin or a two-

way intergenerational transfer between adult children and older parents. The multidimen-

sionality of the old age support system, including intra-generational dynamics, has been

largely overlooked. Second, based upon an implicit assumption of migration as a momen-

tous event, it has placed great emphasis on identifying the positive or negative impact of

geographical separation with insufficient attention to revealing ‘situational’ factors mediat-

ing the impact. Third, existing scholarship is predominately concerned with the structure

and function of support; this has been achieved at the expense of the processes and qual-

ity of support. This limitation is partly related to the fact that the majority of existing stud-

ies on rural ageing and intergenerational support draw upon survey data1 and this is

generally collected from only one member of the older generation in a study unit. While

survey data can quantify intergenerational transfer, existing studies inferred interactions

between parents and adult children instead of examining the process directly and so this

approach does not capture the subtleties and complexities within a family. Finally, existing

studies generally draw upon data from a single region; given the scale and diversity of

rural China, variances in intergenerational support between different regions have been

completely overlooked. Given the limitations of the existing scholarship, rapidly ageing

population and large scale rural-urban migration in China, there is an urgent need to seek

a new analytical approach that captures both wider advances in academic research and

the changing make-up of rural family life in the context of migration.

Migration and care

Many global policymakers see migration as a vehicle for potential economic growth;

however, it also presents major societal challenges. In response to this, there is a grow-

ing global scholarship on the migration-care interface. One strand of this literature has

examined transnational mothering in the context of ‘global care chains’ (see Hochschild
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2000) and drawn attention to phenomena such as ‘care drain’ and ‘care replacement’

(see Lutz and Palenga-Möllenbeck 2012). This focuses upon the unidirectional care

flows from the migrant to their stay-behind family and is framed within the context of

commodified female domestic labour flows from the global south to the global north.

Another strand of research has drawn on a broader definition of transnational families

to include a wider range of multidirectional, intergenerational care relationships (see

Baldassar et al. 2007). This research tends to challenge the prevailing assumption that

geographical distance negatively affects family caregiving by emphasizing the ‘portabil-

ity of care’ (Hoang and Brenda 2012).

Following the broader definition of transnational families, Baldassar and Merla

(2013) have developed a conceptual framework—‘care circulation’—in order to

unite the studies of migration and caregiving. They define ‘care circulation’ as ‘the

reciprocal, multidirectional and asymmetrical exchange of care that fluctuates over

the life-course within transnational family networks subject to the political, eco-

nomic, cultural and social contexts of both sending and receiving societies’

(2013:22). This concept reiterates that mobility and absence are normal features of

modern family life, as opposed to the common perception that families are formed

by members who live in close proximity (Baldassar and Merla 2013). While Baldas-

sar and Merla focused on transnational families, given that the Hukou restrictions

have a similar function as the immigration constraint on transnational families,

their framework is applicable to Chinese internal migration. There are a number of

reasons why the framework is a particularly effective method for informing the

analysis of the Chinese data.

First, a broader definition of care assists in understanding the interactions between fam-

ily members in different geographical locations. Baldassar and Merla follow Finch (1989)

and define family care involving the following: financial and material support (including

cash remittances or goods such as food, clothing, and paying household and other bills

such as medical care); practical support (exchanging advice and assisting with tasks); emo-

tional and moral support (aimed at improving psychological wellbeing); personal care

(feeding and bathing); and accommodation (providing shelter and security). This multidi-

mensional lens enables distinctions to be made between proximate caring practices that

require physical co-presence; caring practices that can be exchanged at a distance through

the use of communication technologies and proxy caring practices involving the coordin-

ation of support provided by others (Baldassar et al. 2014).

Second, governed by ‘norms of generalized reciprocity’, care is ‘given and returned at

different times and to varying degrees across the life course’; thus, care should be ‘cir-

culating among family members over time as well as distance’ (Baldassar and Merla

2013:7). This feature of care helps move beyond the current literature on old age sup-

port in rural China that is embedded in either a unidirectional or a two-way intergener-

ational transfer and necessitates an examination of intra-generational and

intergenerational dynamics. Further, the temporal component draws attention to the

ways in which care needs evolve over the life course and how different generations are

situated in the spectrum of dependency and independency as care providers and recipi-

ents. Indeed, migration itself has a temporal dimension and so caregiving and care-

receiving roles, as well as caregiving arrangements, vary over the migration cycle, as

well as over the life course.
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Third, the care circulation framework emphasizes that the quality of the relationship

is more important in the efficacy of care exchange than the mode and form of caregiv-

ing (Baldassar et al. 2014). This highlights the need to look beyond the task and pay at-

tention to the quality of care. Western scholarship on care has drawn attention to two

different but interrelated dimensions of care in the English language: ‘caring for’ and

‘caring about’. Caring for is an activity state, often associated with serving needs, spe-

cific tasks and obligations while caring about someone is a feeling state, linked with af-

fection, affinity and emotion (Thomas 1993; Ungerson 1990). Studies in western

countries have shown that ‘effective’ care requires ‘caring about’ emotions while some

family care can be provided in an instrumental and calculative spirit (Bowlby, et al.

2010). In the Chinese language, there is not an encompassing word like ‘care’ but a

number of terms exist to describe caring relationships. The terms, zhaogu or zhaoliao,

are the closest equivalent of ‘caring for’ and guanxin is the closest equivalent of ‘caring

about’. Since zhaogu/zhaoliao2 are generally used when collecting survey/interview

data, the existing literature on ageing in rural China can inform us about the frequency

and contents of caring practices but little is known about ‘caring about’ and the effects/

quality of care.

Finally, Baldassar and Merla (2013:12) highlight the importance of ‘taking into ac-

count the structurally diverse, asymmetrical, situated and gendered ways in which care

may circulate within transnational family networks’. This is illuminating in two re-

spects: as Chinese families are traditionally organized according to a hierarchy of gen-

der, age and generation, this framework alerts us to the need to examine how the

intersection of gender and generation might shape the exchange of care between family

members in rural China. Further, the emphasis upon ‘situated’ contexts necessitates an

investigation of local sociality in impacting the ways inequalities of care circulation are

produced. For example, different migration trajectories in different regions have been

identified (Fan 2007), but how these different paths affect the old age support system

remains unexplored.

This article is the first to apply the ‘care circulation’ analytical framework to examine

the processes of care for old people in rural China, an area which has hitherto been pre-

dominantly located in a quantitatively based intergenerational transfer framework.

Through the case study of rural China, this article also hopes to add to global knowledge

of ageing, migration and family from a Chinese perspective. For thousands of years, filial

piety was the defining principle of relations between adult children and older parents in

China. The key features of filial piety were a total submission of the will of adult children

to that of senior generations. Adult children were therefore obliged to provide all-round

support to their parents, and it was a patrilineal obligation because the patrilocal custom

placed married daughters on the filial map of their in-laws.

As a consequence of the twentieth century’s political and socio-economic transforma-

tions, the nature of filial obligation has changed; filial piety has morphed into a filial

support based upon ‘mutual need, mutual gratitude and mutual support for two-way

exchange of support and care’ (Croll 2008:110). Under this new ‘intergenerational

contract’ (Croll 2008), reciprocity has become the key principle in maintaining a

two-way exchange of support. In spite of this, contemporary intergenerational rela-

tions in China remain culturally defined by a sense of obligation that may or may not

mix with emotions of ‘love’ and the qualitative history of their relationships. By
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grounding analysis in a local-cultural sociality, this article reveals the Chinese moral

ethics and rural material reality that bind people within networks of family duty and

reciprocity act as a ‘pump’ (Tronto 2011) in the Chinese care circulation system.

Methodology
The majority of existing studies on intergenerational relations in rural China are statis-

tical surveys. Although these studies may map out a trend, this is often to the detri-

ment of examining in more depth the complexities and dynamics of lived experiences,

tensions, strategies and expectations of the people who have experienced social change.

In particular, policy formulation for ageing in the Global South requires knowledge of

the ‘internal dynamics of communities, neighbourhoods, kin networks and family rela-

tions and requires qualitative research to bring up the silences within the arena of day-

to-day living to the surface’ (Risseeuw, 2001:28-29). A qualitative methodology has been

adopted here to capture the micro-level processes that constructed people’s experi-

ences. Research shows the value of life histories in capturing lived experiences and per-

sonal accounts of human agency (Wengraf et al. 2002) especially in the context of

migration. Furthermore, life history provides the overlap in the chronology between

family members and is particularly important in studying family relationships. As most

people live most of their lives in families, life history interviewing is an effective ap-

proach for gaining in-depth insight into changing family relationships and relevant

strategies.

Using Chinese academics as local contacts, I was introduced to two villages in rural

China (one in Shandong province, village 1, and one in Hunan province, village 2) and

lived in each village for 2 months, respectively, during 2011. Purposive non-random

sampling techniques were used to recruit families to the study (Mason 2002) ensuring

that a broadly representative spread of ages, gender, social hierarchies and family sizes

were included. In total, 17 families took part in the project and 60 individual, private,

interviews were conducted across at least two (and sometimes three) generations in

each family with both male and female family members. The representativeness of a

small-scale in-depth study in the two villages is inevitably limited compared with the

scale and diversity of China. However, as indicated in the ‘Findings’ section, this study

found similar processes of general intergenerational trend as quantitative studies in

other regions, reflecting the commonalities of the villages experiencing a high propor-

tion of migration and strengthening the transferability of the findings to the under-

standing of rural families in the context of migration.

Each interviewee was asked to recall his/her childhood first and then encouraged to

take the lead. If not covered during the natural course of the ensuing conversation, spe-

cific questions relating to relationships with family members were asked. All interviews

except one were tape recorded and fully transcribed. A thematic analysis was applied to

each transcript to identify common themes that emerged from different transcripts in

each generation. A further in-depth analysis on intergenerational relations was also car-

ried out for each household.

In both villages, a high proportion of the population was over 60 years old

(13 %—similar to the national average) and a high proportion of households had expe-

rienced migration (70 %). In the Shandong village, there was no state pension provision;

by contrast, the Hunan village had been included in a national pilot pension scheme
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(covering 10 % of the villages in China) which entitled all inhabitants to a monthly state

pension of 55 Yuan (c. £5) on reaching 60 years old. Entitlement to the pension was

based upon all adult family members contributing to the scheme.

Both sets of villagers were covered by state medical insurance. However, like the rest of

rural China, the level of cover was grossly insufficient, that is, state reimbursement only

related to hospitalization and so villagers could not use their contribution to offset the

cost of medicine (which was a major form of medical treatment for them). With ineffect-

ive state support, it was the family unit that villagers could turn to when they needed help.

Informal familial support formed the major basis of welfare provision in both villages.

In village 1, since the early 1990s, young male villagers had started to migrate to the

cities to work (mainly Beijing and other provincial cities in Northern China) but the

number was relatively small. Having seen the early pioneers earn considerably inflated

wages, others followed and migration increased markedly from 2000 onwards. The gen-

der composition of migrants aged between 16 and 25 was balanced. For this cohort,

young men and women usually migrated to work in a factory after completing/drop-

ping out of school. However, after returning to the village to marry, the majority of

husbands continued to migrate while wives stayed behind in the village (although a

small number of couples migrated together). Therefore, the people who formed the

majority of village residents day-to-day were older people, married women and grand-

children. The older generation lived on their own, the stayed-behind daughter-in-law

and/or married daughters actively engaged in non-agricultural work in nearby towns

but would return to the village everyday and so were on call if needed. Grandchildren

lived with their own mothers but during the day when their mothers were at work,

were handed over to older generation.

Being close to Guangdong, one of the earliest economic development zones in China,

village 2 had a longer history of outward migration; from the early 1980s, young men

first went out to work on construction sites after dropping out of school. Most of them

returned to the village to get married, and then, their wives stayed behind to look after

their young children. From the 1990s, young women had started to join young men

with most working in the factories of Guangdong. For married women, when their chil-

dren reached school age, they followed their husband to the cities for work (generally

either supporting their husband by street vending or working in factories). As a result,

since 2000, unlike village 1, the village 2 households were mostly formed of older

people and their grandchildren.

To examine deeper, the complexities of lived experiences, strategies, expectations and

preferences within a household setting and in particular the relational dynamics between

different generations, this article discusses and analyses two family case studies3 in-depth

while supplementing discussions with examples from other interviewees in the same vil-

lage. Names have been altered to maintain the anonymity of the interviewees.

Findings
Family case study 1

The Wang family lived in a multigenerational household in village 1. Mother Wang

was born in 1932, had only one (older) brother who had been sent to school and later

became a teacher; however, in keeping with gender norms of the time, she had not
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received an education. Instead, Mother Wang was kept at home and taught how to spin

cotton and weave cloth. In 1951, as a result of an arranged marriage, she was married

into village 1, 4 km away from her natal village. A few years after her marriage,

collectivization of agriculture started so she began to work in the fields along with her

husband to earn work points. She had three sons and one daughter. She wanted her

sons to do well in education, but all dropped out of school as they did not want to

study as well as help with farm work. Her daughter was sent to school for only 1 year.

Her youngest son died of an acute illness at the age of 21, while the other two sons

were married within the village and each had three children and recently a grandson

for each family. Her daughter was married into a nearby village and had two children.

Mother Wang, the elder son’s wife, grandson (elder son’s son) and grandson’s wife were

interviewed individually.

In 2007, Mother Wang broke her leg, was subsequently diagnosed as being hemiple-

gic due to cerebral thrombosis, and became bed-ridden and her husband became her

everyday carer. At this point, Mother and Father Wang gave up their field to their sons’

families to tend. In return, the sons provided them with grain and other provisions

such as coal. To pay for her medical treatment, Mother Wang and her husband used

up their life savings of 2000 yuan and the remaining bill was divided equally among the

two sons’ families.

In 2009, Mother Wang’s husband suddenly died of stomach cancer and her daughter

moved back home and cared for her for 5 months. After this, her daughter and two

sons’ families formed a caring rotation: each adult child cared for Mother Wang every

5 days. The caring tasks involved sending meals, dressing her, helping her to the toilet

and sleeping in her house at night (bathing and washing dirty clothes and bed sheets

were left to the daughter’s rotation). Mother Wang lived on the food and cash provided

by her two sons’ families. Her daughter and her grandchildren often gave her gifts (such

as clothes and food) and money during significant Chinese festivals.

The obligation to care for Mother Wang had become an issue for the elder son’s fam-

ily because the elder son migrated away in 2007 and only returned to the village twice

a year. The reason to migrate was related to his life course; he was responsible for the

financial situation of the young as well as fulfilling a filial duty towards the old. The

wife of the elder son (aged 57) recalled: ‘why did he migrate? Previously we were doing

some street vending in the village in addition to farm work. Then I said to him: "street

vending won’t work, our second daughter is still in education, our son needs a wife and

we need to provide for the older generation. The income from street vending won’t be

enough. Street vending can only earn us some pocket money. Don’t do street vending

any more. Go out to the city for work"’. Persuaded by his wife, the elder son joined his

neighbours and found a job on a construction site in a city in another province. In the

first year, he did not bring any income home as his boss withheld payment and then

ran away. In the second and third year, he managed to bring home on average 11,000

yuan a year, much higher than their income from farming (c. 5000 yuan a year).

With the migration income, the family managed to find his son (that is, Mother

Wang’s grandson) a wife. This process involved the biggest outlay of their life; paying a

bride price of 10,000 yuan according to local custom plus wedding expenses, and on

top of this, they needed to build a separate marital house for the young couple. When

his daughter-in-law gave birth to a son soon after the marriage; they paid all the
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expenses (c. 6000 yuan) associated with the childbirth and celebrations, which meant

they were in considerable debt at the time of interview. In order to pay off the debt,

the elder son planned to continue migration labour.

In addition to the elder son, Mother Wang’s grandson and granddaughter-in-law

were also migrants prior to their child’s birth. Given the income gap between farm

work and migration labour, young people usually followed the migration trend. As

Grandson Wang (aged 22) put it, ‘I hated going to school so I went to the city with my

neighbours in the village, with a total of over 30 people’. However, he spent most of his

wages and did not manage to save much money prior to his marriage. He planned to

continue to undertake migration labour while his wife stayed behind in the village to

look after their child. His wife supported this decision: ‘he has the idea but hasn’t found

a job yet. I would rather let him go outside for work than stay idle at home. If he stays

in the village, there won’t be much cash income’. When asked if his migration would

affect their feelings towards each other, she replied positively with a ‘no’ and commen-

ted ‘as long as we have money, his migration won’t affect our feelings’.

Migration was a necessity, lifting rural families out of a subsistence livelihood

dependent upon agriculture; however, it put a strain upon those who stayed behind.

When asked how she and her mother-in-law coped when both her husband and father-

in-law migrated for work, Mother Wang’s granddaughter-in-law admitted: ‘last year

when both of them had gone, my mother-in-law and I were absolutely swamped. Espe-

cially during the rotation period in which we were required to look after our bed-

bound grandmother-in-law, we could hardly manage. … I had no time to eat. If we

cooked meals at home, my mother-in-law had to send the meal to the grandmother-in-

law and come back when she finished. As I was looking after the baby, I didn’t have

time to eat. When my mother-in-law came back, I then took turns to eat my meal,

which was already cold. Without the baby, we could have managed but adding the

baby, it was really difficult’. Her role was mainly to look after the baby while her

mother-in-law was the main carer for Mother Wang and the primary farmer of the

crops on their over one acre of allocated family land.

Faced with her elder son’s migration, Mother Wang did not like it but did not inter-

vene given the economic circumstance of the elder son’s family. Mother Wang recalled:

‘I said to him, “you can go but you must have arranged someone to look after me. I

can’t handle it on my own”. After he left, his wife slept in my house during the night. I

can’t really forbid him to go out to make money. I did ask him, since he is nearly

60 years old, why bother migrating to work? But he replied, “we are still owning others’

money. Hopefully I can work for another year to pay off the debt then I won’t go out

any more”. Our children’s life is not easy’. Her second son’s economic condition was

not much better, but his family was not in debt and so he stayed in the village taking

on odd paid employment in a nearby town enterprise in addition to tending crops.

Mother Wang spoke of the second son fondly: ‘my second son never left home for mi-

gration. He said to me, “Mum, my elder brother has gone, if I go too, you cannot get

hold of any son”’. Reflecting on the care she received from her children, Mother Wang

did not complain about the support provided by her children but became upset and

emotional by her dependency upon them: ‘I get angry easily, not about others but with

myself. I was angry about the fact that I couldn’t move. My sons cannot stay with me

all the time. When they are busy, I cannot keep them otherwise how can they work
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and make a living? … To be frank, I don’t want them to leave me alone. When they

leave, I cry. I don’t cry in front of the children, as I am well fed and provided for. What

else do I cry for? … I feel very upset and sometimes cry for several hours. But crying is

no use. Nothing is helpful unless I die. I am willing to die. Tell me, what do I live for?’

Family case study 2

The Chen’s family was a skipped generation family in village 2. Father Chen, who

was born in 1931, only studied in school for 3 years because his parents were very

poor. His first wife died shortly after giving birth to their only daughter. Mother

Chen was his second wife; she was born in 1938 in another village and like

Mother Wang she did not receive any education. Being the eldest child, she helped

to bring up her siblings after her mother died at the age of 40. After their mar-

riage in 1953, Father Chen worked in the village committee as an officer and

Mother Chen took on both domestic duties and farm work; indeed, Father Chen

acknowledged that his wife was more capable than a man. Father Chen retired

early due to ill health in 1984 without a state pension as only village officers

appointed in later years received a pension.

Father Chen and Mother Chen had two daughters and two sons together. The

elder son (aged 46) and his wife migrated to Guangdong province, setting up a

shoe shop, and had three daughters and one son. The second son joined the army

after middle school and became a public servant in the province of Guangdong

and then settled there; he got married in his late 30s and had only recently had a

baby daughter. The eldest daughter of Father Chen (from his first marriage) lived

in a nearby town (40 min by bus) where her children studied at the local middle

school. The second daughter lived in the nearby town and made a living from

street vending; the youngest daughter lived in a nearby city (90 min by coach) and

owned a small fruit shop. Father Chen and Mother Chen felt strongly that educa-

tion would enable people born in the countryside to lead a better life. However,

with the exception of their youngest son who had eventually joined a military

academy, all of Father Chen’s children only finished junior middle school (approxi-

mately 9 years of education).

Father Chen’s elder son migrated away in 1989, and the son’s wife stayed at

home while their children were still young. By the late 1990s, the daughter-in-law

had followed her husband to the city, and for the next decade, Father Chen and

Mother Chen looked after their four grandchildren by the elder son. By 2011, the

older granddaughter worked as an administrator after leaving university; the second

granddaughter had joined her father in the Guangdong shoe shop; the youngest

granddaughter was in her final year of boarding school preparing for her college

entrance exam (and visited Father Chen and Mother Chen over the weekend) and

the grandson now studied in a college in the provincial capital (5 h by coach from

the village). Father Chen, Mother Chen, elder son and elder son’s oldest daughter

were interviewed individually.

After retirement, Father Chen was not in a good health (suffering from chronic bron-

chitis and coronary heart disease), so his wife continued to be mainly responsible for

the fields. Father Chen helped her occasionally by cutting grass and cooking meals at
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home. At their children’s insistence, they gave up working in the paddy fields in 2007,

but Mother Chen still grew vegetables and orange trees and raised chicken and fish for

their own consumption as well as earning some cash income. The two sons regularly

sent money home towards their living expenses. Their daughters and working grand-

children sent them gifts and money during Chinese festivals.

In 2010, Father Chen became hospitalized for 1 month. Mother Chen told how the

whole family supported him:

Q: Who looked after your husband during that month?

A: I took care of him. Sometimes, my daughters came to visit us. I handled it myself

and didn’t want to use their time. As they didn’t have time during the day, they

usually visited us after work. My youngest daughter was especially helpful as she

lives close to the city hospital. Since it was expensive to have hospital meals, she sent

meals to us most of the time.

Q: So who was washing clothes for him in the hospital?

A: It was me, too. I handled all these duties myself.

Q: So did your sons and daughters-in-law come to visit him?

A: My sons and daughters-in-law didn’t come back because they were too far from

here. They just sent money back and asked their sisters to take care of us. Money

can solve everything. As long as they sent the money back, all is okay. I am still here

so can look after him. If I am not here, I am certain that they will come back to look

after him in hospital.

Father Chen’s hospitalization cost 20,000 yuan in medical fees. His two sons paid the

bill, but his younger son contributed more since he felt he was better off (earning

10,000 yuan a month) while his brother had a heavier financial burden due to his chil-

dren’s education costs.

Speaking of his children’s migration, Father Chen commented: ‘when the younger

generation earn money in the cities, old people like us will have a better life at home’.

When I asked about the older generation’s emotional needs, he commented ‘we have

no choice. If my sons stay behind, we haven’t got enough money. It’s fine if we have

enough to eat and to spend. What else do we feel lonely about?’ While this was how he

felt now, when reflecting upon the skip generation arrangement he admitted that it was

a very difficult time: ‘after my elder son and his wife both went, their four kids were all
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left to us. Emotionally it was fine, but it was a big financial burden for us because there

were all the children’s living expenses plus the costs associated with breaking the family

planning policy. I had been a village officer but my son broke the state policy by having

three daughters and another boy. The fine was a large sum. I had no choice. The Fam-

ily Planning Officers came to our house to take stuff away. I said to them, “take what-

ever you like”. Everyone should be punished if breaking the policy including the

cadres’.

It was only in the last 4 years that life began to improve; the four grandchildren left

home one by one and their children had also managed to save up some money. Mother

Chen recalled, ‘our children said, “you have worked so hard, now we have some money,

please do not work in the fields any more”’. When asked about future old age care,

Father Chen commented: ‘if my wife is capable, I’d prefer her to look after me. If she

can’t, I will ask my children to come back’. His confidence in his children came from

the belief that ‘if you take care of your children well, they will look after you well when

you are old’. By contrast, as Mother Chen, who was 7 years younger than Father Chen,

predicted being alone in old age, pointing to the discrepancy between her children’s

availability in the village to care and the need for them to migrate, and considered hir-

ing someone to care for her in future with money sent by her children.

Discussion
Care circulation

While the Wang and Chen family histories appear very different from each other, they

were a product of their own local circumstance and not atypical in their respective vil-

lage. In village 1, the migration trend really started from the millennium onwards and

so men and younger unmarried women migrated to the cities. By contract, village 2

had a much longer history of migration starting from the late 1980s, and men and mar-

ried women were both actively engaged in migration and so the skipped generation (i.e.

older people and grandchildren) was a common form of living arrangement.

The experiences of the Wang and Chen families indicate that familial care circulates

between different members, at different locations, over the life course. In the Wang

family, at the time of interview, the network of care for Mother Wang was mainly

formed of the elder son, the elder son’s wife when the elder son was away in the city,

the younger son and Mother Wang’s own daughter. Mother Wang remained in her

own accommodation but the two sons’ families provided material support including

food and some cash for day-to-day expenditure and medicines; everyone in the network

provided practical support during their rotation; the younger son was the main source

of emotional support; while Mother Wang’s daughter was her main source of personal

care. As Wang’s accommodation did not have a phone or other electronic communica-

tion facilities, the caring mostly involved proximate caring practices. When away, the

migrating elder son sometimes performed proxy care by phoning his wife or to check

on things during their family’s rotation.

The care network for Mother Wang was relatively recent, having been introduced fol-

lowing her husband’s sudden death in 2009. Prior to this, Father Wang was the primary

source of emotional, practical and personal care with the two sons’ providing some ma-

terial support and all of Mother Wang’s children providing emotional support when
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visiting her. Mother Wang commented ‘when my husband was alive, I didn’t need any

of my children here. Everything was done by him’. Before Mother Wang became bed-

ridden, she and her husband worked on their land and lived a fairly independent life.

During the 1990s, Mother Wang’s two sons’ families were the care recipients in the fa-

milial care circulation as she provided childcare to various grandchildren (mainly sons’

families) as they grew up.

In the Chen family, the network of care for Father Chen consisted of his two sons,

three daughters and his wife. In the years immediately after his retirement, Father Chen

helped with cooking and some chores. However, as his health deteriorated, Mother

Chen provided practical support, emotional support and personal care to Father Chen

in addition to managing the household. Material support was mainly provided by the

two sons who sent frequent remittances; some emotional support was also provided by

the sons when they called home and three daughters when they visited or called home.

During Father Chen’s hospitalization, all family members worked together; the two sons

performed proxy care (by asking their sisters to visit) and sent cash to pay medical bills.

The three sisters visited the hospital to varying degrees, providing emotional support.

The practical support and personal care were mainly carried out by Mother Chen.

The Chen’s family history revealed that they had only started to receive remittances

in recent years when the elder son’s life improved and the second son settled in a good

job. Prior to that, rather than being care recipients, Father Chen and Mother Chen pro-

vided material support to both sons (for example, paying the fine when the elder son

breached the one-child policy and supporting the younger son’s military academy stud-

ies). More importantly, the elder son’s four children had stayed with them for almost

10 years while the elder son and his wife were migrating in the city. The care intensity

of grandparenting, shaped by the number of children in all-round care and the lengthy

period involved, put considerable strain upon Mother Chen and Father Chen.

The circularity of care illuminates intra-generational dynamics and points to an im-

portant old age care pattern that is overlooked in studies of intergenerational transfer,

that is, care from spouse. In both families, spousal care was the first choice for both

practical support and personal care and this was confirmed by other families in each

village. As Father Zheng (in village 1) put it, ‘how one’s children treat parents are not as

good as how a couple treat each other. Being looked after by one’s spouse is the best’.

Mother Xu (in village 2) and her husband looked after each other but she dreaded life

alone: ‘I don’t know which one of us will die first; anyway, the one who will die first is

the luckiest’. There are two drivers of this preference: first, practical support and per-

sonal care require an intimate knowledge of each other (Gabb 2008) and the relation

among the couple is often considered the closest because of shared life experiences to-

gether; second, older interviewees were aware of other mediating factors that would

impact the ways in which their adult children delivered old age care.

Mediated impact

It is difficult to generalize whether migration has a positive or negative impact on

stayed-behind older parents’ later life as the intergenerational dynamics are far more

complicated and contextualized than a simple verdict can capture. However, four situ-

ational factors have been identified: (i) employment status of the migrating children, (ii)
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the temporality of migration, (iii) family life cycle of the migrating children and (iv) the

family relations between the older generation and adult child generation, all of which

have played a mediating role in managing the impact of geographical separation upon

old age support system.

Comparing the employment status, the two sons of Family Chen (younger being a

civil servant and elder being a small shoe shop owner) were in a much better financial

position than the two sons of Family Wang (one being construction worker and one

being a farmer). With greater financial resources, the Chen’s ‘capacity to care4’ (Baldas-

sar and Merla 2013) was much stronger than the Wang family. As a consequence,

Father Chen was sent to a municipal level hospital, which is generally considered to

have higher quality medical provision compared to town-level hospitals, while Father

Wang made do with a local folk recipe to deal with his stomach cancer.

It is important to note that the public servant career of the younger Chen’s son was very

unusual as most rural migrants end up in low-paid manual jobs. However, the migration

history of the Chen’s elder son was not uncommon and demonstrated the temporality of

migration, in particular the start time in an individual’s migration was an important factor.

The Chen’s elder son, like the Wang’s elder son, took on his first job on a construction site

and worked there for over 8 years. But unlike the Wang’s elder son, he first migrated in

his 20s; and so with the money saved from working on a construction site, he was able to

set up a small shoe stall which gradually turned it into a shoe shop 10 years later.

The ‘family life cycle’ (Baldassar and Merla 2013) of the migrating children played a

role in determining their capacity to care. Mother Chen and Father Chen’s narrative

confirmed that their life had only improved in the last few years, partly because two of

the four children of the elder son had started working and the wealth accumulated

made it possible for the elder son to send money towards their living and medical ex-

penses. Before 2007, the elder son was not in a position to send money to his parents

as he needed to pay for the education of his four children (he confessed ‘the biggest ex-

penses were the children’s education costs’). During Father Chen’s hospitalization in

2010, the three daughters were relatively close geographically, but because their own

children were in high school (including one preparing for a university entrance exam),

they did not have the time to be the main providers of practical and personal care.

Similarly, when Father Wang died, the elder son was in a difficult family life stage with

the responsibility to provide for his second daughter’s education, finding a wife for his

son, and caring for his mother—this put a huge financial strain upon his family.

The relationship between the adult generation and their parents played a critical role

in old age support. Mother Wang considered her younger son to be most caring and

when asked whom she wanted to look after her, replied: ‘my younger son. He visited

me far more frequently. My older son’s house is slightly further away (15 minutes by

foot) so I said to my older son: 'please stay here, once you are gone, I don’t know when

you will be back’. Two hours at home might go quickly for him but for me it is hard as

I might go to toilet at any time. By contrast, my younger son came to visit me at least

20 times a day. He lived closer (5 minutes by foot) so visited me almost every half an

hour’. As Mother Wang was bed ridden and did not have a phone in her house, other’s

company was appreciated by her.

Mother Wang’s differentiated relationship with the two sons was further revealed in

the interview with the elder son’s wife. The daughter-in-law held a grudge against
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Mother Wang whom she felt favoured the younger son’s family and had not divided

the family estate equally between the sons. When the elder son migrated, his wife car-

ried out her care duties on the agreed rotation; however, her motivation was to avoid

any village gossip that she was an unfilial daughter-in-law; that is, there was no ‘caring

about’ in her relationship with Mother Wang. In fact, she revealed that she did not

wish her mother-in-law to get better but wanted her to continue suffering even though

this meant she would need to continue performing the tiring care work.

In the Chen family, relationships were less strained but Mother Chen’s narrative did

reveal that the two older daughters were the less close. Reflected in the caring relation-

ship, the two older daughters called home less often than the younger daughter and

two sons; when Father Chen became hospitalized, the younger daughter sent meals

every day while the older daughters visited their father only a couple of times during

the entire time he was in the hospital. Caring for activity does not necessarily entail

caring about but having a caring about component will improve caring for activities.

The quality of care was represented by the sensitivity of Mother Wang’s younger son

and Father Chen’s younger daughter towards their parents’ care needs.

Gendered and generational consequence—local variations

Traditionally, Chinese families are structured hierarchically based upon age, generation

and gender. However, the communist revolution in the mid-twentieth century launched

various campaigns to reform the family with the immediate aim of stamping out the

power of family elders in order to reorient citizens’ loyalty to the state (Davin 1976).

While these campaigns (for example, collectivization and commune) somewhat undercut

the power and authority of family elders, material necessity and the immobility of labour

(reinforced by the household registration scheme—see the ‘Background’ section) often re-

quired a strengthening of family ties in rural Maoist China (Davis and Harrell 1993). Iron-

ically, it was the indirect impact of post-Mao government policies, which encouraged

urban-rural income inequality, increased the economic power of the younger generation,

and so lead to a decline of parental power (Jing 2004; Miller 2004; Yan 2003) and

reshaped intergenerational dynamics. As a result, there has been a shift from traditional

filial piety, characterized by a subordination of the young to the will and welfare of parents

and grandparents, to filial care based upon ‘mutual need, mutual gratitude and mutual

support’ (Croll 2008:110). Due to continuing gendered division of labour in rural families,

this changing intergenerational contract has gendered and generational consequences, the

impact of which needs to be assessed within locally situated contexts.

In any couple with adult children who migrated to the cities from a young age (20s),

it was the woman of the older generation who took on the increased care responsibil-

ities. However, the different migration trajectories of the villages meant the cohort of

women who endured the greatest burden of care was different. In village 1, migration

had only really got going from the millennium onwards and, due to the relatively gener-

ous availability of land in the village,5 the gendered pattern had meant that men and

single unmarried women migrated while older and married women remained behind.

Therefore, it was the middle generation, women of the 50–60 cohort that took on the

majority of care responsibilities (as the Mother Wang’s daughter-in-law put it, ‘ahead

has the old and behind has the young’). While her son’s wife stayed behind to look after
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the newborn baby, Mother Wang’s daughter-in-law had to tend her own land, and that

of her son’s family, in addition to looking after Mother Wang on rotation. If her son’s

wife followed her husband to the city in a few years, Mother Wang’s daughter-in-law

would be expected to take on grandparenting duties in addition to the existing farm

work and care responsibility of her mother-in-law.

Women of the 50–60 cohort in particular were burdened with the responsibility to

care for their in-laws as well as own parents—there was an increased role for daughters

in parents’ support network primarily because of their brother’s migration (see Cong

and Silverstein 2012; Xu 2001). For example, the only daughter of Mother Wang took a

share in the care rotation and was responsible for washing all the dirty clothes and bed

sheets of Mother Wang. Because of her brothers’ migration, the elder son’s wife also

cared for her own mother who suffered from dementia and died 2 years previously.

Reflecting upon her caring responsibilities, the elder son’s wife commented: ‘I feel that

I have been like an old ox all my life, pulled here and there and sometimes couldn’t

breathe under the pressure’.

Village 2 had a more established history of migration than village 1, and the availabil-

ity of land for farming was more limited—both factors meant that men and married

women were both actively engaged in migration. The gendered division of labour and

generational inequalities produced a differentiated impact of migration with older

women being disproportionately affected. Female parents in particular facilitated the

migration of their children through the feminization of farming and childcare. It was

the women in cohort 70–806 that were disproportionately affected by their adult chil-

dren’s migration. Like her village contemporaries, Mother Chen’s life history involved

agricultural work, bringing up her own children, bringing up her grandchildren and

caring for her unwell husband. Although Mother Chen did not experience the double

burden of caring for an in-law as well as her own parents, like Mother Wang’s elder

daughter-in-law, her ageing experience was reshaped by adult children’s migration.

Conclusion
Drawing upon qualitative data on family life in rural households in China and applying

the concept of care circulation, this article has examined the processes of care for old

people in the context of rural to urban migration, an area which has been predomin-

antly located in a quantitatively based intergenerational transfer framework. Going be-

yond a unidirectional flow or two-way transfer, the multidirectional and asymmetrical

exchanges of caregiving and care-receiving has been revealed: care circulates between

different members, in different locations, to differing degrees, over the life course. This

circulation framework also enables an investigation of intra-generational dynamics as

well as intergenerational relations. For example, in terms of practical support and per-

sonal care, there appears to be a hierarchy of preference with spouse at the apex,

followed by adult children, and daughters-in-law at the nadir.

In contrast with existing scholarship on ageing in rural China, which tends to provide

a positive/negative verdict, this article has adopted a more nuanced analysis to identify

the situational factors that mediated the impact of migration upon old age care. A good

material condition of the migrant children would enhance their care capacity while

economically worse off migrant households are stretched by their care responsibilities

towards the old. The temporality of migration as well as the family life cycle of the
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migrants also positions migrating children and their parents differently in the depend-

ency/independency spectrum. Younger migrants heavily relied upon grandparenting

support provided by their stay-behind parents. Given that most migrants engaged in

low-paid manual jobs, only in a much later stage of migration were they in a position

to provide for their parents financially. Further, the relationship between adult children

and old parents affected the quality of care delivered. If there was an intimate relation-

ship, it did not change with the increasing geographic distance (see Liu 2016). But if

the relationship was strained, there was no ‘caring about’ in the care activities even if

residing in the same village. Exactly because of the differentiation between ‘caring for’

and ‘caring about’, there is an urgent need to pay more attention to the quality of care

instead of simply identifying care provision in future research on rural ageing in China.

By highlighting the mediated factors in delivering intergenerational support, this art-

icle also points to the different roles played by the obligation to care and the capacity

to care in the care circulation system. The moral ethics of filiality and rural material so-

ciality owing to long-established urban-rural segregation tied people within inter-

dependent networks of family obligation and reciprocity. The obligation to care served

as the driver to the rural Chinese care circulation system. However, in order to

materialize the obligation to care, the capacity to care served as the energy resource to

make the care circulation system operate. If either is lacking, then the care circulation

system is not sustainable. The dynamics between both aspects deserve further investi-

gation in future global studies of the care circulation system.

Migration is a necessary means of lifting rural households out of subsistence

farming and at the same time giving the younger generation an economic oppor-

tunity that the older generation was deprived. This new wider social context has

reconditioned intergenerational dynamics; that is, the traditional hierarchical family

authority structure is on the wane and yet the patriarchal structure and gendered

division of labour in rural families remain. Due to the generational inequalities and

the gendered construction of care work, stay-behind older women have been dis-

proportionately affected by their adult children’s migration. Their ageing experience

has been reshaped by the feminization of farming and increasing care responsibil-

ities as a result of the younger generation’s migration. This gendered and gener-

ational impact has been assessed here in locally situated contexts; this article draws

attention to the ways in which local migration trajectories interact with intergener-

ational dynamics to determine the cohort of women that endure the greatest

burden of care.

Endnotes
1The exceptions are a few anthropological studies on old age support in rural China

(Yan 2003; Zhang 2004; Miller 2004; Jing 2004). These studies shed lights upon the

strategies and negotiations involved in intergenerational support between adult children

and older generations; however, they were mostly conducted in the 1990s and largely

remain set in a two-way intergenerational transfer framework.
2For example, in the reputable China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study,

undertaken by Beijing University, zhaoliao (caring for) was used in the questionnaire

sections relating to the access and provision of care.
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3Each family is chosen because its arrangement of care for the older generation is

representative of the pattern found among the households interviewed in their respect-

ive village.
4‘Capacity to care’ is relevant in all settings, whether involving mobility or not, and

refers to the ‘physical and mental ability, opportunity and resources required to engage

in caregiving’ (Baldassar and Merla 2013:40).
5In village 1, each person was allocated 0.2 acre by the village committee. In village 2,

each person was allocated 0.04 acre.
6Although a man would look after his wife (as in the Wang family), on most occa-

sions, the wife provided care for her husband in old age given the extended longevity of

women (and tendency for the man to be older in the relationship).
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