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A bstract

Since 2010, there has been a noticeable increase in China’s academ ic publications about young

rural migrants’ love life. Social scientists play a crucial role in shaping public opinions and policy

form ations regarding the welfare of individuals from this disadvantaged group. Knowledge about

rural migrants’ marital problem - the nature of their problem , its causes and possible solutions —

provides legitim ation to the government’s social policies, and for this reason it warrants careful

investigation. Taking an interpretative policy analysis approach, the paper analyses the recurring

narrative and discursive framew orks in the Chinese-language scholarship. Furthermore, it

juxtaposes scholarship produced inside and outside China in order to bring into sharp relief the

‘Chinese characteristics’ of China’s scholarly publications in the fields of social sciences. The

paper also discusses why the private life of rural migrants has become a source of political and

social anxiety. This discussion dem onstrates the com plex connection between socioeconom ic

inequality, social policy form ations, and the cultural politics of class in post-socialist China.

Introduction

In January 2010, the Chinese centralgovernmentissueda ‘No.l Document’ — a policy

edict from the highest authority — in which the governmentdeclared its intention to

‘step up effortsto solve the problem facing second-generationruralmigrantworkers’.

This was the firsttim e the term ‘second-generationruralmigrantworkers’” had

appeared in the government’skey documents (Sun,R. 2010). The term refers to
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young rural migrants born in the 1980s and 1990s. M any are the children of the rural

migrants who went to the city to seek em ploymentin the firsttwo decades of

economicreforms.A National Bureau of Statisticsreportpublished in 2016 reveals

that China’s internalmigrantsnow number 278 million.M igrantlabour services a

wide range of sectors,including m anufacturing and construction as well as service

industries. W orkers between 21 and 30 make up 29.2% of thiscom m unity, with

another 3.7% aged between 16 and 20 (National Bureau of Statistics2016).The

pattern of the m aritalstatus of rural migrantsis also changing. A 2006 survey

indicated thatup to 80% of the entire migrantlabour force was married,com pared to

only 20% in 2009 (Sun, W .2014).

The No.l Documentof 2010 precipitated a number of nation-wide surveys aboutthe

lives of rural migrantyoung people. In the same year,the AIl China W orkers’ Union

released a reportbased on a survey of rural migrantsin 10 citiesacross several

provinces, pointing out thata widespread sense of loneliness due to the lack of

rom antic prospects had become a ‘defining’ aspectof the migrantexperience

(ACFTU 2010):

The second-generationruralmigrants are mostly unm arried. This means that

members of this com munity will experience im portantrites of passage — falling in

love, getting m arried,having children,and sending children to school — while

working away from home. This form sa sharp contrastto the first-generationrural

migrants,80% of whom were married. This is a problem we can no longer afford

to ignore. (ACFTU 2010)



A similarsense of urgency was also conveyed in a reportby the China Research
Centre for Youths and Children, which found that more than 70% of the construction
workers surveyed considered em otionalloneliness as the mostpainful aspectof their

migrantlife (People’s Daily online 2012).

Calls to pay attention to the em otionallife of ruralmigrant youth have come from
concerned public figures,scholarsand media as well as governmentorganizations.In
2013, Feng Gong made a formalsubm ission to the 12lh CommunistParty Congress,
highlighting the factthatmany young rural migrants have trouble finding a m arriage
partner. Feng, a household name in China for his hum orous cross-talk perform ances,
is also amember of the nationalcom m ittee of the Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conference and a perm anentmember of the Revolutionary Com m ittee of
the Chinese Kuomintang. He argues thatthe governmentshould work hard to ‘elevate

the level of happiness of China’s ruralm igrants’ (Shao 2013).

China’s social science scholars,think-tank researchers,policy makers,and media
interpreted the No. 1 documentas a clear signalthatrural migrants’ marital
difficulties had become a m atterof pressing concern. Discussions and analyses
dealing with young rural migrants’ difficultiesin finding m arriage partners have since
appeared in a num ber of discursive spaces, including (1) national newspapers such as
the People’s Daily and Guangming Daily, which targetreaders in elite intellectual and
policy-m aking circles; (2) widely circulated periodicals such as Observation and

Thinking (M # 5 # % )and Open Times (/F & H 1€ ), which target the general public

but with a distinctconcern with socialissues; and (3) in social sciences academ ic

journals.



Starting from 2010, there has been a noticeable increase in academ icresearch
publications aboutrural migrants and m arriage. A search of the China Academ ic
Journals Database — a partof the China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKTI)
and the mostcomprehensive full-textdatabase of Chinese journals in the world —
using key words such as ‘new-generationrural migrants’ (% 4 f & B T )and
‘marriage’ (45 M /4% 7% ) — points to a sharp increase in the number of research papers on
this topic. Over the 32-year period of 1978 to 2009, there are 7754 results in total,
whereas there are as many as 12,860 results within the six years from 2010 to 2015. In
other words, the pre-2010 average was 242 papers per year on this topic,com pared
with 2143 papers per annum after2010. Itis safe to conclude thattwo m ain factors
have contributed to this sharp increase:the em piricalreality thatsecond-generation
young people have reached m arriageable age, and the problem atization of thisissue

from the pointof view of the government.

The increased academ ic outputon this topic is a safe indication of the level of anxiety
on the partof the government.To attractfunding as well as to getpublished, the

m ajority of social scientists in China tend to choose to research on topics which are
prioritised by the government — there are few alternative funding opportunities for
social sciences in China. W hile social scientists had relatively more freedom to pursue
criticalresearch and collaborate with scholars outside China in the earlierdecades of
economicreforms,there has been much tighterideologicalcontrolin the lastdecade,
especially since Xi Jinping’sregime which began in Novem ber 2012.i The social
sciences in China are now closely scrutinised,and are expected to serve the political
agenda of the Party and the governmentand conductresearch within ideologicaland

political param eters thatshore up the Party’s legitim ation.In 2013, Chinese



universities were told by propaganda authoritiesnotto talk about ‘seven things~’,

including universalvalues, freedom of speech, civilsociety, hum an rights, and

mistakes of the Chinese Com munist Party (Carlson 2013).In M ay 2016, in his speech

addressing an assem bly of social scientists in China, President X i reiterated these

restrictions,saying that social sciences in China should have ‘“Chinese characteristics’.

This included rejecting W estern liberalism ,supporting the political mandate of the

Party,and avoiding anything thatshowed the Chinese Com munistParty government

and top leaders in a negative light (Xi12016). Following these prescriptions,in 2016,

the China Academy of Social Sciences, China’s key social science research entity,

announced anew policy to scrutinise all theses for theirideologicalsoundness (Radio

France International2016).

In this paper I argue that we need to subjectthe scholarly writings in social sciences in

China to critique not in spite of butbecause of the state-im posed categories and

definitions according to which they operate. As membersof a disadvantaged

community,rural migrantsembody China’s mostintractable problem sof inequality,

and as such,they are poorly represented in both politicaland institutionalterm s (Sun

2014). Social scientistsin China function as key interm ediaries between the

governmentand the rural migrantcom munity,and theirroles are both im portantand

am biguous. On the one hand, they are well-educated,urban and professional

individuals whose interests and views are closely aligned with the conservative state

agenda on socialstability (Li2013; Ren 2013).0n the other hand, these knowledge

class elites play a crucial role in shaping public opinions and policy narratives about

the welfare of individuals from this disadvantaged group. And theirresearch about

rural migrants’socialexperiences — the nature of their problem , its causes and



possible solutions — provides legitim ation of the governm ent’ssocial policies,and for

this reason it warrants carefulinvestigation.M ore specifically,whatcauses this

problem ,and what are the proposed remedies according to this body of scholarship?

W hat politicaland moralim pulses propel the production of these views, and to what

extent can the creation of this knowledge effectively dispelthe government’sanxiety?

This paperis concerned with these questions. Since a high level of ideological

uniform ity is expected in China’s socialsciences publications,the main objective of

this analysisis notto generate quantitative data thatconfirm sthe presence or absence

of diverse or even oppositional views. Rather, I adopt a criticaldiscourse analysis

method,aiming to interpretthe ‘meaning’ of ‘situation-specific’ narratives (Yanow

2007,110), in order to highlight ‘m ultiple and com peting discourses in policy texts’

(Taylor 2004, 433). My intention here is to identify and then m ake sense of the

principaldiscursive positions in this body of research. For this reason, the paper takes

as its focus of analysis recurring narratives in contem porary socialsciences

scholarship on this topic. Drawing on a selection of papers published since 2010

retrieved from the Chinese Journal Database of the CNKI, I firstconducta critical

analysis of key narrative frames.This is followed by an analysis of the politics of

‘personal qualities’, which, I argue, lends morallegitimacy to the discourse of

governance.In both these sections of the paper, I juxtapose

sociological/anthropological scholarship produced inside and outside China in order

to bring into sharp reliefthe “Chinese characteristics’ ofinternalpublications.In the

final section,I discuss the reasons why the private life of ruralmigrants has become a

source of politicaland social anxiety. My main aim is to shed lighton how a

neoliberaldiscourse of governance assists an authoritarian state in its m anagement of



inequality.“In doing so, I hope to dem onstrate the incontrovertible butcom plex
connection between socioeconom ic inequality,social policy form ations,and the
culturalpoliticsof class,and in doing so, also outline the “Chinese characteristics’of

such a connection.

Problem s,causes and rem edies

In the research literature surveyed,the difficulty facing rural migrant young people in
their attem pts to establish intim ate relationships or find m arriage partners is

predom inantly presented as a given, but interpretations diverge as to the causes of
these problem s. A recurring explanationis lack of equity and access, largely as a

consequence of China’s long-standing hukou policy.

Research on hukou outside China

Hukou is a Chinese term meaning ‘household registration system . Since its

im plem entation in the late 1950s, China’s long-standing and deeply ingrained hukou
policy has effectively divided the nation along urban-rurallines, with up to 70 percent
of the population having rural hukou. W hile the policy was used from the late 1950s
until the late 1970s to keep villagersin the countryside,incrementalreform s to the
hukou system over the past few decades have made it possible for ‘ruralites’ to leave
home in search of labour opportunities (Chan and Buckingham 2008; Jacka 2006
Solinger 1999; W ang, F. 2005; Zhang, L. 2001). Reform sin the hukou system have
been im plem ented initially to meetdem ands for labour in the export-oriented m arket,
and in more recent years, as a strategy to stimulate dom esticconsum ption and

continued econom ic growth. However, despite m yriad reform measures, the



governments — both centraland local — have been unwilling to abolish the strictures

that persistently discrim inate againstruralmigrants.

Due to the inherently discrim inatory nature of the household registration system |,

hukou has become a keyword in the study of inequality in China and rural-to-urban

migration. Examined from institutionaland structural perspectives, hukou can be

understood as a two-tiered system which shapes the system atic practice of social

exclusion againstthe ruralmigrants who come to work and live in the city. Such

exclusion, justified by the politicaland practicalnecessity of socialistgeopolitics,

continues to shape the unequal distribution of a range of social benefits,including

health care,education, housing,and em ployment.Indeed,if we consider citizenship in

the sense of social mem bership (Solinger 1999), an effectively two-tiered citizenship

system continuesto play a pivotalrole in China. Situated in the contextof structure

versus agency dynam ics,the issue of hukou is also centralto anthropologists wishing

to understand rural migrantindividuals’behaviour, practices,and subjectivity.For

this reason, ethnographicaccounts of China’s rural migrants produced by

anthropologistsoutside China engage directly with the hukou question (Zhang, L.

2001,2002; Pun 2005; Jacka 2006; Sun 2009; Gaetano 2015). In recentyears,

scholars have argued thatthe discrim inatory nature of the hukou system has both

m aterialand sym bolic com ponents,in thatdoes not sim ply divide people into rural

and urban populations,butalso shapes in m yriad ways how each group imagines and

talks about the other (Yan, 2008; Sun 2009,2014).

Research on hukou inside China



Echoing the sociologicaland anthropological literature on hukou produced outside

China, some Chinese social scientists also believe that hukowu is largely responsible for

the urban—-rural disparity,and thatitis a significantcontributing factor forrural

migrants’marriage problem s (Liand Pu 2011; Guo 2013). They believe thata num ber

of issues in the lives of rural migrants contribute to their difficulty finding m arriage

partners,all of which are shaped by, as well as directly correlated with,the hukou

policy. For instance, mostrural migrantyoung people have no permanenthousing to

theirname,no secure em ploymentor income,and low social status.Given their low

income, they cannot afford to go on a date,letalone save enough money for housing,

a car,wedding gifts,and a wedding, all of which urbanites consider essential (Fan

2011; Zhu 2012).

We also learn from this literature that young rural migrants of both sexes share

common issues. M any are either born in the city or have lived in the city m ost of their

lives. M ost have few skills and little interest in farming, and most do not want to go

back to the village to live (ACFTU 2010). At the same time, their prospects of settling

in the city and enjoying sim ilar entitlem ents as urban residents are barely better than

those of their parents (Huang 2011). The am biguity and uncertainty in terms of status

(urban or rural residence) and identity (worker or peasant), plus a high level of

mobility (frequently moving from one place to another to find em ployment) are

anathema to sustained, long-term relationships (Fan 2011; Song and Li 2015).

Furtherm ore, their em ployment is m ostly characterised by long hours and low wages.

M any migrant young people work in gender-specific workplaces, either the m ale-

dom inated construction sector or the fem ale-dom inated toy and clothing manufacture



sector, and they therefore have few chances to meet young people of the opposite sex

(Liu 2011).

At the same time, it is also clear from this literature that hukou-determ ined socio-

economic marginality affects rural migrant women and men in different ways. In their

attem pt to im prove their life chances through m arriage by obtaining an urban hukou, a

small percentage of rural women end up marrying urban men who them selves face

some kind of disadvantage. These men may be older, divorced, disabled, or poor. In

marrying ‘outside’ their hukou, these women reduce the marriage prospects of male

rural migrants within the cohort (Li and Pu 2011). A small percentage of migrant

women become the mistresses of urban m arried men (Liu 2001). In both cases, these

attem pts to ‘marry up’ on the part of rural migrant women (Shi 2015) are found to

lack ‘em otional foundation’, and often end in unhappiness (Xu, C.2006; Guo 2013).

Across both sexes, then, the literature identifies two im portant patterns: first, rural

migrant women have a much better chance than men to achieve cross-hukou

m arriages; second, for rural migrant com munity as a whole, the majority of m arriages

and intim ate relationships are with someone from their own cohort. For most rural

migrants, successful marriages with urban people are sim ply ‘wishful thinking’ ( W u,

X.2011,15)

In the meantime,while some women aspire to upward mobility through marriage

(often in vain), alm ost all writings surveyed for this paper pointto the factthatrural

men at the bottom rung, unable attractwomen of sim ilarstatus,report widespread

feeling of sexualrepression and low self-esteem .Notbeing able to afford betrothal

gifts is cited as a key impedimentto finding a m arriage partner (M iao 2012). M any

rural migrantmen also reportbeing rejected on the grounds thatthey do not own a

10



house, or because they have too many siblings or an im poverished family background,

or because they come from a poor and rem ote area. In other words, if you are a rural

migrantman who meets this description — and many of them do — your chances of

finding a m arriage partner are slim ,especially if you are notphysically attractive or

do not have an engaging personality.A survey of 579 young Foxconn workers

conducted by a labour-advocacy group found thatup to 70% of male workers are

single and withouta girlfriend (Deng Kang 2015). Older migrants — those in their late

20s and 30s — are already living with the stigma of being ‘men lefton the shelf’ (3

% ). Yet, the pressure from their parents rem ainsrelentless. For this cohort, the

em otional pain derives equally from loneliness and sexualrepression and from the

guilt of having let theirparents down.

Butitisnot justthe single young migrants who face difficulty in seeking love and

fulfilment. M arried rural migrants are also reported to face m yriad challenges.The

mostobvious problem is long-term separation and its consequence of the absence of

conjugal intimacy.M arried couples, many of whom live in differentcities and often

in separate dorm itory accom m odation in the same cities, find it difficultto sustain

conjugalrelationships.One nation-wide survey in 2011 found thatan increasing

number of ruralmigrants get married while they are living an itinerantlife and rem ain

separated after m arriage (Song etal. 2012). Rural migrantsscore much higher than

theirurban counterparts for divorce rates, loveless marriages,extra-m aritalaffairs,

and contraction of venereal diseases (Chongqing Report 2010).

Chang Zizhong, aresearch fellow at the Centre for Developmentunder the State

Council,a key policy think-tank in China,could notbe more explicitabout the link

11



between the happiness of individualruralmigrants and the responsibility of the

government:

Some people may say that m arriage is a personal m atterand has nothing to do

with society and government. Some say thatif the individualcan’t find

someone to marry,the mayorcannotbe expected to be of any help.But in

reality,the obstacles preventing young rural migrants from m arrying are

structural. The obstacles are caused by the socio-economic disadvantagesrural

migrants suffer as a resultofour hukou system and our em ploymentand

education system s. The problem s are a directresultof young migrantsnot

having their basic rights guaranteed,and not having full access to their

entitlem ents as citizens. M arriage is the next big problem facing rural migrants;

it is also becoming a m ajor new challenge facing the urban government. (Chang,

Zizhong 2010a, 44)

Suzhi— the other side of the coin?

However, although these writers believe the causes of rural migrants’ m arriage

difficulty are structural, and some gesture towards the end to reform the hukou system ,

they at the same time make itclear thata critique of the hukou policy alone cannot

solve rural migrants’ problem s.M any writers list the ‘undesirable’ attitudes,outlooks

and behaviours of rural migrantyouths. They hold the view that, typically,rural

migrants suffer from inadequate ‘personal qualities’,or suzhi, as itis referred in

Chinese (Xiao and Chen 2012; Song and Li 2015). Suzhiis an all-purpose,all-

encom passing term thatis often used to refer to an individual’slack of civility,

morality and self-discipline (Jacka2009). Rural migrants’ em otionalproblem sare

perceived to be both a consequence and a sym ptom of theirlow suzhi.In the view of

12



many researchers,rural migrantyoung people do not have an accurateunderstanding

of whatlove is,and they date someone only to relieve boredom or loneliness,or to

meettheirneed for com panionship or sexual gratification.M igrantyouth are also

critiqued for not understanding the serious and long-term im plications of getting

m arried,and for tending to get married on im pulse, thus leading to the com m on

phenomenon of ‘shotgun weddings’, followed by ‘flash divorces’.Furtherm ore, while

rural migrantyoung people are open-minded aboutsex, they are perceived to be less

prepared to accept the responsibility associated with sexual freedom .Finally, research

suggests that young ruralmigrants are largely uneducated about a wide range of

health-related issues to do with pregnancy, birth control,and childcare (Xiao and

Chen 2012; Song and Li2015).

According to many researchers,low suzhimeans thatrural migrants fall victim to the

m yriad and cacophonous discourses on love and sexuality on the internetand in

commercialmedia,popular culture and socialmedia. These dom ains are judged to

have a negativeimpacton im pressionable young rural migrants. As one paper

observes, many rural migrants ‘swallow, withoutdigesting, the cultural fast food

which is readily on offer’ (Xiao and Chen 2012). As noted by some researchers,

young rural migrants in the city are now widely exposed to urban ways of living, and

many have come to expecta similarstandard of consum ption as city people, although

this is unrealistic on their m odestincomes (e.g. Yang and Shu 2010; Pan and Ge

2014). Internet-based popularculture is also widely blam ed for the “incorrect’ outlook

displayed by rural migrant youths. Rural migrants are believed to be particularly

susceptible to negative influences,as they have trouble discerning the difference

between the real and the virtual,the possible and the unrealistic.

13



The politicsof personal qualities

In these narratives of problem s, causes and rem edies,we see a juxtaposition of

socioeconomic and moral-culturalarguments.Policy recom mendations in these

writings are a mixture of critiques of hukou policy on the one hand, and argumentin

favour of suzhi education on the other. W hatis noteworthy is thatthese two

arguments are more often than not presented as two sides of the same coin, and as

complementary and com patible. Suzhi has become widespread since the 1980s and

refersto the ‘innate and nurtured physical,psychological,intellectual, moral,and

ideologicalqualities of hum an bodies and theirconduct’ (Jacka 2009). Usually

translated as ‘personal qualities’, suzhiis an extremely resourceful “keyword’ (Kipnis

2006) in the anthropologicalwork on rural migrantsconducted by scholars outside

China,. Itis often used to decry a range of deficienciesranging from a lack of form al

schooling and low literacy to poor personalhygiene and inappropriate table m anners.

Suzhiis usually found to be lacking in the behaviour of peasants living in poor

provinces and migrants from these provinces (Bakken 2000; Jacka 2009; Anagnost

2008; Yan 2008; Sun, W .20009).

Social scientistsin China generally consider the link between low suzhi and problem s

in ruralmigrants’ love lives as naturaland logical,and as partofa well-established

‘conventional wisdom ', requiring no substantiation.In fact, suzhi discourse is central

to the definition of what are referred to as ‘disadvantaged social groups’, and to the

explanation of their form ation: certain social groups become socioeconom ically

disadvantaged because they have low suzhiin the firstplace.Following this ‘logic’,

recom mendations aimed at solving their m arital problem sby increasing their suzhi

14



level seem equally logicaland natural. M any papers share a similarview to the

following one:

A key factor which negatively affectsrural migrants’ attitudes to love and

m arriage is a lack of suzhi and capacity for moral self-discipline.Given this, a

crucial pathway is education. Education willelevate their suzhilevel,raise their

awareness of civility, guide them to adopt correctvalues related to m arriage,

and fosterin them an upbeatand positive outlook in life.(Zhao, L. 2013, 130)

If we are to follow the logic im plicitin this quotation,rural migrants’lack of marital

happiness is caused as much as their suzhi deficiency (lack of the ‘right’ personal

qualities) as itis by structuralinequality.As some writers argue, although rural

migrants’ problem s m anifestin econom ic term s, they are nevertheless caused by an

individual’sincapacity to gain a grounded view of life. According to such critics,

migrantyoung people need to adopta more realistic viewpointor — to putitmore

bluntly — hold lower expectations aboutlove and a happy m arriage.Chang Zizhong,

the same research fellow who highlighted structural, hukou-based inequality in an

earlierquotation, observes thatthe governmentneeds to find a way to convince rural

migrantindividuals thatthey can enjoy the romance of dating despite their difficult

m aterial circum stances,and thatthey can have a happy m arriage which ‘though not

extravagant,can still give them some warmth’ (Chang, Z.2010b, 44). In other words,

rather than arguing for the redistribution ofeconomic resources in order to reduce

inequality between various social groups,these writers believe thatruralmigrants

should learn to be content with whateverlevel of love,romance and happiness they

can achieve in their inferiorstatus.Here, ‘unrealistic’ expectations aboutlove and

m arriage are seen as a symptom of suzhi deficiency. Although these writers”’

15



suggestion may be well-meaning,itnevertheless appears to betray a sense of class

superiority, giving the im pression of wanting to put those in the lower classes in their

place.

Another symptom widely discussed in thisbody of literature is ruralmigrants’lack of

self-awareness,self-reflection and capacity for psychological “self-adjustment’in

general. A typical suggestioninvolves psychologicalcounselling,which is believed to

be beneficial to rural migrants whose failure in pursuitof intim acy leaves them

feeling depressed, frustrated and inadequate (Li and Pu 2011). Here, itseem s that

suzhican be a double-edged sword: while it provides a basis for policy

recom mendations forthe provision of skills training,health education and

psychologicalcounselling for migrantworkers, italso provides a potent moral

foundation on which prejudices associated with this social group can be validated and

justified. An even more explicitattem ptto frame workers’ difficultiesas an issue of

psychologicalm aladjustmentcanbe found in a paper that argues that many concepts

and methods in positive psychology, widely practised in the US, could be introduced

to help rural migrantsconverttheirnegative feelings into positive ones so thattheir

sense of happiness could be im proved (Li,L.and Yu, Q.2014).

Ruralmigrant young people’slack of suzhiis seen to have other worrisom e

consequences. [tunderlies their inability to negotiate the differences between modern

and traditional attitudes and practices aboutsex and sexuality. A recurring narrative in

this body of research is the tension facing ruralmigrant young people between, on the

one hand, the modern ideas of individualchoice, freedom ,autonomy,and rom antic

love and, on the other, pressure from their parents to get married and have children as

soon as possible. W idely exposed to the images and discourses of sexual freedom ,
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young rural migrants are reported to be much more accepting of co-habitation,sex

before m arriage,extra-m aritalaffairs,and having childrenout of wedlock. At the

same time,unable to resist pressure from both parents and society atlarge, during

their visits home, many ruralmigrant young people in their late teens and early

twenties engage in endless rounds of speed dating arranged by friends and relatives,

often followed by shotgun weddings, some of which resultin a quick divorce plus

unwanted pregnancies (Zhu 2012; Wu,X.2011). In other words, com mentators

suggestthatrather than taking advantage of the benefits of modern attitudes towards

sexuality to maxim ise theirchances for intimacy as theirurban middle-class

counterpartsdo (Sun and Lei 2016), rural migrants are only interested casual sex — a

superficialdimension of modern relationships.W orse still,this casual attitude tow ards

sex is now widely associated with m arriage breakdown on the one hand, and, worse

still,the rise in sexual crime and the spread of venerealdiseases on the other (Li and

Pu2011; Zhu 2012; Wu, X.2011).

This persistentview of the moraland psychologicalinadequacy of rural migrants is in

sharp contrast to scholarship on rural migrants produced by anthropologists and

sociologistsoutside China. There, structuralinequality notonly accounts forrural

migrants’ m aterialand econom ic disadvantage;itis also understood to shape the

unequal ways in rural migrants are represented and recognised in the politicaland

culturaldom ains. In other words, rather than pointing to moraldeficiency as a likely

cause for the hardships facing ruralmigrants,this scholarship usually critiques the

very discourse of moraleducation.In contrastto the discourse prom oting suzhi

im provement,outside China the supposed and taken-for-granted link between suzhi

deficiency and rural migrants is widely interrogated (e.g. Jacka 2006; 2009; Yan 2008
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Anagnost 2004; Sun 2009). For instance,engaging with the M arxistnotion of surplus

value, Yan Hairong, an anthropologiststudying China’s ruralmigrants,argues that

suzhi functions as an ‘intangible operator’ in the labour contract. She argues thatthe

suzhi discourse ‘facilitates exploitation and makes it invisible’,and in so doing, is

centralto a neoliberalgovernmentality (Yan 2003, 498). According to the logic of

capital,suzhi,a concept which has become measurable and quantifiable,is used to

evaluate the econom ic worth of individuals. This is mostvividly em bodied in rural

migrants’low wages. The system atic practice of hiring migrantsas cheap labour —

thus enabling profit generation and capitalaccumulation — is morally justifiable due to

the perceived low suzhilevel on the parts of rural people. In other words, Yan argues

that suzhi,as an articulationofa person’s value, extracts value from rural migrant

workers and this is crucial to the econom ic productionof surplus value.

Suzhidiscourse isnot only im portantto contem porary China’s booming, globally

oriented m arketeconomy, itis also essentialto new post-socialistform s of state

governance and state control,as argued by Jacka (2009), another anthropologist

studying rural migrants. This is because the suzhi discourse plays a centralrole in

justifying the inclusion and exclusion of individuals from certain social groups in

term s of rights and responsibilities (e.g.Jacka 2009). Echoing these arguments, Ann

Anagnost points outthat suzhi provides a crucialmeans of justifying class

exploitation and dom ination. W hile the urban middle class justifies its privilege on

grounds of their better suzhi (Tomba 2014), many aspirationalruralmigrantsrespond

to the urban residents’ view by trying to im prove them selvesand become more

‘cultured’ and ‘civilized’ (Jacka2009).
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Despite the seem ingly naturaland unquestionable ease with which these two

arguments — the socioeconomic versus the moral-cultural — co-existin the social

sciences papers exam ined here, they are informed by radically differentpoliticaland

ideological positions,and are likely to produce vastly differentsocioeconomic

outcomes. A fter all, hukou offers a socioeconomic argumentagainstinequality,

whereas a suzhi-based explanation is an argum ent that defends and justifies inequality.

The hukou-based argument m ade in these papers is informed by socioeconom ic

reality,but to push this argumentfurther and suggestradicalredistribution of

economicresourcesis notin the interests of the middle class, and therefore political

unviable from the pointof the Chinese state. There is little explicitelaboration in this

literature about whatconcrete measures may be feasible,nor is much thoughtgiven to

the likely ram ificationsof hukou reformsin regards to the supportof the urban middle

classes. Recentreports of vociferous oppositionby Beijing and Shanghairesidents to

proposals granting equal rights to migrants in Beijing (Nanfang W eekend 2014) serve

as a timely reminderof the likely backlash thatany hukou-based pie-sharing policy

recommendations may encounter from urban residents and socio-econom ic elites.

Public debates and academ ic literature on hukou reform s have indeed produced som e

tangible policy change. For instance, recent attem pts to reform hukou system in som e

cities by adopting a pointsystem — accum ulation of points based on education, hom e

ownership,and paymentof taxes overa certainnumber of years. On the surface, this

measure appears to have done away with the urban-ruraldistinction,butin reality,it

privileges the wealthy and the educated — those who are usually believed to have good

suzhi — while continuing to exclude the vast m ajority of ruralmigrant workers in low -

wage and unskilled jobs. Some scholars believe thatthis may furtherhurtthe interests
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of ruralmigrants if they are to lose the rights to theirland (W allis2016). Seen in this

light, kukou reform s m ay have been widely promoted as a key measure for bringing

aboutsuch limited redistribution without fundam entally altering socialrelations.

Indeed, in its earnestdesire to shore up politicallegitim acy,the Chinese Com m unist

Party has soughtto ameliorate socialinequality ‘“through lim ited redistributive

intervention without having to deal with inequality-generating productive processes

and relations’ (Guo 2012, 736). However, such intervention is too slow and too

lim ited to benefitruralmigrants in the foreseeable future.

Rural migrants’love livesand the m aintenance of stability

In Chinese-language scholarship on rural migrants,the link between the rural

migrants’ socialproblem s and the potential of these problem s to disruptChina’s

stability and social harmony is taken for granted, and is often used as the justification

for studying this group (LiPeilin 2003; Li Qiang 2004). Itis clear thatthe presence of

a large cohortof unm arried butsexually repressed or sexually activerural migrant

young people in urban China is unsettling to the governmentand the state in general

on anumberoflevels.M any young migrants are believed to be ignorant abouthealth,

especially related to pregnancy, birth control,and childcare. Some young migrantsare

reported to com monly engage in prostitution,com m odified sex,and unprotected sex,

which lead to the spread of venereal diseases and unwanted pregnancies,posing

challengesto public health and the state’s birth controlpolicy (Song and Li 2015).

Furtherm ore,sexual repression is believed to have ram ifications forlaw and order and

to pose a serious threatto the moralorder (Chang 2010b, 44).

But concerns aboutthese issues are socialand politicalas well as moraland legal.

Since a stable heterosexualfam ily structure is considered to be the basic unit for the
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m aintenance of socialorder (Evans 1997), the percentage of single young rural

migrants is considered to be a direct threatto socialstability,linked as these statistics

are with higher incidents of ‘shotgun marriages’,divorces,broken homes, and

neglected children. There is a widespread contem porary perceptionof a link between

repressed sexuality on the partof the unm arried rural migrantmen and sex-related

crimesin urban areas. In addition, historical literature also points to a connection

between frustrated m aritalaspirationsand social unrestin China (Bronwell and

W asserstrom 2002; Som mers 2000). It may well have been to m aintain stability that,

atthe end of the CulturalRevolution, many unm arried ‘over-age’young people

received help from various governmentbodies to find a m arriage partner when they

returned to the city from the countryside (Zhang and Sun 2014). By com parison with

rural migrants,the problem s urban professionals face with finding a m arriage partner,

though equally real, are perceived to be less worrisom e from the pointof view of

social stability.Instead of direct governm entintervention,to help urban young people

the market has stepped in (Zhang and Sun 2014).

But the government’s anxiety aboutrural migrants’ m aritalproblem s goes beyond a

concern with socialorder. The issue is now considered to directly im pinge on the

government’s political legitimacy. A fterm ore than three decades of econom ic

reform s,the various CCP leadershipregimes have become increasingly aware of the

threat to politicallegitimacy posed by a growing level of class-based inequality.To a

greatextent,the maintenance of social stability and the CCP’s politicallegitimacy is

believed to rely on its capacity to minimize,if not remove, the feeling of being stuck

experienced by subaltern groups, particularly young people. Itis logical to speculate

thatthe concern with socialinequality circulating in scholarly literature and media

21



helps shape and sharpen the government’sunderstanding of its politicalchallenge.

This is evidenced in the rhetoric of top leaders. In his speech at the “‘two congresses’

in 2015, PremierLi Keqiang (2015) referred to the need to restructure incom e

distribution and prom ote social justice,so thatmore young people, especially those

from impoverished fam ilies,would be able to ‘change their destiny through

education’,and would ‘have more pathways forupward social mobility’.For the same

reason, President Xi Jinping also stressed the need to rem ove obstacles which prevent

people from participating in econom ic activities and from enjoying the fruits of

economic development.He envisioned a future w hen everyone would have equal

opportunities to succeed and to realise theirdreams.X i also warned thatunless social

justice were im proved, there could be ‘no guarantee for socialharmony and stability,

and people will lose faith in the econom icreforms” (W u,Z.2015).

A fter all, the CCP has ostensibly abandoned its originalgoal of leading China towards

acommunistutopia and now openly declares the its central mission to be, instead, to

ensure that ‘our people’ live a “happy life’ (Xi2012).In other words, the level of

happiness of the Chinese people has become a key perform ance indicatorof

satisfactory governance by the CCP. In hisrecom mendation to the central government

to im prove the m arriage prospects of rural migrants,Feng Gong — the well-known

cross-talk perform ance artistquoted earlier — also said thatthe rural migrant’sdream

5

to getmarried and have a happy life was ‘their China dream . Feng’s turn of phrase is
both subtle and pointed. Itrem inds the governmentthatthe much touted ‘“China
Dream ’ — the ideologicalbrainchild of President Xi Jinping — would be devoid of

moral substance and politicallegitimacy ifmembers of China’s marginalised social

groups cannot even realise theirhum ble dream of finding a m arriage partner. Given
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this, the statistics aboutruralmigrants’love life (or lack ofit) touches a raw nerve for

the Party. This is especially the case, given that from its earliestrevolutionary eras,

the CCP has soughtto win the supportof the rural populationby promising to make

m arriage and fam ily life accessible to poor m ale peasants (Stacey 1984; Diam ant

2000). To putitmore bluntly,the maritaldifficulty of rural migrantyoung people is

perceived to be a matterof pressing concern to the CCP, not because of these citizens’

emotionalunhappiness per se, but because of the likely politicaland social

ram ificationsof theirunhappiness.

However, although the problem s in the private lives of rural migrantshave become a

source of anxiety for the government, structuralreforms aimed at reducing inequality

may turn outto have an even more disturbing and destabilizing effecton the middle

class. This is because the argument for a more equitable share of resources between

urban and rural citizens will have ‘distributive consequences’ (Stiglitz2012,72) —

consequences which are unlikely to be welcomed by either the urban middle class or

the vulnerable urban groups such as laid-off factory workers and recipients of

minimum welfare benefits. It entails,in Butler’s words, a redistribution of

‘vulnerability’(Butler2012) — an outcome which is unlikely to be popular with the

middle classes.For this reason, the middle-classis seen to constitute a key stabilizing

force in society,and as thus, are politically conservative (Ren 2013; Li, C.2013).

Threatening the social and econom ic interests of the middle-classby implementing

social policy aiming at redistribution would risk instability as much as ignoring rural

migrants’ m arital problem s.Thatis the Catch-22 of the government’s stability

m aintenance project.
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Conclusion

Juxtaposing the production of scholarly work produced inside and outside China, we

are able to see thatboth hukou and suzhiemerge as keywords. However, itis clear

from this discussion thatthey are deployed to constructentirely differentnarrative

frameworks within which to make sense of the em otionalexperience and m arital

difficulty of China’s rural migrantyouths. W hat lies atthe core of this difference are

the ways in which scholarly work is pursued to serve ideologicaland intellectual

purposes. Protected by both geographic and politicaldistance between them selves and

China, sociologists and anthropologistsoutside China have the relative freedom to

directly criticise the Chinese state. M otivated by a different intellectualagenda, and

relatively unburdened with the need to address policy concerns or dem onstrate policy

im plications,they generally see their core business as being to understand how the

state-versus-society dynam ic plays outin the contextof the everyday experiences of

individuals from disenfranchised com m unities.

This is notto say thatsocialscientistsin China are unmoved by the plightof

disenfranchised groups.In fact,China-based scholars,especially those from a rural

family background such as Li De (Li,D.2011),have dedicated theirresearch careers

to documenting,often with sym pathy and understanding,the conundrum s and

frustrations experienced by ruralmigrants. W hat sets thisbody of literature apartfrom

their overseas counterpartis the factthatthese Chinese researchers’scholarly

knowledge is increasingly expected to both contribute to and lend credibility to the

officialdiscourse of governing. Trained to follow standard form ulain presenting

problem s,causes and rem edies, Chinese scholars are expected to generate findings

that supportthe state’s politicaland ideologicalagenda.In fact,both the structuraland
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culturalexplanations outlined in this paper recognise that (1) the maritaldifficulty

facing rural migrantsis widespread, and the em otionalneeds of the rural migrants are

not being met; (2) somethingneeds to be done to address this problem . However, as

my discussion has dem onstrated, within China the production of knowledge about the

problem is driven by an intentionto govern vulnerable com munities from the top

down and to manage inequality,rather than by an anthropologicaldesire to

understand how socialinequality shapes the em otionalexperiences of rural migrant

individuals in theireveryday lives.

There is a widespread consensus that whereas urban middle class citizens can manage

the problem s in their private life without much governmentintervention,the state

should not ignore the private lives of rural migrants. At the same time, itis clear to all

that,to im proverural migrants’ marriage prospects,policy changes are necessary in

the realm s of social welfare, housing, healthcare,em ployment,and education. Also

clear,however, is the fact thatthese changes may end up alienating the urban m iddle -

class. For this reason, although the scholarly knowledge produced by China’s social

scientists has gone some way towards shedding im portantlighton a pressing social

issue, the politics thatinform s this process of production can only extend itself so far

as to make the pointthatrural migrants have em otionalneeds and presently these

needs are notbeing met.

W hatthis discussion brings to lightis the differential politicsof knowledge

production between China-based and overseas-based social scientists.Italso uncovers

the hidden connection between structuralinequality and discourses of governing.

Having pointed outthat hukou is a major structuralcause of ruralmigrants’ m arital

problem s,social scientists in China neverthelesshave to stop shortof proposing the
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abolition of hukou as a structurally based solution. This is because a fundamental

reform or abolition of hukou would lead to a radical redistribution of econom ic

resources — a socioeconomicoutcome that would not be in the interests of the middle

class and therefore unviable from the pointof view of the Chinese state. This is why,

w hile some Chinese scholars certainly allude to the discrim inatory nature of hukou

and the need to reform it, very few explicitly argue for the significantreduction of

structuralinequality as the only effective solution.In fact, mostof the policy

recom mendations made by these writers are along the lines of im proving the suzhi

level of ruralmigrants. Here, suzhiis framed both as a cause of inequality and as the

site for its possible solution; more specifically,we see a system aticdeploymentof this

cultural-m oraldiscourse for the purpose of legitim ating and governing — rather than

reducing or eliminating — socialinequality. The hukou system leads to structural

inequality,which in turn becomes the root of rural migrants’ maritaldifficulties. Yet,

these writers do notsee a hukou-based solution as being politically viable;itis the

elephantin the room in their attem pts to grapple with these issues. In its place, suzhiis

presented as a discursive proxy, and as such, is far from convincing, both as a possible

cause and as a solution. Herein lies the very root of the anxiety facing the government,

China’s social sciencesresearchersand the middle-classesin general.If anxiety is the

feeling of unease abouta feared outcome as well as an inability to dispel such fear,

the problem of ruralm igrants’love life is indeed a source of anxiety. The suzhi

discourse results from as well as further contributes to the politicaland socialconcern

surrounding ruralmigrants’ love life.

W hatthis discussion has also uncovered is the im portantyetambiguous position of

China’s social scientists. Adopting a criticaldiscourse analysis,this paper
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nevertheless points to the potentialusefulness of futureresearch thatinvolves actual

conversations with some of China’s socialscientistsregarding their role as key

interm ediariesbetween vulnerable com munities and the government.Such

conversations may shed lighton how they negotiate the possible tensionbetween this

public role and their own status as mem bers of the middle classes.In any case, social

scientists both within and outside China who are concerned with the reality of

growing socialinequality may wantto reflecton the possibility thatthe knowledge

they produce is not externalto, and may in factbe somewhatconstitutive of, the

cultural politics of class.
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