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Abstract   

This study aims to explore the everyday experiences of those defined as rural female 

stayers. Previous research has shown the impact of patriarchy on the gendered division 

of labour in Chinese society and the disadvantaged position of women in this social 

context. Research has tended to focus on urban women’s experience and there is a 

relative dearth of studies exploring the perspectives of rural female stayers. This study 

addresses this research gap and is based on qualitative, semi-structured interviews with 

25 rural female stayers in Northern China.   

  

Conceptually, the project contributes to discussion of gender and agency in China by 

emphasising both the difficult structural context that women negotiate and their active 

role in navigating these contexts and making meaning about their lives. It illustrates 

firstly that rural female stayers actively use their limited resources in an attempt to show 

how they take agency in their daily lives to be good mothers, wives and daughters. 

Secondly, rural female stayers protect their mianzi (face) by opposing the prejudices of 

others in order to construct their lives as positive. Thirdly, rural female stayers disrupt 

previous descriptions of happiness and counteract others' definitions of their lives by 

demonstrating their understanding of happiness. Across these three areas, women who 

have urban experience are more active in demonstrating how they exercise their agency, 

and it also provides them with new perspectives and increased opportunities.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction   

1.1 Meeting rural female stayers in my daily life.   

Rural people used to be alien to me, as I had never had the opportunity to reach out and 

pay attention to them. As I have lived in the city since I was a child, and none of my 

classmates were from the countryside, it was difficult for me to interact deeply with rural 

people in my daily life. However, things changed when I was an undergraduate and I had 

the opportunity to meet a large number of women from rural areas. Due to my 

grandmother's advanced age, my family hired a nanny to take care of her daily life, doing 

the cooking, cleaning and so on. The nannies who take care of my grandmother are from 

rural areas. Most of them come from the region around my family's city and they usually 

go home once or twice a month because it is not convenient for them to return more 

frequently. In fact, as the nannies are very mobile, we have to face the situation of having 

to find a new nanny every year or even after a few months. Consequently, I came into 

contact with many rural women before coming to the UK. I often went to my 

grandmother's house for dinner, frequently as often as four or five times a week, so I got 

to know my grandmother's nannies very well. In their spare time, we would often chat. 

The topics we talked about also mostly revolved around their children or their families. 

During our conversations, I often found that they were envious of me, usually because of 

the excellent living conditions my parents could provide for me and the fact that I was 

able to live together with them. This puzzled me at the time and in fact, despite living 

together with my parents, I didn't  find it something to envy and in my opinion, the 

situation is normal. At the same time, the way they viewed my mother as breaking the 

mould also struck me. My mother is a professional woman who, in my opinion, balances 

work and family very well. She has a commendable job and is able to be financially 

independent; at the same time, she takes good care of her family. However, more than one 

nanny felt that my mother should actually return to her family and become a housewife, 

for the reason that her family needed her. In their opinion, my grandmother needed care 

and my mother should have given up her job to look after her. Although my mother did 

visit my grandmother several times a week and covered the cost of hiring a nanny, this 

was not enough in the eyes of my grandmother's nannies. However, they envied my 

father's successful career and praised him when he helped out around the house, even 
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though they often ignored the fact that my mother was doing more of the housework. 

Although my grandmother's nannies and I often talked, the reality was that we both 

struggled to understand each other’s positions.  

  

When I returned to China from my postgraduate studies in the UK, I met one of the nannies 

who had worked at my grandmother's house a few years earlier. She was one of the few 

nannies who still kept in touch with my grandmother, and as she had worked at my 

grandmother's house for more than a year, I knew her very well. She came into town to 

send her daughter off to university and therefore took the opportunity to visit my 

grandmother. At first, she had returned to the countryside because she had to look after 

her own children. Now, her children no longer needed her, so we expressed our wish for 

her to come back as a nanny. Despite the years that have passed, I still remember her reply 

at the time: "I have to go back to take care of my mother-in-law and my husband is not 

happy with me working outside the home, as you know, a woman has to listen to her 

husband." However, her husband still worked in the urban area. In that moment, I 

suddenly realised that she rarely seemed to express how she felt about herself, and my 

lack of understanding was probably because I didn't know her in the slightest. This casual 

chat that caused my thoughts to collide became a seed that was buried in my heart. Since 

time goes by, whenever I read articles or see TV programs about left behind women, I 

often wish I could get to know them better. Left behind women refers to rural women who 

live alone or with other family members in their domicile after their husbands have left 

home, usually for six months or more. The seeds planted a few years ago are gradually 

sprouting. As I resolved to begin placing women left behind at the centre of my research, 

I reflected on that conversation I had several years ago and decided to focus my research 

on the left behind women themselves, that is, on what they talk about their lives.  

  

The first problem I encountered when starting my research was how to refer to my 

participants, as I did not want to categorise them as left behind women in the conventional 

way. Left behind women are those whose husbands leave their family and migrate to the 

urban area for work for more than six months (Zhang and Zhang, 2006; Ye, 2017), and 

the essential characteristic of a left behind woman’s marriage is living apart from her 

husband (Chen, 2014). In previous studies of left behind women in rural China, 

researchers have often used the term to refer to rural women whose husbands are absent 
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for long periods of time (Biao, 2007;Ye, Jacka, 2014; Wu and et. al, 2016; Wu and Ye, 

2016).In academic and policy discourse, the left behind are portrayed as a “vulnerable 

group” composed of passive dependents, abandoned by modernization, and abandoned by 

the family (Jacka, 2014). In my study, I will replace ‘left’ with ‘stay’. Stay behind, which 

in Chinese is called "liushou", is a term meaning to stay behind and watch over. This term 

is not emotionally loaded and is a neutral term in Chinese. ‘Left’, however, has a passive 

connotation. In fact, the decision of whether a rural woman stays in the countryside is not 

entirely out of her hands. So, to avoid unnecessary misunderstandings, I use the word stay. 

To be clear, I am not characterising women's lives as positive or negative, I am just talking 

about them. To sum up, I have introduced the concept of 'stay behind' to describe the 

situation of rural women whose husbands are living separately from them in urban areas. 

Then the other group of my participants are return women. Return women are rural women 

who have had urban experience and have now returned to live in the rural area and do not 

have any plans to go back to live in the city for a short period of time (e.g. six months).   

 

Furthermore, for the two distinct groups - stay behind women and return women - I 

decided to follow Ye (2017) as well as Murphy's (2021) use of the term “stayer” in their 

study, which also serves to emphasise that the urban life of these women's husbands is 

temporary and that the women are staying in the rural area's home waiting for their 

families. This term allows me to foreground the agency of these women in migration 

decisions, as opposed to the passivity implied by 'left behind'. Through my analysis I will 

show that by including both return women and stay behind women as two groups within 

this category of rural female stayers, it is possible to reflect on both the similarities and 

differences between their life experiences. In my research I use the term ‘rural female 

stayers’ to encompass ‘stay behind women’ and ‘return women’. The sixth census in 2010 

shows that there were more than 150 million left behinds1 and about 47 million were left 

behind women (Wang, 2015). Researchers usually use “migrant” to define rural hukou 

holders who have moved to the city to work (Xu  et al., 2022; Chen and Fan, 2018). The 

main difference between return and stay behind women is whether or not they have had 

urban living experience. The term urban living experience refers only to living in the city 

and includes both rural women who work in the city and those who do not work in the 

city.  

 
1 Th left behinds here refers to left behind women, left behind children and left behind elderly. 
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The second point to note is that given that most studies in the past have used left behind 

women when referring to "liushou" women, I will follow the convention of using left 

behind women for clarity when referring to the existing literatures. At the same time, I 

will use stay behind women instead of left behind women in my study.  

  

In this introductory chapter, I will illustrate the rural female stayers’ current situation with 

key demographic data including the income of rural women, the number of female migrant 

workers, etc. Afterwards, I will briefly explain how rural female stayers are portrayed and 

discussed in the media and how they have been studied in existing research. After this, I 

intend to explain why rural female stayers are worthy of attention. Then, I move onto the 

research arguments and questions of this thesis, in order to show why my research is 

valuable. Finally, I will present the structure of the thesis.  

  

1.2 Background: The situation of Chinese rural female stayers  

As the level of urbanisation increases, more and more rural people are choosing to work 

in cities. There is no exact data for the number of migrant workers and the resources of 

migrant workers mainly come from national census, national agricultural census and 

individual research, which is organised by the National Bureau of Statistics  The data 

shows that migrant labour is increasing year by year (Bai and Li, 2008). According to the 

Statistical Bulletin on National Economic and Social Development in 2017, the 

mainland’s population reached 1390.08 million and the population of migrant workers 

reached 114.67 million, which showed a rising trend (National Bureau of Statistics, 2018). 

More recently, the number of migrant workers who migrate to urban areas in China 

reached 290.77 million (National Bureau of Statistics, 2020). In the Migrant Workers 

Monitoring Investigation Report in 2016, female migrant workers account for 34.5% of 

all migrant workers; at the same time, married female migrant workers account for about 

77.9% of all female migrant workers. The number of married migrant women has 

increased by 1.5% since 2015 and it shows a rising trend (National Bureau of Statistics, 

2017). The large number of rural workers entering the cities brings a large amount of 

labour to the cities, and at the same time, the migrant workers themselves and their 

families can increase their income. Migrant workers have more job opportunities and 
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higher incomes in urban areas than in rural areas, therefore urbanisation can boost migrant 

family’s income and reduce the income urban-rural gap (Ding and Sun, 2019). China's 

rural per capita disposable income also more than doubled between 2011 and 2017 (Han, 

Wang and Liu, 2019). Urbanisation provides more job opportunities for rural residents, 

while promoting economic development in rural areas, improving infrastructure in rural 

areas, and stimulating consumption and economic growth (Zhang and He, 2015). On the 

other hand, urbanisation has also contributed to the creation of rural female stayers.   

  

In China, rural labour migration is mostly based on individuals rather than families, and 

this can lead to the issue of stay behinds (Xu, 2010). It is typically men who migrate to 

the urban area, while their wives remain in the rural home (Chen, 2014). Most rural 

migration is temporary in light of the hukou system2 and migrants frequently return to 

their hometown in rural areas (Ye, 2017).   

  

Based on the age structure of the female population in China's villages and towns, it is 

estimated that there are about 352 million rural women aged 16-70 with the ability to work, 

of which about 250 million are still living in rural areas (Wang and et.al, 2021). There are 

significant differences in the income of rural women compared to rural men and urban 

women (see Table 1). At the same time, in the context of urbanisation, rural women have 

replaced men as the main labour force in agricultural production activities (Wang and et.al, 

2021).   

  

  Rural women  Urban women  Rural men  

Annual Income (Yuan)  16419  46806  33080  

Table 1: Annual revenue for 2017 ( National Bureau of Statistics , 2017)  

  

In summary, it is easy to see from the above data the current situation of rural women. 

As urbanisation progresses, migration gradually tends to increase. However, this urban 

migration has its advantages and disadvantages. On the one hand it provides more jobs 

and more income, but on the other hand it also leads to the creation of a population left 

 
2 The hukou system is a national policy of managing the household population on a household basis. The attributes of 
household registration are divided into agricultural and non-agricultural hukou based on geographical and family 
member relationships.  
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behind. In particular, while women who remain in rural areas become the main 

workforce for their families, rural women continue to face lower incomes than their 

urban counterparts. In addition, among rural women entering urban area, there is a rising 

trend of migrant married women, however most of these migrations are temporary. 

 

1.3 Dominant Representations of Rural female stayers  

At the beginning of my research, most of the information about rural female stayers came 

from the Chinese mass media. Since the economic reforms began in the 1980s, there has 

been large-scale migration from rural to urban areas. Rural-urban migration has resulted 

in rural women facing different choices than before: stay, migrate or return. As Reinharz 

and Chase suggest (2011, p231), “Social scientists generally agree that a person's social 

location shapes his or her identity, experiences, and perspectives”(, people's lives are 

influenced by their social and cultural environment. For rural women, their particular 

social locations can lead them to face particular life experiences and to make sense of 

them in particular ways. According to the mass media in China, some news shows that 

women are in a disadvantageous position in China, and the situation for rural women is 

more difficult because they face more constraints in more traditional environments (Wan 

and Wei, 2009; Yu, 2014). Rural female stayers are generally portrayed in the media as 

being at  a disadvantaged position in the family, and their choices are limited to those 

permitted by their husbands and/or the extended (Xie and Peng, 2008). This negative 

representation is illustrated in the headline “the Lives of Left Behind Women are in Crisis 

Under Heavy Pressure”, which focused on mental illness (Ye, 2016).  

 

However, in recent years, some media have begun to report on the situation of rural female 

stayers who have started their own businesses in rural areas. China Women's News (2022), 

for example, reported that “Women Hold Up Half the Sky”, and “Left Behind Women in 

Poor Mountainous Areas Seize the Opportunity to Use the Ecommerce Platform to 

Embark on the Road to Prosperity”, describing how rural female stayers have taken the 

initiative to improve their lives with the help of government policies (Wu, 2018). Also, 

Sohu News (2022) reports that rural female stayers are employed through their 

participation in the seed production base of a specialist ecological planting cooperative. 

In addition, in recent years the main government measures have been targeted at rural 
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areas, such as “The Rural Revitalization Strategy” introduced in 2017, and some policies 

specifically concentrate on rural female stayers, for example, following the release of the 

China Women's Development Programme (2011-2020) in 2018, emphasis was placed on 

implementing and improving policies related to ensuring rural women's rights and 

interests in land. It is true that the media has increasingly focused on rural areas and rural 

women, following the various government policies to assist rural areas. On the one hand, 

with the help of government policies, the living conditions of rural women have improved; 

On the other hand, the stereotype that they are in a backward position compared with other 

women and in a "disadvantaged position" in terms of help still exists. 

  

Previous, studies of rural areas tended to focus more on three rural issues - the rural areas 

issue, agriculture issue and farmers issue - than on rural areas under the influence of 

urbanisation, etc. For example, Zhang and He (2015) argued that urbanisation provides 

more work opportunities for rural residents, and on the other hand, urbanisation promotes 

economic development and improves infrastructure in the rural area, which in turn 

stimulates consumption and economic growth. However, as media and researchers began 

to focus more and more on women themselves, I suddenly realised that discussions on this 

topic tended to be about urban women, with academics more concerned with the 

inequalities that urban women face in the workplace (Bi, 2006; Xu, 2012),  working 

mothers (Cooke, 2005) and women and  housework (Yu, 2014). Rural women, as part of 

the women's community, are somewhat neglected in academic discussions of topics that 

focus on women. Although the situation of left behind women is often discussed in the 

news, they have not received much attention in the sociological field in recent years. 

However, with 30% of China's left behind population being female(Wang, 2015), it is 

clear that they need more attention. It was some time before the research focus turned to 

rural women, but one important early study on left behind women is Ye and Wu's (2008). 

Their landmark study provided a new direction of research based on women's perspectives 

and demonstrated the feasibility of this approach. Then, Jacka (2012) wrote a number of 

articles focusing on left behind women in China, for example, to focus on the well-being 

of older left behind women. In addition, some Western researchers focus on the migration 

topic, among them, Murphy's (2021) research showed that the mobility of those left 

behind was influenced by family relationships, gender, and economic factors.   
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Nevertheless, much past research has tended to focus more on the negative aspects of rural 

female stayers' lives and has attempted to explain the causes of their difficulties and the 

subsequent effects on their physical health. Reviewing the literature about rural Chinese 

women, most research concentrates on stay behind women's difficulties in daily life and 

mental health issues, for example, research by Zhang et al. (2018) “Investigation on sleep 

quality of rural left behind women and study on the correlations between sleep quality 

and depression”, by Luo et al.(2017) “Love or Bread? What Determines Subjective 

Wellbeing Among Left Behind Women in Rural China?”, Jacka (2012) “Migration, 

Householding and the Well-being of Left behind Women in Rural Ningxia”, and so on. 

Fewer studies have focused on the daily lives of women left behind and how they use 

agency to deal with their daily experiences. My research seeks to move beyond the 

negative portrayals of rural female stayers in previous studies by showing the positive 

aspects of rural female stayers' daily lives. I draw on theories of agency to emphasise the 

possibilities for rural female stayers' to make meaning about their own lives (see section 

2.2.2. in the literature review chapter for a detailed discussion of my theorisation of agency 

in this context).Also, as society develops and changes, the environment and living 

conditions in rural areas cannot remain unchanged, so the current study takes this as a 

starting point to try to provide up-to-date first-hand information on the living conditions 

of rural female stayers today. At the same time, it shows the current perspectives of rural 

female stayers themselves.  

 

1.4 Arguments of the thesis  

Centring on a concern with gender and agency, this thesis seeks to challenge narrow 

perceptions of rural female stayers. It argues that rural female stayers often focus their 

attention on the people around them, like their family. Rural female stayers attempt to 

demonstrate their understanding of what constitutes a 'good' woman by putting themselves 

last. To a certain extent, gender shapes the division of household responsibilities in China 

and rural female stayers have a variety of roles in everyday life, such as mother, wife and 

daughter (in law) within the family. However, due to the patriarchal and gendered division 

of labour, women are expected to take on most of the domestic tasks within the family 

and are given less recognition. Rural female stayers are aware that they have less space 

than men to exert their agency in their daily lives. This thesis, nevertheless, argues that 
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rural female stayers’ descriptions of their daily lives show us how they exert their agency 

within the family and in their interactions with others in the neighbourhood. For example, 

they try to emphasise the efforts and choices they make to be good mothers, yet this may 

lead them to put their own needs last when resources are scarce, even though they do not 

feel this is a loss for them. On the other hand, rural female stayers try to protect their own 

mianzi (face) against the prejudices of others, and in doing so, they gain more decision-

making power and a higher level of agency, thus demonstrating their positive attitude 

towards life. Finally, rural female stayers are active participants in navigating their agency, 

and they try to express how their lives link with happiness. Their understanding of 

happiness will demonstrate the rules of being a 'good woman' and may also illuminate the 

ways in which these rules can be broken. At the same time, their descriptions of a happy 

life may break down previous stereotypes of them and show them in a different light.  

  

1.5 Research Questions  

There is currently a lack of research that focuses on the daily lives of rural female 

stayers from their perspective, and most existing studies focus on the negative aspects of 

their lives and explain the difficulties they encounter. The overall aim of this study is to 

address these gaps  by attempting to show the daily experiences of rural female stayers. 

It is important to focus on how rural female stayers position themselves as good/moral 

people because it helps us to understand how they exercise agency and make sense of 

their own lives. It is also valuable to focus on happiness because it helps to counteract 

other people's definitions of their lives, as social stereotypes make it difficult to 

associate happiness with rural female stayers. In order to better understand how rural 

female stayers make sense of their everyday lives, this study sets out research questions 

from three perspectives: firstly, their lives within the family(their relationship with 

family members), secondly, the way they get along with the people around them(their 

relationships with those(out of home) around them, and thirdly, how they understand 

happiness and how they describe it. In this study, I explore the following questions:  

  

1.What are rural female stayers’ experiences of daily life?  

  

The aim of this study was first to understand the daily lives of rural female stayers. It 

investigates what life is like for rural female stayers and how their everyday experiences 
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affect them. The study of the daily lives of rural female stayers helps us to understand the 

division of family responsibilities among rural female stayers, and how they talk about 

their family roles and evaluate themselves. This in turn helps to enrich the study of gender 

in rural China and the gender division of labour in everyday family life in rural China.  

  

2.How do rural female stayers position themselves as good/moral women in relation to 

their family and community?   

  

As well as showing the daily life of rural female stayers, it is also important to see how 

they get along with the people around them. This research question seeks to understand 

how the women are influenced by the people around them and the forms of agency open 

to rural female stayers in daily life.  I therefore propose an analysis of their relationships 

and relationships with those around them in terms of how they talk about and defend their 

mianzi. The study of mianzi helps to understand how rural female stayers exercise their 

agency and through protecting their mianzi counteract the bias of others. This extends the 

research question of understanding how women in rural China demonstrate their 

awareness of mianzi through their relationships with those around them and how they 

protect their own mianzi.  

  

3.How do rural female stayers understand ‘happiness’/a good life, and do they see their 

lives in these terms?   

  

Thirdly, in many previous studies descriptions of rural female stayers have tended to 

emphasise the difficulties and hardships in their lives, so I will explore what a happy life 

is for the rural female stayers, and how they relate their lives to happiness. This study will 

focus on the perspectives from which rural female stayers‘ view their lives and how this 

understanding affects their description of happiness. It is important to focus on rural 

female stayers' understanding of happiness because it counteracts some of the ways in 

which others define their lives and it also expresses how they struggle with the difficulties 

they face.  

  

To answer these three questions, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 25 

participants. In the face-to-face interviews with rural female stayers, my participants 
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presented their daily lives and the topics they care about in their own words. The resulting 

themes are those that concern them and there are different expressions of the same themes 

by the participants, thus highlighting the complexity of their life experiences.  

  

1.6 Outline of thesis  

This chapter gives a brief overview of the structure of the whole thesis and the direction 

of the research, etc. I have already provided an overview of the situation of rural women 

in China, showing the context and social environment in which rural female stayers live. 

I have also outlined the scope  of the thesis by asking three research questions about rural 

female stayers, which I will use to present, discuss and analyse the daily experiences of 

rural female stayers and their living conditions in the community, as well as their 

descriptions of happiness. I  have introduced the thesis's focus on gender and agency, and 

have begun to reveal how this study bridges the gaps in existing research. The outline for 

the remaining chapters is as follows:  

  

This chapter focuses on reviewing the existing research through the following areas. 

Firstly I introduce the context of patriarchy in China and show the existing research on 

gender, through which I find that gender factors influence the division of labour between 

the different genders and their position within the family. Secondly, I critique previous 

research on rural Chinese stayers by comparing the different life experiences of stay 

behind women and return women. The review focuses on the existing  

literature that has helped me establish my own research knowledge about gender, 

China's rural female stayers, and the exploration of agency. I aim to explain how my 

research is situated in relation to debates about gender, structure and agency. Through 

the literature review, I identified the gaps in the research. Firstly, there is a paucity of 

relevant research in recent years on rural women's understanding of their own lives; 

secondly, there is a lack of relevant research on the impact of urban life experiences on 

rural women. My research explain in further depth how this study is addressing critical 

gaps in knowledge within the fields.  

  

Chapter 3 deals with the research methodology. This chapter considers how I designed 

my research and prepared the fieldwork, how I recruited participants and conducted the 

survey, and how I collated the data. I also present reflections on this process to explain 
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how I chose my research methods and perceived my position as an interviewer. In this 

chapter, I show how the interplay between method and data in this phase of my fieldwork 

became a solid foundation for understanding how rural female stayers perceive their life 

experience.  

  

This thesis has three data analysis chapters, of which Chapter 4 is the first one. This 

chapter focuses on the experiences of rural female stayers in the 'nei', in other words, their 

daily lives within the family. It documents the daily lives of rural female stayers and their 

roles in the family. First, how rural female stayers approach their lives as mothers; second, 

how they make choices as wives; and finally, how they deal with the choices they face as 

daughters or daughters-in-law. I will discuss how rural female stayers in everyday life and 

in the home are affected by their different roles, as well as validate, through discussion, 

whether gender determines the division of responsibilities of women in the home. I will 

examine how rural female stayers perceive and respond to gender inequality, as well as 

consider how an understanding of gender shapes their roles.  

  

Chapter 5 focuses on the interactions of rural female stayers in the 'wai', in other words, it 

focuses on the interactions between rural female stayers and those around them or within 

their communities, with the discussion focusing on the issue of mianzi. Mianzi has been 

called face in many existing studies. As mianzi culture permeates all aspects of everyday 

life, it is important to discuss the issue of mianzi in order to better show how rural female 

stayers live with the people around them. This chapter will demonstrate how rural female 

stayers understand mianzi and explore how this understanding leads rural female stayers 

to exert their agency. In the meantime, the migration experience becomes a point of 

difference to focus on when discussing the subject of stay behind and return women 

maintaining mianzi.  

  

Chapter 6, which is the final analytical chapter, explores the relationship between rural 

female stayers and happiness, and in particular their understanding of a ‘happy life’. When 

we shift the perspective of studies of rural female stayers from suffering to more positive 

emotions, it becomes possible to consider happiness as a dimension of their lived 

experience. In this chapter, I will look at how they describe happiness in the present, in 

the future and as children, and how they counteract stereotypes by showing their happiness. 
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In this chapter, I introduce the concept of bentou, and the possibilities of agency to shape 

the future of life will be shown through the analysis of bentou. I also explore how their 

accounts of happiness demonstrate the confined and normative dimensions of happiness 

in rural female stayers’ lives.  

  

Chapter 7 is the final chapter— the conclusion. In this chapter, I summarise my findings 

and discuss the limitations of the study. My thesis has provided some substantial insights 

and reflections on the experiences of rural female stayers but I also acknowledge that as a 

qualitative study this is inevitably a partial account. I acknowledge the limitations of my 

data and as such, I am aware that this study cannot provide a full picture of rural female 

stayers’ life experience. Finally, I have suggested some possible directions for future 

research based on my limitations.  
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Chapter 2 Literature Review   

2.1 Introduction   

In this chapter, I present previous research to establish an academic context in 

preparation for my own research. This chapter is divided into three main themes, which 

are identified by three key fields:  i) the conceptualizations of gender, ii) gender in 

China, iii) rural female stayers. Through the exploration of these key themes, I hope to 

form an effective framework through which I can identify the path I am taking in my 

approach to my research. I also aim to demonstrate how my research builds on and 

develops existing empirical literature on gender and rural China. In my selection of 

literature, I have placed China at the centre, and my focus is on sociology in China.  

  

At the beginning of this chapter, I will review the sociological approaches to 

conceptualising gender. Then, I will present the current state of research on gender in 

China, and in this section, I will address an important social context, which is the issue 

of patriarchy as part of the Chinese societal background. After this, I analyse the existing 

research about gender issues on ‘nei’ (women’s life inside of home) and ‘wai’(women’s 

life outside of home), and also the main gender issues in rural areas. Finally, I will 

review the relevant research on Chinese rural female stayers.   

  

2.2 The understanding of gender and agency  
2.2.1 What is gender 

With the promotion of the second-wave feminist movement, and a concern with the 

social and cultural expressions and suppressions of ‘appropriate’ gendered conduct,  

distinctions between the concepts of gender and sex began to be made. In general, sex 

refers to the physiological characteristics of male and female bodies, while gender tends 

to refer to social and cultural characteristics (Oakley,1972). This important decoupling 

of gender from biology was based on arguments made in de Beauvoir’s  “The Second 

Sex”, which laid the foundations for a feminist gender analysis that emphasized the 

social characteristics of women (De Beauvoir, 1949, cited in Jackson and Scott, 2002).  
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Further, if gender is treated as a product of sociality, then the social relations between men 

and women also become the result of social arrangements (Jackson and Scott, 2002). 

Gender as a concept of sociality is concerned with masculinity and femininity in the social 

sphere, rather than in the natural one (Jackson and Scott, 2002). Therefore, some feminists 

argue that social gender means that women’s status is not determined by nature, biological 

characteristics or natural gender but rather is a socio-political construct (Carole, 1988 cited 

by Sun, 2020). Through their understanding of gender identity, individuals can make sense 

of the social world and make decisions based on it. Gender is not just a set of traditional 

norms that constrain women’s behaviour, but also empowers women to legally manage, 

obtain assets and opportunities (Hopkins, 2007). At the same time, it represents a set of 

informal ‘rules’ that stipulate expectations for the appropriate behaviour of men and 

women, as well as an explanation of male or female behaviour (Hopkins, 2007).  

  

In elaborating how gender works socially, a key strand of theory has emphasized its 

ongoing accomplishment, which emphasises its ongoing accomplishment as a practical 

activity in social life (West and Zimmerman, 1987). According to West and Zimmerman 

(1987), gender is not a just personal attribute but also a social practice; that people ‘do’ 

gender rather than ‘have’ gender. This concept of “doing gender”, emphasises the ways 

people combine their daily behaviour and social interaction with gender symbolic 

behaviour (West and Zimmerman, 1987). West and Zimmerman argued that doing 

gender involves both social norms and the more complex process of 'situated conduct' in 

interaction (1987, p126). According to West and Zimmerman's understanding of gender, 

it is important to note that doing gender requires gender criteria and that the definition of 

nature is inseparable from the definition of society; in addition, doing gender requires 

the interaction of all participants in a particular social context, which cannot be done by 

a single individual(1987). In West and Zimmerman's opinion, gender relies on 

interactions in everyday social life, so this process of 'doing' may need further 

elaboration though analysis agency. The "do" in doing gender refers to action and it has 

a strong practical orientation (Wang, 2020). Hence, the notion of ‘ doing gender’ is 

about showing that people are involved in making it, in relation to the structural and 

social contexts which shape how it can be done. The idea that we ‘do’ gender is 
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explicitly related to understandings of agency (Grunow, 2019) which I explore further in 

the following sections.  

 

 2.2.2 What is agency 

The concept of "agency" is rooted in a tradition that focuses on individual freedom, and 

places the individual at the centre of social action (Hitlin and Elder, 2007). In other 

words, agency arises from the interaction of individuals in society. Agency means the 

ability of an individual to take action (McNay, 2004), and it is described as the basic 

relative autonomy of a person within a given institutional context (Hitlin and Elder, 

2007, cited by Grunow, 2019). Ortner (2001) distinguishes between two categories of 

'agency', one closely related to power, which includes both 'domination' and 'resistance'; 

the other emphasizes intention, which refers to people's life plans and their ability to 

plan and realise them (Man, 2016). 

 

Like gender, the scope of agentic goals and aspirations is also culturally and socially 

framed, and 'agency' is often accommodated and enacted within a specific social culture 

(Man, 2016). In other words, as Ortner notes, the capacity for agency is, to a large 

extent, unable to escape the basic framework of socio-cultural structures, and hence, 'it 

is not entirely free agency' (Ortner, 2001). As Karl Marx(1852) argued, people make 

their own history by making choices in the context of direct encounters, given and 

passed on from the past, rather than in circumstances chosen by humans themselves 

(Evans and Strauss, 2010). Feminists such as Whitehead(1979)agree that individuals 

make choices and have agency within the constraints imposed by their individual 

circumstances, but they also note the constraints imposed by the structural distribution 

of rules, norms, resources and identities between different groups; divisions by gender, 

class, race, caste, etc.; and the resulting inequalities of power and privilege (Folbre 1994 

cited by Kabeer, 2016). Thus, there is a complex interplay between individual decision-

making and larger structural constraints in shaping individual agency. 

 

This complicated notion of agency is a helpful lens for us to understand the daily lives of 

women.  For example, Grunow (2019) argues that this  nuanced concept of agency may 

be useful in understanding the link between men's and women's unequal burden of 

domestic work and the internal and external constraints they face. That is, men may have 
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more agency to resist domestic work due to societal norms that position housework as 

women’s work. Similarly, women may have less agency to refuse domestic work 

because they face and internalise gender norms that places value on their performance of 

household tasks. The sociological study of personal choice and agency implies that 

individuals have the ability to make decisions about all major aspects of their lives, 

without being completely constrained on the one hand, and at the same time, not without 

having to manage social, economic and family circumstances (Evans and Strauss, 2010). 

In the context of my study, analysis of the daily lives of rural female stayers therefore 

needs to focus not only on their own accounts of their lives and how they make choices, 

but also on their social and cultural position with society. Given that individuals enact 

agency in the context of their social environment and culture, understanding  the 

Chinese social context is integral to the present study. Accordingly, in the following 

section, I will elaborate on existing research on gender in the Chinese context.    

 

2.3 Research about gender in China  
2.3.1 Societal background - Characteristics of Patriarchy  

When we look at gender, the background to the origins of the differences between men 

and women’s lives is something we must try to understand, and in this case a key aspect 

of the cultural context is Confucianism. Confucianism is the core of traditional Chinese 

culture, and has dominated the entire system of Chinese society throughout its historical 

evolution. It was first developed in the pre-Qin dynasty, established during the Han 

dynasty, and then further rationalised during the Song and Ming dynasties (Li and 

Zhang, 2008). Confucianism has had a profound influence on the socialisation of gender 

equality (Li and Zhang, 2008). Confucian culture is a historical and current presence, 

because its influence changes flexibly with the times and thus remains important  today. 

As Jackson, Ho and Na (2013) point out, even when cultural precepts and practices have 

a very long documented history, they may be reinvented and their current form may be 

the product of successive revivals and revisions, as is the case with Confucianism in 

East Asia (Jackson, Ho and Na, 2013, p669).   

  

As such, as well as influencing changes in gender relations and women's roles in 

contemporary China, this influence is also changing in tandem with the ongoing 

evolution of society (Li and Zhang, 2008). All the negative elements for women of the 
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family ethic advocated by Confucianism are summed up in the concept of feudal 

patriarchy. Confucianism, for example, ‘takes focusing on internal family matters, like 

housework’3 as a role for women and considers 'assist[ing] the husband and educate[ing] 

the children'4 to be the vocation of women. This is further explained by the Confucian 

doctrine that the functions and roles of women as wives and mothers, are measured and 

reflected by the social status and value of men - husbands and sons (Li and Zhang, 

2008).  

 

Patriarchal cultures are typically characterised by male-centrism. Patriarchy creates a 

male-centred worldview by devaluing the experience and status of women (Ye, 2009). It 

treats men as models and places women on the margins of social regulation (Gao and 

Ye, 2009). As the concept of patriarchy enters Chinese scholarship, how it is translated 

into Chinese actually reflects the scholarly understanding of the concept. There are 

several main understandings of patriarchy (Zhou, 1998; Shen, 2019). I agree with Zhou's 

(1998) expression of patriarchy, which is further interpreted to mean that the power of 

the father and the husband make up the concept of patriarchy, although they are both 

similar and different in real life. Although patriarchy places more emphasis on the 

relationship between the sexes, in the Chinese context it also has a specificity which 

manifests itself in terms of age or generation (Shen, 2019). This is further explained by 

the fact that the subordination of married women to their husbands is accompanied by 

the need to defer to the older men in the family, and this is actually accompanied by 

their need to defer to the older women. Because the elders, such as the in-laws, are seen 

as one, the elder women are seen as subordinate to their husbands but also have some of 

their husbands' rights. As Jaschok and Miers (1994) characterises it in relation to 

Chinese patriarchy, the woman often becomes the subject of oppression of the other 

woman. In patriarchal societies, where the core of society is formed by men and women 

are merely the nurturers of children, an order of gender relations that protects the 

universal primacy of men is formed under this ideology (Tong, 2011).  

  

One of the most obvious effects of patriarchy is gender preference. Gender preferences 

are influenced by family practices, i.e. patriarchal authority, and the existence of these 

 
3 In Chinese, Zhu nei.  
4 In Chinese, Xiang fu jiao zi, from the Analects of Confucius.  
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practices determines the structure of a patriarchal family system composed of certain 

social, political, economic and cultural factors (Li, 2000 cited by Ye, 2002). The family 

system is an intermediate variable that directly determines the gender preferences of 

reproductive subjects, emphasising the gender utility of sons over daughters in a 

patriarchal political model that ultimately constructs gender orientations that are skewed 

towards men (Ye, 2002). Although some women have achieved success in Chinese 

society and gained prestige and recognition, they still need to transition into a more 

traditional role when they return to their families (Jin, 2000). As Kan and He (2018) 

found in their study, women still perform most of the household chores, however the 

division of labour in the household depends on factors such as the gender ideology of 

the area. One of the institutional arrangements of family patriarchy is that sons inherit 

property, family names and prestige, which are passed on from father to son and from 

son to grandson, whereas daughters cannot inherit these. At the same time, the male 

inheritance system transcends class and hierarchy, in other words, women must follow 

the institutional arrangement of male inheritance regardless of their status (Li, 2012). 

This gender preference has evolved somewhat over time and as society has changed. 

Indeed, as Chen's study (2017) shows, in urban areas, more and more families are 

beginning to prefer daughters. However, in rural areas the male gender preference has 

not changed significantly. According to Yin  et al.’s (2018) study, rural households still 

prefer to have at least one son and at the same time the son helps the mother to gain a 

higher level of decision-making power.  

  

"The patriarchal family is undoubtedly rooted in tradition; as Max Weber said, the 

legitimacy of patriarchal authority comes from tradition" (Jin, 2011, p27). At the same 

time, the patriarchal family could be perpetuated and reconstructed because, on the one 

hand, it did not impose the cost of reproducing the population on society and, on the 

other, it raised the free labour needed for industrial society (Jin, 2011). The impact was 

accompanied by the continuation and reconstruction of the patriarchal family in terms of 

relational patterns and ideologies (Jin, 2011).  

  

It is useful to use the concept of patriarchy to analyse the status of women and how male 

heads of household control resources and construct hierarchies in rural Chinese society 

(Jin, 2000 cited by Du, 2001). Within the framework of patriarchy, the marriage of a 
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man and a woman has a completely different meaning; men do not have to leave their 

homes, family members or the villages where they grew up, and they only need to take 

care of their parents, whereas women have to enter the man's home and village when 

they are married and take care of their husband's parents (Li, 2012). Further explaining 

Li's point, the reason a family needs to have at least one son is that the son will be 

responsible for the care of the parents in their old age. Because the predominant marital 

residence pattern in rural areas today is that daughters live in the same village as their 

husbands' families after marriage, and many even live with their husbands' parents. 

Inevitably, daughters will focus their attention on their husband's family, and this leads 

to the origin family's son becoming the main carer of his parents. Here, I find I disagree 

with Li (2012) that "raising son for old age" is a realistic choice in the absence of a 

change in the pattern of marriage between men and women. The fact that married 

daughters are beginning to care for their own parents is the best rebuttal to this view 

(Weng and Li, 2019).  

 

There are many studies (Jin, 2011; Liu, 2017; Jin, 2010) on the disintegration of 

patriarchy. Some scholars (Yang, 2016; Liu, 2017) who argue that the modernization 

process will inevitably weaken or even break up the patriarchal family in China, and  Jin 

(2011) that the tendency for rural families to gradually follow the urban family model 

will eventually lead to the destruction of the patriarchal system. I do agree with these 

views, and it is important to recognise that patriarchy is not set in stone. At the same 

time, I think a focus on patriarchy will help to understand the interaction between rural 

female stayers and families. This will form an important part of the focus of my thesis 

on the relationship between married rural women who are daughters and their parents in 

their families of origin. And this thesis will explore the interaction between married 

daughters and their families of origin through of an analysis.  

  

2.3.2 The gender situation in China  

In the context of Chinese society, as a matter of fact, changes in the social context and 

policies from 1949 onwards have had a great impact on women. In Mao‘s era, the status 

of Chinese women greatly improved (Su, 2004). The use of women's full participation in 

the workforce helped to reduce discrimination against women, guided by the Marxist 

idea that women's emancipation depends on their participation in society (Croll, 1983). 
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During the 1950s, the essentialist fusion of sexuality and gender remained quite 

influential, with the assumption that female gender identity was inextricably linked to 

female reproductive function (Evans, 1995), and the female subject was defined through 

the issue of reproduction (Evans, 2008).  Although the law supports equality between 

men and women, the reality is that 'science' differences between men and women, which 

results in women being seen as vulnerable and subordinate in marriage (Evans, 2008). 

On the other hand, the emancipation of women is expressed in their equal access to the 

public sphere of production and labour (Evans, 2008),  women were guided by 

government policy to move out of the home and into various jobs, although gender 

differences were still prevalent, and women earned less than men (Su, 2004). According 

to international standards, the gender wage gap in China before the economic reforms 

was very small, which was caused by the government's equal pay policy for equal work. 

Socialist standards for dual-income families, full employment, and equal wages have led 

to very small income gender differences between urban households (Ding, Xiao, and Li, 

2009; Ma, Liu and Song, 2019).  

 

Since the 1980s, government policies such as macroeconomic adjustment, privatisation 

reforms and public sector downsizing have not appeared to have affected gender 

equality (Su, 2004). However, market reform measures have inadvertently had a 

negative impact on a more equitable gender division of labour in a socialist system, and 

no corresponding alternative measures have been proposed. As childcare makes it more 

expensive for employers, female workers are disadvantaged in a market economy. State-

owned enterprises abiding by market discipline, abolished the state's protection of 

women workers, and reformed the property rights system and labour market to increase 

the number of laid-off workers and reduce women's wages to transfer some of the 

childbearing expenses incurred by the state and units to women, and now childcare is a 

woman's duty (Ding, Xiao, and Li, 2009). The reform strategies pursued by Chinese 

cities in the late 1990s have similarities with the structural adjustment policies of the 

1980s, and neither recognized the role of women in social reproduction.5 Before the 

economic reforms, under the policy of “equal pay for equal work” (tong gong tong 

chou), women and men enjoyed the same remuneration; after the reforms, under the 

 
5 Social reproduction includes two aspects of material data reproduction and population reproduction (Wu, Yang and 
Wang, 1980).  
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market economy, the government could not force companies to implement the previous 

policies, so women were gradually placed at a disadvantage (Wu, 2019a). So, it is not 

surprising that women are more likely to be laid off than men and it is more difficult for 

them to find re-employment in the private sector (Ding, Xiao, and Li, 2009). In the late 

1990s, the government implemented several reforms aimed at increasing women’s social 

labour participation, for example, the promulgation of the ‘Programme for the 

Development of Chinese Women (2021-2030)’ and implementation of the ‘Law of the 

People's Republic of China on the Protection of Rights and Interests of Women’. The 

current employment rate for women is only slightly above 70%, but this is still the one 

of highest in the world (Ye and Zhao, 2018).    

  

China's transition to a market economy has led to changes in family norms and gender 

relations, mainly because the country's efforts to create gender equality in the workplace 

have shrunk, and restored normative gender roles and the division of labour within the 

family. The restoration of normative gender roles has, in some ways, been linked to 

elaborated interests in gender difference and gender identities in the transition to post-

socialism(Rofel, 1999). A lot of research on the division of labour in Chinese society 

shows that women take more responsibility for care (Yu and Chau, 1997; Chen, 2018a; 

Tong, Shu and Piotrowski, 2019). From this we can expect that in China, like other 

countries, women's labour market activities will be more affected by family roles (Zhang 

and Pan, 2012). Research on gender in China has gradually increased in recent years, 

and the research on gender has gradually deepened, such as the division of labour, 

equality and other issues (Sun, 2020). The research on gender in China in sociology, 

mainly from the perspective of women, analyses the conflicts between the modern social 

gender division of labour and the attitudes to female gender roles at the social level and 

stress (Ji et.al, 2017; Wang, Ma and Guo, 2020). Furthermore, under the influence of 

Confucian culture, femininity is closely related to people's stereotype of weak, 

submissive and inferior women (Ghate, 2018 cited by Shi and Zheng, 2020). Living in 

an expanded family structure is a reflection of the patriarchal family system which 

controls women. The role of the Chinese woman is defined by her absolute obedience to 

and respect of her husband's family authority in the marriage, as well as her affirmation 

and maintenance of family authority (Leung, 2003). Therefore, the traditional Confucian 

gender concepts of "good wife and loving mother" and "promoting men and degrading 
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women" are the basic principles for evaluating a woman's behaviour and desires, and her 

status relative to men. Confucianism defines women as social subjects in terms of their 

relationship with men (mothers, sisters, wives), so women are expected to play 

secondary roles in the family and community (Leung, 2003) and women’s subordination 

also limits their self-determination rights (Li, 2005). Although Chinese law protects 

women's rights, demographic data suggests that strong cultural values still privilege men 

(Rosenberg, 2009 cited by Navaaro, 2012). On the other hand, as women have become 

more educated and as society has developed and people's mindsets changed, the need for 

women's own initiative is becoming more important, particularly in the urban context. 

Urban women are beginning to have more of a choice in how and what they do, they are 

breaking away from patriarchal 'control' to a certain extent, and the new image of 

women as independent and active is being established and widely accepted (Gu, 2020). 

They rely on notions of individualism that contradict Confucian norms and ideals. 

Women living in cities have a higher level of education than rural women (Wu, 2021) 

and as discussed in Chen's study (2015), the level of education influences Chinese 

people's identification with individualism to a certain extent. To sum up, as urban 

women have more employment opportunities and options, it is easier for them to 

establish a new image of themselves. It should be noted, however, that although 

educated urban women do have a degree of freedom compared to rural women, they are 

not completely free from patriarchal norms, for example the leftover women6 (Fincher, 

2016). 

  

We have considered the changes to patriarchy but this has primarily been done with 

reference to urban women, however when the subject of study becomes rural women, 

the situation is different. The majority of urban Chinese women combine family and 

work, a result of the mingling of a patriarchal culture and the idea of gender equality 

guided by various reform policies. As explained above, patriarchy has evolved with the 

times and there is no longer  a disincentive for women to work outside the home in 

China. However, when the subject of the study becomes rural women, the situation of 

women working outside the home is different because of the social conditions in the 

countryside. This is because rural areas are more conservative in their habits and 

 
6 Leftover women in Chinese called “sheng nv”, which is means a woman who is past what society considers to be 
marriageable age but is still unmarried. 
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therefore family expectations of women are more concentrated within the family. As a 

result, rural women tend to operate as family-centred women, whose energy is mainly 

concentrated within the family.  

  

Much existing research regarding Chinese women’s lives has been conducted in terms of 

one or several gendered roles, such as mother or wife. Most research has focused on the 

division of labour between men and women due to gender and on differences in family 

and social roles. Due to gender, women in “wai and nei” are in completely different 

situations, but of course these two situations are also mutually influential. The term 'nei' 

refers to women's lives within the family, while the corresponding term 'wai' represents 

the situation of women in society outside the home. For greater clarity, I will discuss the 

two situations - women in society and women in the family - separately. After that, I 

would like to consider the research about rural women and gender.  

  

2.3.2.1 ‘Wai’- Outside of home: Women and working  

Although the life of the 'wai' is not normally associated with rural women, research on 

this does at least provide us with a complete picture of women's lives in the urban area. 

The life of the 'wai' is more associated with urban women, but the study of these social 

contexts provides a rich source of information about the lives of migrant women in the 

city. At the same time, the decisions and perceptions of rural women in their daily lives 

are also influenced to some extent by the lives of urban women, so it is valuable to 

understand the lives of the 'wai'.  

  

Work and family are two important areas that shape a woman’s gender, and in China 

women’s roles are greatly influenced by patriarchy in both the job market and the family 

(Fang and Walker, 2015). This family employment relationship emphasises women’s 

socioeconomic security and social identity (Fang and Walker, 2015). Kmec (2005) 

argues that women's career paths are determined by organisational practices rather than 

women's own preferences (Luo and Chui, 2019).  

  

Many studies have focused on the different circumstances faced by men and women at 

work due to gender differences and the reasons that lead to women being at a 

disadvantage. A study of gender differences in the contemporary China labour market 
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shows that households have different effects on different genders in terms of job 

changes. For example, women's job changes are more driven by family reasons, while 

men's changes are more caused by career pursuits (Cao and Hu, 2007); only women are 

negatively affected by marriage and family in terms of income and employment status 

(Zhang, Hannan and Wang, 2008); the existence of young children only negatively 

affects women's income, but does not affect men's income, because women spend more 

time on childcare, this is likely to hinder their promotion (Shu, Zhu, and Zhang, 2007; 

Chen, 2018b); among laid-off workers, marriage reduces women's possibility of re-

employment, but men do not face this issue (Du and Dong, 2009 cited by Zhang and 

Pan, 2012). And furthermore, the role of women as wives, mothers and caregivers in the 

family can lead to work-family conflicts and limit their job choices. Many women 

choose work that is suitable for the family in order to maintain work and family balance; 

it is usually a typical job of devaluation and low wages, and has limitations in wages and 

career development (Budig and England, 2001). Furthermore, marketisation has led to 

the privatisation of the economy. Due to the lack of effective labor market 

discrimination and regulation policies, women are subject to various forms of 

discrimination in the labor market, from job hunting, salary promotion to promotion. 

This discrimination is underpinned by  employer stereotypes that women's time and 

energy costs in pregnancy, childbirth and childcare are high, and that this can lead to 

them being distracted at work and make them less efficient (Xie, Zhang and Li, 2017). 

In addition, women face discrimination from employers because they are expected to put 

more emphasis on their family responsibilities and this leads to stereotyping that women 

work less productively than men (Zhang and Pan, 2012).  

  

These previous studies have demonstrated that women are in fact treated unequally in 

the life of the 'wai', because of society's inherent expectations of women, and they are 

often restricted and in a position where they need to be reactive to family needs when 

making decisions. However, I would like to point out that more and more research is 

actually starting to focus on urban women who do not exactly meet the social 

requirements or customary definitions of society (Li and Zhang; Sun and Li, 2017). For 

example, some of the more distinctive images of contemporary women are also hotly 

discussed by researchers, such as the so-called ‘strong woman’ or the female doctor. In 
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Chinese society, “strong” women7 are respected for their ability and success in the 

workplace, and these women are not acceptable to all people. People sometimes think 

that work success is in conflict with achieving gendered social norms and women's 

values (Navaaro, 2012). The emergence of these 'new' women, who are successful in the 

world of work, has gone some way to breaking the stereotype that all women face 

difficulties in their 'wai' lives, despite the fact that society views them in a more negative 

light. But they try to break the stereotypes that society assigns to women by expanding 

ways of ‘doing’ gender.  

  

There is also a tendency for some studies to explore  women’s perceived  oppression 

that arises from having different working conditions than men because of their gender. 

Researchers who study gender perception in China have found that women understand 

and articulate the nature of gender discrimination in society and the work unit. 

According to research from Gaskell et al. (2004), women attribute the causes of 

differences to social structures: family responsibilities and social ideologies. Other 

studies, however, suggest that some women try to rationalise these experiences and 

believe that it is due to what they see as the inherent weaknesses of their own gender, 

which means they ascribe this difference to biology (Jin, 2000; Navaaro, 2012).   

 

To sum up, it is easy to find studies that have focused on urban women. It is important to 

note that rural women are often overlooked when talking about the external life of 

women and there is limited research on rural women in the 'wai' studies. This is due to 

multiple factors; on the one hand the social environment in rural areas lacks the 

opportunity to work outside the home, because of the custom gender division (Ye, 

2018). On the other hand, for the rural migrant women who work in the cities, the focus 

of their lives is still seen as internal to the family and working is only recognized as a 

transient option (Tong, Shu, and Piotrowski, 2019). For this reason, in my study I have 

separated out women with urban experiences for discussion, but I have not placed too 

much emphasis on their lives in the 'wai'. This is because rural women's lives are mainly 

focused on the 'nei' part of their lives and, as I mentioned earlier, the lack of job 

opportunities makes it difficult for rural women to associate their lives with the 'wai'.  

 
7 “Strong” women are able to stand alone in work and life. They usually have advanced academic qualifications, high 
income, and have achieved a certain amount of success in their careers.  
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2.3.2.2 ‘Nei’- Inside the home: Women and family  

Women's lives in the family have been the focus of academic attention from a gender 

perspective. Previous studies have usually discussed urban women in terms of their roles 

in the family.  

  

First, women play a role as a wife in the family. The Maoist reform did not end the 

traditional division of labour and the public's impression of the roles and responsibilities 

of men and women in the family. In Chinese families, the role of husband as a 

breadwinner and wife as a housewife remained stable (Wang, 2006) even though women 

had equal access to work and other opportunities. Bruin and Liu (2020) used the 24-hour 

time module data from the China Family Panel Studies, and they point out that this 

pattern in the division of labour between men and women seems to have changed over 

time, as working wives have also been able to bring in financial income to the household 

and their husbands have gradually taken on more of the household chores. However, as 

expressed in Zhang's research (2020), despite the fact that women earn money to 

contribute to the household income, they are still primarily responsible for the work 

within the household. Additionally, Ye and Zhao's (2018) study showed that wives are 

still guided by their husbands, their labour market behaviour is influenced by their 

husband’s gender role, and all generations have this feature. For the wife, in Chinese 

culture it is their job to help the husband take care of the family, educate and discipline 

the children (Ye and Zhao, 2018). In the historical Chinese gender order of “man is 

responsible for the outside, woman is responsible for the inside” (nan zhu wai, nv zhu 

nei), both urban and rural women are required to be good wives and good mothers in the 

family; in the context of Confucian culture, women must "follow the father, husband and 

son". In conventional marriages, men contribute their income in exchange for women's 

domestic work (Becker, 1981 cited by Zhang and Tsang, 2012). This is a social custom, 

based on the longstanding division of labour between men and women. As men are more 

likely to have a better position in the labour market, they can make their maximum 

contribution to the family through their economic income; whereas women's 

contribution is reflected through their housework and childcare, which in turn is a 

reflection of the gender specialisation model (Zhang and Tsang, 2012). The research of 

Zhang and Tsang (2012) also highlights that both spouses in this model have a high 
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rating of marital happiness. This is because both men and women are satisfied with what 

society requires of them, and both acquiesce to what society requires as 'reasonable'. The 

status of a woman is decided by the gender order (Fang and Walker, 2015).    

  

These previous studies on the division of labour between men and women in the family 

have concentrated on  women being more often asked to take on the domestic tasks of 

the family, and less on women's perspectives on this division of labour within the 

family. At the same time, with the improvement of living standards and the rise of 

individualism, more and more people see a better family life as a right. Zuo and Bian's 

(2001) research showed a new gender division emerging in families whereby men and 

women share the housework, and couples no longer pursue an inherent order in 

household responsibilities, but choose according to the actual situation. Therefore, we 

need to recognize that the days of  men's complete indifference to housework are over, 

although as Fang and Walker's (2015) research shows, women are still the main bearers 

of housework, as many families are still affected by the traditional gender order. 

According to Wang and Zhang's (2007) research, men do some of the housework, but 

they are mostly involved in less time-consuming and occasional tasks, such as buying 

groceries and other temporary tasks. And society's demands for women to take more 

care of their families remain unchanged (Wang and Zhang, 2007).   

  

A second strand of research focuses on women as mothers in the family. Chen's (2018b) 

research found that although women's work identities are increasingly stable, 

expectations about women's role as mothers are relatively unchanged. In addition to this, 

the emergence of the concept of the "all-round mother" has placed new demands on 

working women, who are being asked to combine childcare with work (Yang, 2018). 

Conversely, Zhang's (2017) study showed that the one-child policy reinforces the 

requirement to be a good mother. Under the one child policy, mothers become the 

greatest influence on the one-child family‘s only child (Chang, 2013). The family 

planning policy directly changes the size of the family and also changes the women's 

role inside and outside of the family. Meanwhile, a study by Xie, Zhang and Li (2017) 

demonstrates that there are new options for mothers, because they no longer have to 

spend so much time being pregnant  and raising children, and can therefore devote more 

time and energy to personal interests and development. The above studies suggest that 
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although motherhood remains an important identity for women, this does not mean that 

they cannot make their own personal choices. It is worth noting that most of these 

studies focus on the perspective of urban mothers, with rural mothers not often being the 

focus of attention.  

  

A third strand of research focuses on women as daughters in their birth family when 

exploring gender roles in the family. Since traditional agricultural production is 

dominated by men, male status and patriarchal culture requires women to enter their 

husband's family, although this occurs more often in rural areas. Xie et al. (2017) claim 

that sons are favoured for their value in agriculture, old-age care, and family inheritance. 

Male offspring means blessings and happiness (Xie, Zhang and Li, 2017). However, an 

unexpected result of the family planning policy may be to empower the daughter, for 

example, they have a higher likelihood of receiving more support from their families 

(Fong, 2002; Tsui and , 2002). In addition, the parents of only daughters have no choice 

but to rely on the daughter to bear family responsibilities, such as the responsibility of 

caring for the elderly (Xie, Zhang and Li, 2017). As a result, the urban family's attitude 

towards their daughters has also changed in response to changing social circumstances 

and policies, so that we can no longer suggest that a daughter is automatically treated 

negatively in her family because of her status as a woman.  

  

In conclusion, we need to recognize that under the influence of patriarchy, women's 

gender is often formed by social demands, and the spaces inside and outside of the home 

available to women are very limited. Gender is something that women are experiencing, 

and because women's gender is given by social standards, this creates a different 

division of labour and standards than men. On the other hand, with the changing social 

environment, women have indeed gained more space to play their roles. For example, 

the emergence of female managers and businesspeople who break social stereotypes, 

even in the face of disapproval, is evidence of this. Urban women have been given more 

space to expand ways of doing gender than rural women.  

  

2.3.3 Research about gender in rural China  

Rural women face gender-based inequalities, and these inequalities are much more acute 

than they are for urban women, because rural society is more conventional (Tian, Yu 
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and Klasen, 2018). Village family culture has had a great influence on rural family life, 

and after the founding of the country in 1949, the state led four political waves, the first 

three of which severely weakened village family culture (Wang, 2010). Since the 20th 

century, China's rural areas have gradually undergone an overall transformation from 

traditional to modern, with accelerated commercialization and population mobility. 

Consequently the inherent patterns8 of people interaction in rural areas are beginning to 

change, of people’s interaction in rural areas are beginning to change, and the lifestyles 

of stay behind women and migrant women are appearing differently (Chou et. al, 2020). 

With the development of production and under the guidance of the government, family 

relations and attitudes have gradually changed and the role of women in the family has 

been affirmed, yet traditional thinking still plays an implicit role (Wang, 2010). For 

example, women are the main domestic workers and the tradition of "female 

subordination" has not changed (Luo and Chui, 2018). 

 

The concept of 'domestication' was developed by Mies (1997) and the gendered division 

of labour arose from the demand for labour in the capitalist economy, Ochiai further 

identifies 'housewifization' as an important factor in the modernization process(2008b). 

According to Ochiai  et al.’s research about East and Southeast Asian societies, 

"modernization led to the gender division of labor between the "breadwinning" husband 

who labored in the public sphere and the housewife who specialized in housekeeping 

and childrearing in the domestic sphere" (Ochiai et. al., 2008, p4). However, since the 

market economy was not well developed in the countryside and there was a lack of job 

opportunities, rural women were seen as housewives even more, especially after they got 

married. As Ma and Guo’s research shows, the organisation of rural families means men 

take care of everything outside the home and women decide on the affairs of the home, 

but for women, they are merely responsible for the domestic labour, and the men still 

have the power to decide on things (2020). This is the way of life that rural female 

stayers are accustomed to and this is also their traditional division of labour and way of 

life they inherited from their parents (Ma and Guo,2020). Although some researchers, 

represented by Zhang, have expressed the view that women are disadvantaged by the 

inequalities they face as a result of this division of labour (2011). As Wang and Ye 

argued in their study, the effect of this division of labour being inherited is that the 

 
8 Means the humane society. 
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husband leaves home to work in the city and the wife has to stay at home to take on the 

domestic work and the increased farm work due to the absence of the husband (2020). 

Using data from a research report on the protection of the rights and interests of rural 

women left behind in Shanxi Province, Ma's study(2018) further goes on to point out 

that in this situation, left behind women are under enormous pressure and heavy 

workload. However, the emergence of research on left behind women has been 

accompanied by some opposing voices. For example, Wu and Ye 's study argues that 

due to the division of labour and complementary role functions between couples, couple  

separation can enhance couple bonding and lead to more stable and harmonious 

marriages for left behind women (2009). My research aims to understand  family 

divisions of labour in the daily life of rural female stayers, as well as exploring women’s 

perspectives on this.  

  

The specific culture of families and marriage systems often determine the status of 

women in the family and society (Li, 2005). Young women in rural areas are very 

vulnerable, on the one hand because of the lack of opportunities and choice in rural areas 

(for both men and women); and on the other hand, because young women are at the age 

of marriage and they will face pressure from husband and mother-in-law after they are 

married, especially when their children are daughters (Pearson, 1995; Yin et.al, 2018). 

In rural China, women’s status changes from independence to dependent on their 

husbands as they marry , and their rights  also change  due to their attachment to their 

husbands (Wang, 2006; Wang and Ye, 2020). Meanwhile, Tong, Shu, and Piotrowski's 

study (2019) draws on data from the Chinese Family Panel Studies, where they show 

that for married rural women, their migration experience is seen as a short-term absence 

from rural home, and married rural women migrating alone for long period happens in 

only very few cases. This is a relatively common phenomenon. Wang’s research (2006) 

also argued that as rural women get married, many lose the villager status of the original 

village and the rights they receive under this qualification and their rights as women in 

general depend on the condition of their husbands. The qualifications lost here refer to 

some original village welfare, such as eligibility for land sharing. Although women face 

unfair treatment, especially in rural areas, they still possess rights in their family. For 

example, the research from Chan (2013) contrasts with Wang's (2006), and she 

acknowledges the rights of women in their families of origin, although she also points 
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out that these rights come with many problems. Chan points out that rural women have 

the right to receive cash dividends for family property and/or ancestral property, 

although the principle of male inheritance is a deep-rooted custom of descent. It is worth 

noting that although female inheritance is allowed, it applies only to cash, not to housing 

because village housing is still an essential part of maintaining a clan community and its 

associated identity (Chan, 2013 ). In addition, Sun's study (2019) indicates that 

inheritance is customarily predominantly male in rural areas and that women's rights to 

inherit land are more vulnerable. On the other hand, Xiong, Yun and Hu's study (2020) 

analyses inheritance preferences using data specific to older people from the Chinese 

Women's Social Status Survey, and shows that while there is a clear tendency for older 

people to inherit equally between men and women in terms of property distribution, 

there is still a preference for customary male inheritance in rural areas.  

  

At the same time, in the rural areas, the idea of valuing the male child only (zhong nan 

qing nv) still exists. Giving birth to a boy means adding another important member of 

the workforce that can create economic value for the family in the future (Pearson, 

1995). It is worth noting that this situation has improved with the gradual emergence of 

the opposite view of "yang er fang lao", which is a Chinese proverb meaning “bringing 

up sons can give you security in your old age” (from the book ‘shi lin guang ji’ of the 

Song Dynasty). Originally it meant to raise children in case of old age, but gradually it 

was interpreted to mean raising sons. It is clear that rural women are not valued within 

the family in the same way as men, but arguably the advent of the family planning 

policy did go some way to improving this situation (Xie, Zhang and Li, 2017). 

According to the family planning policy, most rural families can only have a maximum 

of two children. This means that rural daughters can get more family resources because 

they have fewer ‘competitors’ compared with before. As families have more resources 

(for economic development) and fewer children, rural daughters are given more 

opportunities to develop themselves, and this means that the status of daughters in rural 

families has also improved (Xie, Zhang and Li, 2017).  

  

To sum up, when researchers have discussed the issue of gender, as the previous section 

shows, when it comes to the situation of women in 'wai', their research has focused on 

urban women and relatively little has been conducted with rural women as subjects. 
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Research on urban women's gender perceptions is difficult to apply to rural women 

because of the differences in lifestyles and between urban and rural areas. At the same 

time, the few studies on rural women's gender perceptions are mostly focused on rural 

women in general and there is still relatively little research into a more refined 

classification of rural women according to their life experiences. Since the situation 

faced by rural female stayers is not exactly the same as that faced by rural women in 

general, and they may face more complex circumstances, such as their husbands' 

prolonged absence from the home, it is necessary to conduct research on the subject of 

rural female stayers as well. It is also important to note that, as urbanisation accelerates, 

rural women who have experienced urban life are a new group of interest, influenced by 

both rural and urban influences, and unlike rural women of the past, they are likely to be 

influenced by both 'nei' and 'wai'. It should be noted in particular that the 'wai' 

component is becoming more influential for these rural women because of their 

experience of urban life, such as the experience of urban work and the influence of other 

women around them while living in the city. Making it a valuable new direction for 

research to focus on how they understand their own life experience. Having explained 

why research on gender and rural stayers is important, in the following sections I will 

explore what is already known through research about this group of women, and explain 

how my research contributes to this field.   

  

2.4 Research about the rural female stayers  

The increased scholarly attention to rural women, especially left behind women9, would 

have initially started from research related to urbanisation. ‘Urbanisation refers to the 

population shift from rural to urban residency, the gradual increase in the proportion of 

people living in urban areas, and how each society adapts to this change’ and it is a vast 

field, incorporating changes in the processes of politics, economy, culture, regulation, 

and so on (Yang, 2012). According to the UN Commission on Human Settlement’s 

World Cities report in 2008, the urban population is more than half of the world, and by 

2030 an estimated every seven in ten people will be urban dwellers (Wu, et.al, 2013). 

According to Zhang and He’s research, relying on the data from the National Bureau of 

 
9 Although I have used stay behind women instead of left behind women in my study, I will follow the convention of 
using left behind women in the literature review, given that this is the term that most studies in the past have used.  
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Statistics of the People’s Republic of China, the first time urban residents exceed rural 

residents was in 2011, and the urbanisation rate was 52.57% in 2012. The level of 

urbanisation in China is continuously growing although compared with the 81% 

urbanisation rate of the U.S.A and 90% rate of the U.K, it is a long road for China 

(Zhang and He, 2015). According to a report by the National Development and Reform 

Commission in 2021, the urbanisation rate of China's resident population has reached 

64.72% and the urbanisation rate of the household registration population has increased 

to 46.7% (National Development and Reform Commission, 2022). With increasing 

levels of urbanisation, the gap between urban and rural areas and the positive and 

negative impacts of urbanisation are becoming a focus of academic research. Rural 

women, as an important part of the rural population, especially the long-term population, 

have also been one of the main focuses of researchers.  

 

In fact, with the development of economy and society, urbanisation has become a 

necessary condition for the emergence of left behind women and return women. The 

imbalance between urban and rural development motivates more rural people to go to 

cities to seek better opportunities (Chen and Xu, 2016). Since 1978, China's economy 

has been transforming, and the reduction in the government's control over the flow of 

people has led to an increase in rural-to-urban migration (Chang, Dong and Macphail, 

2011). Most migrants are young and middle-aged men and young, single women and 

although male migrants are of different ages, most female immigrants are of premarital 

age (Liu and Zhang, 2005). They leave their family and then go back to the rural area 

months or years later (Jacka, 2014). The sixth census in 2010 showed that there were 

more than 150 million left behind people which includes left behind women, left behind 

children and left behind elder and about 47 million were left behind women (Wang, 

2015). The formation of left behind women in China is due to the current economic 

situation, cultural heritage and strict household registration system (Liang, Tang and 

Huo, 2014). Since the 1990s, many rural women have come to the city to find jobs, but 

because after marriage they become mothers very quickly and are expected to take care 

of their families, marriage usually causes them to end their urban sojourn and return to 

rural life, which in turn makes them lose the opportunity to engage in non-agricultural 

work (Fan, 2004). Most research data show that most migrant women are single, and 

these researchers believe that marriage has a negative impact on rural women's 
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migration decisions-making (Song, Zheng, and Qian, 2009) and married women usually 

stay in the rural areas to look after their families (Shan, Liu and Li, 2015). There are also 

studies that show some rural people are trying to overcome the inequalities between 

urban and rural areas, and as Xu's research (2020) which used in-depth interviews 

demonstrates, some rural women have overcome the disadvantages of their rural origins 

to pursue higher education and eventually become academics. From the perspective of 

rural migration history, Chinese rural female stayers are mainly divided into three age 

groups. The first category is women around the age of 45, who have little experience of 

migration; the second category is about 35 years old, who usually move to the city 

before marriage and then return to the rural area to better take care of their children; The 

third category is people in their 20s or early 30s who have worked in urban areas for 

many years and are eager to move, but they have to return to the rural areas because they 

are the only people who can support their family (Ye et.al, 2016).  

  

Since the 1990s in China, the theme of urban and rural migration has gradually attracted 

the attention of the academic community. In these academic studies, the causes, 

influences, and social integration of migrants have become mainstream. Since 2005, the 

issue of left behind women has also begun to become a subject of research (Ye, Wu et 

al., 2016). The study of this issue has focused on the impact of labour migration on left 

behind women (Ye et.al, 2016), however, more papers now focus on their emotional or 

mental health. For example, Wu and Ye's study (2010) used a combination of 

questionnaires and interviews to analyse the psychological impact on left behind women 

of husbands going out to work. My research is conducted from a sociological 

perspective, so this research will focus on the everyday experiences of rural female 

stayers. This study will show how rural female stayers interact with other family 

members in the home and with those around them outside the home, and it will also 

show how they understand life. Although there is a large body of literature on urban 

Chinese women in terms of family life and related topics, I will review the literature 

using mainly empirical research on rural female stayers in rural areas, given the different 

living environments of urban and rural women.  
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2.4.1 The reason and result of migration  

The employment of migrant workers in China continues to increase and reached around 

281 million in 2016, with 169 million migrant peasant workers and 112 million in situ 

peasant workers (National Bureau of Statistics, 2017). According to estimates by the 

National Population and Family Planning Commission, out of a population of 1.5 

billion, one third live in urban areas, one third in rural areas and the remaining third will 

move between urban and rural areas (Lv 2009 cited by Ye et.al, 2016).  The 2021 

Migrant Worker Monitor put the total number of migrant workers in 2021 at 292.51 

million, an increase of 6.91 million over the previous year (National Bureau of Statistics, 

2022). Migration to the urban area has become a common way of life for young people 

in rural areas, and family separation has become the norm in rural areas of China. 

Therefore, rural residents tend to pay more attention to the beneficial effects of 

migration, while seeing the adverse impacts as something that has to be tolerated for the 

sake of the benefits (Ye et.al, 2016).   

  

The urban and rural system of China's dualism means a different system of allocating 

resources using the hukou division between urban and rural areas, and it has made great 

contributions to its industrialisation and modernisation (Chan and Wei, 2019). However, 

the benefits that farmers receive from this process are relatively limited. Provision of 

social security and public services for rural migrants and their families, including basic 

health care and compulsory education,  lag behind those for residents who have the 

urban hukou, and in contrast to rural areas, urban areas have better welfare, education 

and services, which are largely related to the individual's living conditions (Zhang, 

2013). On the one hand, land cannot guarantee the basic livelihood of rural residents, so 

rural labourers migrate to urban areas to make a living; on the other hand, migrant 

workers cannot get corresponding social security and welfare in urban areas because of 

the hukou system (Ye et.al, 2016). It is understood that women, children and the elderly 

who are most in need of welfare and other social services cannot obtain benefits and 

other social services in urban areas without being registered as urban citizens (i.e. 

without urban hukou).   

  

“Gender is a key factor, in terms of earning opportunities and family responsibilities” 

(Razavi 2012 cited by Ye et.al, 2016). As described previously, it is constructed as 
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‘traditional’ for women to be responsible for the family while men work outside the 

home and this gender concept is particularly ingrained in rural areas (Shan, Liu and Li, 

2015). For many families, the couple fulfil their different responsibilities in different 

places, and thus the paradigm of traditional rural Chinese couples living together has 

ended. Economic development and labor migration have reconfigured marriage and 

family in rural society (Ye et.al, 2016). In normal circumstances, women would stay in 

rural areas while men would migrate to urban areas for families which cannot migrate 

together (Fan and Chen, 2020). This is a decision made after careful calculation of the 

family's livelihood needs. In fact, given the many factors such as education, marital 

status, most rural families have no other choice (Song, Zheng and Qian, 2009; Wu and 

Ye, 2014). Obviously, the left behind wife needs to bear the heavy work burden and the 

family's economic pressure, and she may be under extreme emotional pressure too (Ye 

et.al, 2016).  

  

In summary, this section focuses on showing the context of rural life under urbanisation. 

The section presents research related to the creation and outcomes of urban migration, 

and I attempt to show the reasons why returning rural people deserve our attention, as 

well as the reasons for the emergence of left behind women. In the meantime, it is 

important to note that it was the creation of migrants that led to the emergence of the 

group that is the focus of my research - rural female stayers.  

  

2.4.2 Research about Rural female stayers in recent years  

In this section, I provide an overview of relevant past research based on the two 

categories of women included in my definition of rural female stayers.  

  

In recent years, there has been much research concentrated on rural areas and rural 

women in China. Many of these studies concentrate on how to solve the left behind issue 

and the difficulties which rural women face, and less research has considered rural 

women’s life experience. In the case of return women, more attention is focused on 

working in the city against the background of increasing urbanisation than on life back 

in the rural home. I illustrate these aspects of existing research in the following sections, 

and explain how my research develops this.  
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2.4.2.1 The research about left behind women  

Many researchers argue that left behind women are easily vulnerable in many ways: 

increased work, difficulties of family responsibilities and basic survival, and emotional 

loss and stress (Gulati 1987; Rodenburg 2000 cited by Ye et.al, 2016). Family division 

of labour in rural China is a dual system10 of men and women, with women mainly 

devoting their time to household work; however, with men migrating to urban areas, 

women inevitably have to do more agricultural work (Chang, Dong and Macphail, 2011) 

to avoid a drastic decrease in their household incomes  (He and Ye, 2014). The 

agricultural work of left behind women has increased significantly, and the relatively 

low income generated by it leaves left behind women at a disadvantage in the family 

(Gao, 1994 cited by Ye et.al, 2016). Therefore, many studies have concluded that with 

husbands working outside the home, the heavy work that needs to be done is the biggest 

challenge, especially for women who have very young children and very old parents, 

both of which require care from left behind women (Ye, et.al, 2016; Zhao, Hu, and Yang 

2009 cited by Ye, et.al, 2016). Within much of the literature then, left behind women are 

seen as a vulnerable group who are always in a position of needing support.  

  

Jiang and Zhou have argued that left behind women bear the dual burden of agriculture 

and housework, and reliant on men psychologically as well as economically; these 

relationships place women in rural areas in subordinate positions relative to men (Jiang 

and Zhou, 2007 cited by Ye et.al, 2016). Men who have migrated to cities still keep in 

touch with their wives by phone to determine family decisions, especially decisions 

related to production investment (Zhou, 2006 cited by Ye et.al, 2016). Research data 

obtained through interviews using a qualitative analysis approach suggests that left 

behind women are still in a secondary position in the family, with men doing the 

managing and women the producing (Ye et.al, 2016). The pressure on these rural wives 

stems not only from the heavy workload, but is also financial (Ye et.al, 2016). The 

impact of migration on time spent on agriculture and  household work is more positive 

for men, but for women, it means they need to spend more time on household duties 

(Chang, Dong and Macphail, 2011). Most of the work done by women does not have a 

 
10 Dual system here means women working inside (in family) while men working outside (in Chinese, nan zhu wai, nv 
zhu nei).  
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salary, and men become the economic backbone of the family. Money is an important 

factor in maintaining a relationship between husband and wife (Ye et.al, 2016). 

However, Wu’s research using interview questionnaires found that left behind women 

do not think they need to worry about earning money, because their husbands are 

working in the urban area and will bring money home( Wu, 2011). Luo (2017) argues 

that most left behind women consider their family’s economic position as good, and they 

feel less pressure. The above studies show contradictory representations of the lives of 

left behind women after their husbands have moved to urban areas to work, as well as to 

some extent, the impact of economic conditions on these rural women. This 

contradiction is therefore an aspect that my research will inevitably focus on.  

  

In the long process of feudal society, the Chinese formed a family-centred culture.  

The interests of the family replaced the interests of each member in the family (Liang, 

Tang and Huo, 2014) and because of this left behind women may pay more attention to 

the family finances than  meeting their own needs. Although their husbands are not 

around, they need to plan for family expenses to ensure that these can be met (Liang, 

Tang and Huo, 2014). In terms of marriage and husband-wife relations, studies have 

shown that there are many risks involved in the husband and wife living apart, including 

increased risk of divorce, mental stress and sexual stress (Xiang 2006 and Wang 

2007cited by Ye et.al, 2016). Besides, under the virilocal marriage system that controls 

rural China, women's land use rights are attributed to the husband's family after 

marriage. After divorce, in most rural areas of China, women lose their land rights in the 

village of their husbands, but they do not regain land rights in the villages where they 

were born (Jacka, 2014). In addition, in terms of the psychological aspects, the mental 

health of left behind women is worse than that of other women (Ye et.al, 2016). For 

example, it is not easy to take care of children, which may lead to physical and mental 

strain for left behind women (Wu and Ye, 2016). In some areas, poor mental health has 

led some left behind women to seek religious consolation (Wu and Ye 2010; and Xu 

2010 cited by Ye et.al, 2016).   

  

While I agree with the majority of scholars about the negative physical and 

psychological effects that left behind women face when their husbands migrate to the 

urban area to work, I am equally aware that some scholars paint a different picture (Ye 
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et.al, 2016; Luo, 2017). It is thus difficult to conclude that all left behind women have 

been negatively or positively affected by the urbanisation process (Ye et.al, 2016). The 

research by Guo, Yang  et al. found higher levels of marital well-being among left 

behind women with  high levels of emotional interaction with their husbands and in the 

long term, this led to improved quality of family life or improved ability to educate 

children (2016). Besides, the study of  Ye et.al (2016) uses questionnaires, case studies 

and other methods to show that the separation of husband and wife is not the key factor 

affecting the lives of left behind women, and that migration can have a positive impact, 

for example, left behind women may gain more power to decide on family matters (Ye 

et.al, 2016).  This is an interesting point because it highlights the possibilities opened up 

for  left behind women to exercise agency, and again this is  something that I intend to 

explore further in my study. From this alternative perspective, the lives of left behind 

women are more positive, and this is a view I would like to further elaborate. The impact 

of their husband’s migration varies between left behind women, depending on factors 

such as family, region, and culture .These new perspectives remind me that I need to be 

aware of more factors in my research that may influence the representation of left behind 

women, in other words, my respondents may have completely different representations 

due to factors such as family status, regional differences, etc., and this will be something 

I need to pay attention to.  

  

2.4.2.2 The research about return women  

In previous research, scholars have focused on the changing identity of return women, 

the stages of migration and the impact of urban life on their return home.  

  

According to the concept of social exclusion status proposed by Akerlof and Kranton 

(2000), until citizens are fully integrated into the community, the negative effects of 

social exclusion will continue (Afridi, Li and Ren, 2014). The identity and experience of 

rural migrant workers in Chinese urban areas is formed from their gender, class, 

local/external, urban/rural and regional locations within the social hierarchy. However, 

among all these factors, the two key divisions are between locals and outsiders and 

between urban and rural residents, and it is these two divisions that largely determine 

what being a rural migrant woman means in the urban area (Jacka, 2015).  
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Rural migrant women are not a homogeneous group with the same attributes. The 

various aspects of women's identity negotiation, construction and performance 

determine the changes and efforts of rural women (Zhang, 2014). Indeed, rural women 

are more likely than rural men to change their family role because of they have several 

roles: being the daughter of the family and the role of the “outside stranger” wife when 

they enter the husband’s village after marriage, and multiple roles do not mean that they 

have more options.   As Zhang(2014) argued that it is still too early to say whether 

settled migrant female workers have actually given up their farming status, and when 

they migrate to the urban area, their urban role is also likely to be a temporary presence. 

Relatively speaking, the experience of urban life and working makes them more aware 

of their rural people‘s identity. For others, especially young unmarried migrant girls, 

moving to the urban area not only poses a serious threat to individual self-understanding, 

but also creates exciting opportunities for new job positions (Jacka, 2015).  

  

In fact, many studies situate return women in the family, focusing more on women's 

staged choices and how the family influences their choices. With the development of 

society, more and more young women chose to take urban employment, and rural 

women in most parts of China have similar life trajectories: graduate or drop out of 

school; work in cities; marry and have children, and return to the rural area to take care 

of children and the elderly after marriage (Chuang, 2016; Chen and Fan, 2018). As Ye 

et.al explained in 2016, the early migration experience of the rural women gives them 

independence, and they struggle to find a balance between migration and caring for 

children and the elderly (Ye et.al, 2016). Tang and Yang's research in 2008 argued that 

as migrants, rural women have crossed rigid ideological and administrative borders of 

the urban and rural, but they are not only discriminated against because of their lower 

status as workers, but also because of patriarchal gender ideology and structural gender 

inequality. In particular, restrictive policies and regulations related to the household 

registration system and urban and rural class division are the barriers to eliminating 

discrimination (Tang and Yang, 2008). The social status and temporary nature of rural 

migrant women disconnects them from urban residents due to the welfare gap created by 

the hukou system (pensions, educational resources, health care coverage, and so forth) 

(Zhang, 2014). Although in recent years the government has proposed a number of 
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policies11 to try to address the negative impact of the hukou system on migrant workers 

moving to the city, Chen and Hu’s research (2021)uses quantitative data from the China 

Migrants Dynamic Survey (CMDS) to show that the negative effects of hukou on 

migrant populations continue to exist. The patriarchal marriage and family system and 

the gender-biased labour market also limit their livelihood choices, their placement 

possibilities, their marriage prospects, and their future (Gaetano, 2015). According to 

Zhang's study, return women found themselves marginalised in the city through their 

interactions with those around them (urbanites), despite their seeming integration into 

urban life (2014). On the other hand, Zhang also mentions that when their interpersonal 

relationships in urban areas are restricted, rural female migrants  will concentrate even 

more on family members and relatives, which in turn  reinforces their blood ties with 

their rural family network (Zhang, 2014). Shen (2016) has the same opinion: rural 

migrant women are deeply immersed in the overall rural kinship network, which makes 

it necessary for them to balance the pursuit of modern and non-rural desires with the 

traditional morality of rural people and women.  

  

At the same time, a number of studies have looked at the impact of the urban experience 

on return women. Migration is more than just a location change. Whether rural women 

choose to migrate, return or stay in the rural area, it affects all stages of their lives 

( Mills, 1997 and Murphy, 2002 cited by Zhang, 2014). Under the influences of 

industrialisation and urbanisation, a large number of rural residents, including rural 

women, have changed their occupations and places of residence. Once rural women are 

employed in the urban area, they face less pressure to perform traditional gender roles 

and become more independent (Xie, Zhang and Li, 2017). Statistics show that in 1990, 

only 23.9% of women were engaged in non-agricultural work. In 2015, this proportion 

increased to 58.2%. Urban or/and non-agricultural employment provides women with 

personal income, and with economic independence, their voice within the family also 

increases. Studies have shown that female migrant workers, even after marriage, still 

show strong filial piety to their birth family (Shen, 2016). This is despite the fact that 

urban work can, to some extent, help them resist the patriarchal control that dominates 

their lives (Zhang, 2014). For women who eventually return to rural areas, returning 

home is seen as a temporary suspension of the migration programme rather than a long-

 
11 For example, migrant's children can attend school without hukou under some circumstances.  
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term end result. By distinguishing themselves from their 'fellow peasants', they reaffirm 

their memories of urban life and plans for future migration, and successfully reconstruct 

the imagined role of the 'urban migrant' (Zhang, 2014). This is why many later studies 

have wanted to focus on the life choices or stages of choice of return women. For 

example, some researchers have studied the lives of return women after they return to 

the rural area, where return women's entrepreneurship is gradually becoming a new 

theme (Gao, 2020). These studies focus on the dilemmas that return women encounter 

when starting a business and how they can take subjective initiative to solve the 

problems. Using a case study approach, researchers have attempted to present the plight 

of return women in terms of the impact of the gender division of labour (Gao, 2020). 

However, these studies have focused more on the entrepreneurial component and less on 

the return women themselves.  

  

For some researchers, represented by Ye, children are also a key factor that cannot be 

avoided when discussing return women. They use a combination of case studies, 

questionnaires and interviewing to try to illustrate how children play an important role in 

rural women’s migrant lives (Ye et.al, 2016). In Chinese family culture, children are the 

centre of family interests, so taking care of children is the first task for rural families 

(Wu and Ye, 2016). Giving birth to children is not only an important stage of rural 

women's lives, but also a turning point for their lives as migrant workers (Ye et.al, 

2016). A study by Connelly et al. reached similar conclusions by means of a quantitative 

study. Compared with older mothers, rural women with young children are more likely 

to migrate to the urban area to work, and are more likely to live with their children in the 

city (Connelly, Roberts, and Zheng 2012). In other words, the time of return is closely 

related to the age of the children. When they decide to return to the rural area to live, 

they will sometimes become part of the left behind group, as some of their husbands will 

still work in the urban area.  

  

2.4.2.3 Summary  

Overall, through previous research, it is easy to see that most studies  to date have 

focused on the emotional experiences of left behind women, or the reasons for and 

effects of their husbands' migration to the city as a result of the economic burden on 

their families (Li, 2018; Fu, 2019). Relatively few studies have focused on rural female 
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stayers themselves in terms of their experiences of everyday life. In terms of return 

women, this more research on the reasons for their return to their hometowns. In existing 

studies, researchers  are more concerned with the external influences on returning 

migrant workers, such as the study of Li and Long (2009), and even when some studies 

have focused on returning rural people, they have mostly concentrated on the male 

perspective, such as the research of Zhu et. al which uses interviews to analyse the 

situation of migrant workers returning to their hometown (2007). Yuan and Shi’s 

research discusses the theme of migrant workers' decision to return home by using the 

data of the national rural fixed observation sites (2019), while a few studies have used 

qualitative data to focus on the reasons why women return to rural areas (Gao, 2020; 

Zhang, 2014). As noted in the above review, existing research highlights the importance 

of attending to the potentially positive impacts of marital separation for left behind 

women, and I aim to consider this further in my thesis in relation to women’s accounts 

of their life experience. In addition, I include return women who are less studied in the 

existing literature, and I will analyse this group's understanding of their own life 

experiences, providing explicit comparison with the experiences of stay-behind women.  

And in contrast to most existing research, my research uses interviews instead of 

questionnaires, in order to generate a more in-depth analysis of women’s experiences. I 

detail my data collection methods subsequently in Chapter 3.    

  

Under the government's 'poverty eradication' strategy for rural areas in recent years, the 

environment and policies in rural areas are different from those previously in place, and 

this has led to a very different situation for rural women. With the guidance of policies, 

some work opportunities have emerged in the countryside, while rural families have also 

been given favourable policies such as collective contract farming and farmers receiving 

dividends through their land. All these aspects have potentially changed the living 

conditions of rural women to a certain extent. As a result of these new factors, new 

research on rural female stayers continues to be valuable.   

  

2.5 Conclusion   

In summary, in the existing literature discussed in this chapter, given the influence of 

patriarchy on gender identity in China, I introduced the culture of patriarchy as a 

background. I present existing studies on gender identity in China, where gender factors 
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influence the division of labor between men and women and their situation within the 

family. Secondly, I  critiqued previous research  related to rural female stayers in China, 

by contrasting the different situations in which left behind women and return women 

find themselves. The existing literature provides a wealth of detailed analysis for 

understanding gender, particularly in relation to urban women, with a large number of 

studies focusing on them in the domestic and work spheres. However, there is still a lack 

of relevant research on rural women. Although there has been much research on left 

behind women, most of this research focuses on the difficulties they encounter rather 

than on their understanding of life. In addition, few studies have explored the everyday 

lives of return women who have lived in urban areas. Therefore, my research starts with 

rural female stayers and focuses on their daily lives. The next chapter will discuss the 

methodology used, including the interplay of theory, methodology and data analysis, and 

I will present my research design and the status of field investigation in this chapter.  
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Chapter 3 Methodology  

I view methodology as a plan and a guide, but in fact, as the Chinese say, "plans can't keep 

up with change". In practice, I found methodology to be a process with the actual 

fieldwork and it needed to be constantly re-planned, redesigned and even though it seemed 

to be well prepared and perfect, I still encountered unexpected situations. However, I think 

this imperfection in adapting to change is what allowed me to treat uncertainty positively, 

although the uncertainties are not what I had hoped for, I gladly accept their existence. 

Unpredictability is a rollercoaster ride, always thrilling and exciting, and I would not wish 

to minimise uncertainty, but rather to reflect on the 'unpredictable' in order to improve it.  

  

I conducted my fieldwork in two villages in central Inner Mongolia12, in northern China, 

with rural women aged between 30 and 45. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, I refer 

to them as rural female stayers, who can be divided into two sections, return women and 

rural female stayers, based on their life experiences. Some had lived in the city and then 

returned to rural areas (‘return women’). As for the others, their husbands were working 

in the city and they were left alone in the countryside to take care of their families (so-

called ‘stay behind women’). Because the biggest difference between these two groups of 

women is whether or not they have had experience of urban life, I designed two different 

outlines for the interviews based on this characteristic (See Appendix 5 English version 

and Appendix 6 Chinese version for more details).   

  

I have divided this chapter into four parts. The first part is the study design. I will explain 

how my research priorities were determined and how I prepared my fieldwork based on 

these priorities. The second part describes the data collection process. I will briefly 

introduce my interviewees and provide details of my data collection procedures. The third 

part is about the challenges of fieldwork and my reflections on this. I will discuss the 

difficulties I encountered in fieldwork, and will further explain how I dealt with these 

challenges. The final part is about data analysis, and I will explain the chapter division of 

the thesis. In sum, this chapter does not simply describe the methodology of how I 

 
12 Given the vast size of the area (1,183,000 square kilometres in the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region) and the large 
number of villages, even pointing out that the area where I did fieldwork is in central Inner Mongolia would not reveal 
specific information about these two villages.  
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envisaged the project and the ways I collected the data, it also considers the barriers and 

dilemmas that I encountered throughout the fieldwork. The design and practice of 

fieldwork helped me gather data to explore how rural female stayers describe their daily 

life and the possibilities of agency in their lives.  

  

3.1 Research Design and Preparation   

3.1.1 Choosing a research method  

Qualitative research qualitative methods can help us better understand phenomena that are 

not yet understood (Strauss and Corbin, 1990 cited by Hoepfl, 1997), while at the same 

time reveal a wealth of detail and insight (Stake, 1978). In order to better present the 

details of the interviewees' accounts and better understand their explanations of their 

behaviour, I wanted my study to be focused on the interviewees themselves, so I decided 

to use qualitative research methods.  

  

As this is qualitative research, the interview is both a data collection strategy and a 

research method (Mclntosh and Morse, 2015). Interviews are one of the most commonly 

used methods of data collection in qualitative research because interviews help researchers 

gather ‘facts’ that interest them or get opinions, attitudes, experiences, processes, 

behaviours, etc. (Rowley, 2012). Besides, “interviewing is one of the most common and 

powerful ways in which we try to understand our fellow human beings” (Fontana and 

Frey, 2000 cited by Clough and Nutbrown, 2012, p141). And one of the reasons I chose 

qualitative interviews is to understand people’s lives (Schultze and Avital, 2011). 

Interviewing is often understood as the researcher and participants talking together, which 

can create an opportunity for participants to respond ‘naturally’ (Griffee, 2005). Besides, 

in-depth interviews are designed to better understand the experience, perspectives, and 

characteristics of a phenomenon (Curasi, 2001), and interviews are richer and more 

meaningful than say quantitative surveys, because they can more easily seek and develop 

narrative responses (Hollway, and Jefferson, 1997). Bryman (2012, p466) maintains that: 

“in qualitative interviewing, there is greater interest in the interviewee’s point of view”. 

In other words, the qualitative interview is one of the most effective methods to study an 

interviewee’s subjective experiences. Also, qualitative interviews are the most effective 

and direct way for knowing how these rural female stayers express their life experience, 



   55  
  

make their choices and give their personal accounts. Hence, the qualitative interview 

method became the research method for my research project. From within the framework 

of qualitative interviews, my research focused on the life experience of these stay behind 

women and provided the basis for me to analyse them from a sociological perspective.  

  

Both unstructured and structured interviews are common forms of data collection in 

fieldwork. The unstructured interview, also known as the free-form interview, has only 

one topic or scope of the interview and the interviewer and interviewee talk more freely 

around this topic or scope and  the questioning' style is always informal (Bryman, 2012). 

However, unstructured interviews are more demanding for the interviewer and the 

resulting data is more difficult and time-consuming to process analytically due to a 

possible lack of uniformity (Feng, 2013). Structured interviews, on the other hand, require 

as much uniformity and standardisation as possible in terms of process, content and 

formality (Feng, 2013). The goal of the structured interview is to have the same questions 

for all interviewees and the interviewer asks the questions in the same order according to 

the interview schedule (Bryman, 2012). However, the structured interview lacks the 

flexibility and elasticity to obtain more specific and detailed information and to discuss 

the interview questions in greater depth (Feng, 2013). Overall, based on the advantages 

and disadvantages of these two types of interviews, I choose the semi structured interview 

to design my interview outline. The semi-structured interview is the most common type 

in qualitative research (Doody and Noonan, 2013). A semi structured interview means 

“the research has a list of questions or fairly specific topics to be covered, often referred 

to as an interview guide, but the interviewee has a great deal of leeway in how to reply” 

(Bryman, 2012, p321). The main advantage of the semi structured interview is its 

flexibility in both use of questions and question-order (Bryman, 2012), and thus there is 

more freedom in how the communication between the interviewer and the interviewee 

unfolds (Reinharz, and Chase, 2011). Further, the use of open questions enables 

researchers to solicit in-depth answers. Thus, the data collected are more abundant 

(Dearnley, 2005; and Hand, 2003). Besides, the interviewer can pay attention to any new 

path during the process of the interview that may not have been considered at the 

beginning of the interview outline design (Doody and Noonan, 2013). I decided to choose 

semi-structured interviewing rather than the structured or unstructured interview because 

it not only ensures that the interview revolves around a given topic, but also in the light 
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of the different situations of different interviewees, the questions can also be cut or 

adjusted according to the actual situation of the interview (Rowley, 2012). In a semi-

structured interview, the interviewer follows an interview script to some extent (Bryman, 

2012), so it does not require  advanced interviewing skills or the rich experience of the 

interviewer, unlike the unstructured interview, which demands prior experience and 

expertise. Besides, the semi-structured interview is more accurate when the interviewer 

has a clear focus, as it tends to make the interview more specific and targeted (Bryman, 

2012). I wanted to give my interviewees the freedom to express their views but in a 

relatively structured format; I did not want them to be influenced by my perceptions and 

I tried to get their subjective ideas through more flexible questions. At the same time, as 

I grew up in the city, the lives of rural women were very different from what I had 

experienced, and most of my knowledge about them came from news media or television 

programmers, as well as from brief encounters with some rural women, so I wanted my 

questions to be not completely limited and fixed, so that I could go deeper into certain 

topics during the interviews, depending on the situation. To explain further, I wanted there 

to be scope for women themselves to be able to shape the agenda and so it did not become 

determined by my 'outsider' perspective. I will discuss the interview guide in 3.1.3.  

  

3.1.2 Ethical approval  

My research involves human participants, so according to the relevant regulations, before 

conducting the fieldwork, I needed to ensure that my research was compliant with the 

relevant codes of practice and ethical guidelines. Accordingly,  ethical approval for my 

research was granted by the University of York’s Economics, Law, Management, Politics 

and Sociology Ethics Committee in July 2019, prior to the commencement of fieldwork 

(ELMPS 2018 version). The University ensures compliance with the Code of Conduct on 

Research Integrity and the University's Data Management Policy, as well as the British 

Sociological Association’s Statement of Ethical Practice. Given the sensitive nature of the 

study, I needed to ensure the security and confidentiality of the data in order to protect the 

privacy of the participants. Therefore, all recorded interviews and text transcriptions were 

stored in an encrypted format in my encrypted laptop with password, with pseudonyms 

used in place of real names.  
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It is worth noting that since my fieldwork was carried out in China, I also needed to 

comply with relevant Chinese laws, regulations and ethical standards. The participants are 

Chinese citizens, and they are protected by the law in China13. As a Chinese citizen who 

is familiar with the local cultural tradition and ethics code, I respected all participants and 

used my knowledge to protect their rights. In order to make the interviewees feel 

comfortable, I used the local dialect for interviews. Also, I used different titles for the 

interviewees according to Chinese cultural habits. For example, if they were older than 

me, they were called “sister” (in Chinese, “Da jie”). On the other hand, investigation and 

research in the rural area has its own particularity. Interviewers have many advantages 

such as social status and information (Chang, 2017), so I also attempted to decrease the 

inequality of status between the rural women and myself by using dialects to reduce the 

distance, avoiding academic language, etc. Secondly, rural residents are relatively 

conservative and sensitive (Chang, 2017; Huang and Pan, 2009), so I took note of their 

emotional changes and maintained a good communication environment by ensuring that 

the interview space was private (just me and the interviewee). By observing the changes 

in their moods, the interview could be paused when necessary. In addition, to make the 

research conform to ethical guidelines, I followed suggestions from the “Social science 

research ethics in developing countries and contexts” (2004) and “Thoughts on moral 

standards in social investigation” (Wang, 2012). For example, I insisted that participants 

had to participate voluntarily, as well as stressing to participants before the interview that 

their privacy would be protected and that my interview was legal, etc.  

  

In addition to focusing on the wellbeing of the participants, it was important to consider 

my own safety and wellbeing as a researcher. Firstly, there was the issue of safety. It is 

important to emphasise that I do not think I was in any kind of danger when conducting 

these interviews. However, some of my interviewees felt more comfortable being 

interviewed in their homes. As this was a private location, rather than a public place, I did 

provide the phone numbers of the village leaders and the local police staff‘s telephone 

number (I didn't give the name of village, they only knew the general area) to my parents 

or my friends before the interviews and then sent a confirmation text message to my 

parents or friends after the interviews were finished. And if they didn't receive my text 

 
13 The right to privacy of natural persons is guaranteed by a number of laws in China, and the personal information of 
natural persons is also protected by law. For example, articles 101, 1032 and 1034 of the ‘Civil Code of the People's 
Republic of China’.  



   58  
  

message, they would contact the leader of the village to ask him to go to the place. My 

parents and friends live in the city which is not far from the area where I did my fieldwork, 

so using this 'buddy system' is an appropriate means of ensuring that I could be located. 

Additionally, I stored all the emergency contact numbers (for example, the police number 

is 110) in my phone before the interviews, and I also ensured that my phone was always 

charged, which means that in the highly unlikely event that I was in danger, I would be 

able to call the police immediately.   

  

The second aspect of researcher safety to consider was my psychology and reaction when 

faced with a 'sensitive' story. I am not an experienced qualitative researcher. However, my 

previous experience in school clubs has helped me a lot. During my time in the club I had 

the opportunity to meet different people, for example, we would visit nursing homes. 

These people had different circumstances and situations, and one of the main things we 

did was to talk to them and listen to their stories. The experience I gained from the 

activities of the society has been a valuable asset to me as a researcher. On the one hand, 

I was able to react appropriately when I heard sensitive stories, and on the other hand, I 

developed the ability to be a good listener. At the same time, while focusing on the 

interviewees' stories, I was also able to manage my emotions well, which is often an easily 

overlooked but important part of the process. In addition, my supervisors have been a 

strong support to me. Before the fieldwork began, we set up a plan to keep in touch on a 

regular basis. During the course of the fieldwork, we kept in touch via email as I was 

doing fieldwork in China. I reported my progress and any unexpected situations I was 

facing via email and they made suggestions via email. We also had online meetings to 

make it easier and quicker to discuss how to deal with unexpected situations in the 

interviews.  

  

3.1.3 Interview questions   

Typically, the interview lasted about 40 minutes, but some interviews took about one hour. 

Interview questions are listed in the appendix. The interview outline was divided into four 

sections.  

  

The first section was about my participants’ daily lives and families. Paying attention to 

these rural women's daily routines (schedules for the day) gave me a sense of the focus of 
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their lives and their usual activities. By acquiring knowledge of their daily lives, I can 

gauge the difficulties they face and their everyday experiences. This helped me to 

understand how they made their decisions and their real living situation. Family and 

village space is the basic context of rural women's daily practical activities and family life 

is an important aspect of rural women's lives. By asking them questions about their 

families, on the one hand, I could get a quick overview of their information, such as family 

members, etc. On the other hand, I could also see their position in the family (where they 

place themselves) and how their role in the family influences their choices. Collectivity   

is the essence of Chinese culture, which is characterised by family relationships and 

support (Xu et.al., 2007). Families are usually closely connected units and it is an 

important part of life for Chinese people. Chinese culture emphasises social stability and 

family harmony, so the needs of the family and society are placed higher than those of the 

individual (Xu et.al, 2007).  As I set out in the literature review chapter, collectivism is 

not essential and it is subject to change. Thus, it is important to note that family ties are 

strong in rural areas, yet its influence is declining in rural areas as urbanisation and social 

change occur. For example, young people who have moved to the city to work 

demonstrate an emphasis on the individualised notion of self (Jin, 2010). Some people 

who have had an urban experience are beginning to place increasing emphasis on self-

determination, believing that urban life represents the right to 'free' choice, while at the 

same time they cannot be completely separated from their rural families, which creates 

ambivalence when it comes to making decisions between themselves and their families 

(Shen, 2016). The tension between self and family thus becomes a contextual factor that 

cannot be ignored in the analysis of women's daily lives. 

  

For part two, I designed questions to explore my participants’ satisfaction with their 

current lives and the impact that their living conditions have on them. Since the 

interviewees are divided into two situations (staying behind and returning), in the second 

part, I designed different questions according to their different situations. The second 

section for stay behind women is about their stay behind life. The questions, such as 

enquiring about what their stay behind life involves and how their long-term separation 

affects their lives, helped me understand how these women view their current living 

conditions and their thoughts on rural female stayers life. These questions allowed me to 

find out if these stay behind women were happy with their lives and then to take a look at 
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how they described their lives and how they coped with the choices they made in their 

lives. In the second section, for return women, the topic was about going back to the rural 

area. I asked questions about their reasons for returning to the rural area, and whether they 

had a preference for living in the city or the countryside. These questions helped me 

understand their lives before returning to the rural area and their satisfaction with life now, 

as well as  how they feel about their return life and how they relate these feelings to their 

status in society.  

  

As Peter et.al argue, people are often more willing to share other people's stories than their 

own (Peters, Kashima, and Clark, 2009). Knowing others is easier than knowing yourself, 

and when talking about other people, expressing your opinions is more direct and easier 

than when talking about oneself. So, I designed the third section to ask questions about 

people who  live around these women: their acquaintances. Acquaintances may be their 

friends, neighbours or relatives, and so on. Most of the questions in this section are about 

the situation of the women around the interviewees (migrants, returning home or staying 

behind), and how the people around them think of these women. From an interviewee's 

description of her surrounding acquaintances, I could obtain her views on women in 

different living conditions, so as to draw her views on her own living conditions. By 

asking these questions, I could not only understand their views but also the prejudices they 

may have suffered because of their status but also to some extent, I could get a sense from 

them about how they treat these prejudices.   

  

The fourth section is about external sources of information, like social media, newspapers 

and so on. Questions about the ‘outside’ world, such as whether they have heard news or 

media reports about women who are in the same situation as them, helped me understand 

whether and how these particular rural female stayers attend to information regarding 

similarly placed women. As with section two, the answers to these questions not only 

facilitated an understanding of how they see women in the same situation as themselves, 

but also how they frame their own lives and whether they are satisfied with the present 

situation, or simply forced to accept reality. On the other hand, I wanted to know if they 

can get support (from the outside),if these outside sources have a positive or negative 

effect on their descriptions of their life experience.   
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In addition, I did not directly ask questions about participants’ personal information like 

their income. This was for two reasons. First, directly asking these questions about 

themselves or their families was likely to be viewed as insensitive because many people 

are not willing to answer such private questions from a stranger. For example, income is 

a more private matter and they might have been reluctant to reveal the exact amount of 

their household income, which is a measure of their family's situation and may have 

caused them to lose mianzi (face). Second, during the interview process, it was possible 

to get relevant information (such as family members, income sources, etc.) through asking 

other questions. For example, I would ask them about their sources of income for the year, 

and by using their household's sources of income, I could roughly derive the household's 

income level. It is easy to find information on government subsidies and crops to get 

specific figures, and I also can get some idea of what kind of work their husbands do in 

the urban area. At the same time, most of them also mentioned their husband’s 

approximate income from working outside the home, "a little over 5,000" or "less than 

3,000", which although vague, is a good reference point.  

  

To prevent the omission of personal information, I also designed a personal information 

checklist (see Appendix 4 for details) to check if I had obtained the necessary details. If I 

did not get relevant information during the interview, I would be able to add indirect 

questions about that information before the interview ended.  

  

3.1.4 Interviewee recruitment  

By contacting rural women I knew and then using a snowball approach to recruit other 

potential interviewees, I recruited over 30 potential participants, out of which 25 actually 

participated in  face-to-face interviews. They included so-called stay behind women and 

rural women who had returned to a rural area following migration to an urban area. 

According to the existing research, the age of stay behind women is mainly between 36 

and 45 years old, and among these the proportion aged 26 to 35 years old is 29% (Ye and 

Wu, 2008). 18 to 40 years old is the concentration period of marriage and pregnancy for 

women (Huang, 2006). And the main reasons for rural women returning to rural areas are 

caring for the elderly, taking care of their children and breastfeeding (Ye, Pan and He, 

2014). So, I set age limits for my participants, and all of the participants needed to be 

between 30 to 45 years old. This is because rural women in this age group are at a life 
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stage that has multiple choices about migration or returning. Previous research shows that 

rural women's choices about migration and returning are framed by their life stage (Fan, 

2004). Rural women who are too old or too young don't have all the choices to some extent 

(to stay in the rural area, migrate to the urban area or return to the rural area). To further 

explain, when rural women are too old, they have difficulty finding work in the cities and 

therefore they face having to stay in the rural area; when they are too young, they may not 

be married or have children and also some of them have to follow their parents’ opinion. 

The main reason for their return to the rural area is caring (2014). To sum up, I wish that 

each participant could be in a period where they have multiple choices.  

  

I had chosen two villages in the middle area of Inner Mongolia (a province which is 

located in the north of China). Inner Mongolia, which is a region located in northern China, 

contains a majority population of the Han and the Mongolian ethnic group living together 

with various other ethnic minorities. With an average altitude of around 1,000 metres 

above sea level and a large east-west span, Inner Mongolia has marked differences in 

climate and geographical factors. In 2019, the resident population in rural areas was 9.31 

million and has declined in the last five years in the Inner Mongolia. In 2020, the GDP 

per capita was 72,062 yuan, while the national GDP per capita was 72,447 yuan in the 

same year, making Inner Mongolia's GDP per capita lower than the national average. In 

addition, the per capita disposable income in 2020 was 41,353 yuan for urban residents in 

Inner Mongolia and 16,567 yuan for rural residents, which is about 2.4 times higher in 

urban areas than in rural areas (National Bureau of Statistics, 2021b). Although 

Mongolians are the main minority ethnic group in Inner Mongolia, the main population 

in the two villages considered here is Han. Since ancient times, the Mongolian and Han 

nationalities and other nationalities have lived together here, so their living habits are 

integrated with each other. In particular, the two villages I interviewed in were farming 

areas with a large number of Han people, and their living habits were no different from 

other regions. I did not think it was necessary to stress the particularity of minority areas 

here.  

  

As Hohhot is the nearest major city to these two villages, it is often the preferred area for 

local people to work, due to its ease of access and the lower cost of living compared to 

other cities (especially some traditional labour-intensive cities in southern China), as well 
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as the similarity of living habits and language (meaning the dialect used in everyday 

conversations). In my interviews, apart from Hohhot, there were also individual migrant 

families who chose cities such as Beijing and Baotou, which are also relatively close. 

Hohhot is a third-tier14 city in China and different from other big cities, as there are 

relatively limited jobs and women who live nearby face a different situation, compared 

with those next to big cities. Hohhot lacks medium- and large-scale labour intensive 

enterprises, so most of the jobs available to migrants are ones with low technical 

requirements such as construction site work and community security, although these roles 

do at least tend to come with accommodation. However, most of these jobs are not suitable 

for women due to the heavy manual work involved. Therefore, the problem of finding a 

job may also affect the decision of women to work in cities here. Some of them may decide 

to remain in the rural area. On the other hand, many women who migrate to the urban area 

have to remain in their temporary urban homes taking care of their children 15  and 

husbands as housewives because they cannot find paid jobs outside of the home. For these 

families, this also leads to big financial burdens on the husband. As noted above, my 

research enriches the data on the lived experiences of migrant families in northern China, 

particularly in areas lacking large labour intensive enterprises, given that most research 

and data on migrant families is concentrated in the south and central regions, where there 

are more large labour intensive enterprises.  

  

I had existing contacts with some rural women who live in the county near Hohhot and 

they indicated that they would like to take part in my interviews and help me contact other 

people for my interviews. The reason why I chose the two villages is that they are small 

enough that most people would know others living in the same villages, and in order to 

better protect the privacy of participants, I decided to choose two villages for the 

interviews. The two villages I chose are close to Hohhot and both located in the central 

region of Inner Mongolia. This region is predominantly hilly and mountainous in 

distribution, inland and with distinct seasons. The villages I have chosen are 

administrative communities formed by the merging of several natural villages, which are 

 
14 The third tier of cities refer to large and medium-sized cities with strategic significance, a relatively developed 
economy and relatively large economic aggregate, which are comprehensively evaluated according to the city scale, 
population, economic development level and GDP.  
15 Most of the time, if children are under school age, they will live with their parents in the urban area but they will go 
back to the rural area when they start school.  
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close together and where the inhabitants know each other very well. The main crop in this 

area is potatoes, due to the severe lack of water and the low temperatures and plenty of 

sunshine all year round. The villages I interviewed were close to the main road and the 

county town could be reached by tarmac roads in good condition. The villages’ convenient 

location also makes it easy for the villagers to travel to Hohhot city. Due to the 

government's hardening project16most of the houses in these two villages are newly built 

brick cottages. Most households in the villages rely on the income from potato farming, 

but some are also able to receive financial subsidies from the government as part of their 

household income. There is a nursing home in these two villages employing a number of 

female staff, which is one of the jobs that some rural women would like to have. There 

are no larger factories around these two villages and the nearest factory is in the 

neighbouring county, while the few new establishments that have opened around the 

villages in recent years provide only a limited number of jobs for residents.  

  

I started fieldwork in Inner Mongolia in mid-September 2019. For the most part, the 

interviewees were recruited during the fieldwork. I did not find enough interviewees 

beforehand because I personally knew very few rural women who met the interview 

requirements. So, except for the first few women who participated, I recruited the rest 

while interviewing via snowball sampling. I contacted the rural women I already knew, 

and expressed my hope that they could introduce me to other potential participants. They 

were happy to help me and successfully recruited new participants. Later, with the help of 

new participants, I found other participants through these new people. By the end of my 

fieldwork, I had successfully invited 25 interviewees to participate in the research.  

 

Snowball sampling is the most widely used sampling method in the qualitative social 

sciences (Noy, 2008), and it is also widely used in Chinese social research (Yan et al., 

2014; Geng, 2010; Mi et al., 2016). It is an appropriate way to do research in an 

acquaintance based society such as China, where prior relationships are essential to 

establishing trust and are the basis upon which people take part in research within this 

cultural context (Zhang and Wildemuth, 2017). Snowball sampling is a method used to 

recruit participants when it is difficult to find members of the target population. It involves 

 
16 The hardening project is a government funded initiative to build and renovate rural areas with concrete roads, houses 
and dilapidated buildings.  
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some interviewees being initially selected for the interview, then asked to recommend 

other participants who meet the requirements of the research objectives (Geng, 2010). The 

sample is like a snowball growing bigger as it rolls down the hill. Snowball sampling can 

help researchers enrich sample groups and visit new participants and social groups when 

other access channels are exhausted (Noy, 2008). Participants with a large number of 

social relationships are more likely to provide the researcher with other participants who 

have similar characteristics to the original participants (Etikan, Alkassim, and Abubakar, 

2015). Since I did not know enough interviewees prior to starting, snowball sampling 

provided me with an opportunity to reach the target population that I was interested in, 

and because it was through the introduction of acquaintances, these ‘new’ people were 

more likely to agree to participate in the interview. In addition, the participants I was 

looking for have a certain similarity, so it was easier to find the interviewees who met my 

research conditions by snowballing.  

 

3.2. Data Preparation  

3.2.1 Interviewees  

As shown in Table 2 below, I interviewed 25 eligible rural women. To ensure their privacy, 

I named them according to the order of the Chinese surname book. The table contains 

information on their characteristics, family demographics, education level and source of 

income. Generally speaking, these women have completed primary or junior high school 

education. In fact, of the women I interviewed, only two had completed higher education. 

Seven of the 25 had not completed formal education at any stage. Although compulsory 

education was established in China in 1986, implementation of this policy has been 

uneven in rural areas, especially for girls (Li and Tsang, 2003). The majority of 

interviewees (16/25) were return women and the remaining nine were stay behinds. The 

number outside the parentheses in the family member column is the number of all 

members of the household, and the number in parentheses is the number of children of the 

woman. The final column of the table relates to household income sources. In the section 

on sources of income, odd jobs refer to unstable work, usually short term (perhaps six 

months or less), such as construction site workers; also, land includes farming as well as 

income from livestock such as cows and sheep.  
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Table 2. List of interviewees  

Name Education Stay behind 

/Return 

woman 

Family17 

(children) 

Source of 

Income 

Zhao Primary school Stay behind 4 (2 ) Land and 

husband’s odd 

jobs 

Qian Primary school Return 

woman 

3 (1) Land 

Sun Primary school Return 

woman 

3(2) Husband’s 

restaurant 

(urban) 

Li Primary school Stay behind 1(318) land 

Zhou High school Return 

woman 

2(1) Her odd jobs in 

rural 

Wu Primary school Stay behind 2(2) husband’s odd 

jobs 

Zheng Junior middle 

school 

Return 

woman 

7(2) husband’s odd 

jobs 

Wang No19 Stay behind 2(2) husband’s odd 

jobs 

Feng Primary school Stay behind 3(2) husband’s odd 

jobs 

Chen Junior middle 

school 

Return 

woman 

5(2) husband’s odd 

jobs 

Chu Junior middle 

school 

Return 

woman 

3(1) odd jobs 

 
17 This refers to family members living together, the number of children in parentheses. 
18 Although under the one-child policy, a family can only have one child (excluding ethnic minorities’ family), 
families in rural areas can have two children because agricultural work requires more labour. At the same time, some 
families are over-born than policy and therefore have three children. 
19 It does not mean that the participant has not received an education; here "no" means that he or she has not 
completed (primary) school. 
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Wei No Stay behind 1(1) Husband’s odd 

jobs 

Jiang No Return 

woman 

5(2) Husband’s odd 

jobs 

Shen Junior middle 

school 

Return 

woman 

2(2) odd jobs 

Han College Return 

woman 

1(1) odd jobs 

Yang College Stay behind 4(1) Husband’s odd 

jobs 

Zhu Junior middle 

school 

Return 

woman 

3(1) Husband’s odd 

jobs 

Qin Primary school Return 

woman 

3(2) Her odd jobs 

You Primary school Return 

woman 

3(1) Husband’s odd 

jobs 

Xu Primary school Return 2(3) Husband’s odd 

jobs 

He Junior middle 

school 

Return 

woman 

5(1) Husband’s odd 

jobs 

Lv No Stay behind 3(1) Husband’s odd 

jobs 

Shi No Return 

woman 

2(2) Sons’ odd jobs 

Zhang No Return 

woman 

5(2) Husband’s odd 

jobs 

Kong No Stay behind 2(2) Husband’s odd 

jobs 

 

3.2.2 The process of gaining informed consent  

Obtaining informed consent was not as difficult as I expected before I started the fieldwork. 

For the most part, I was introduced through acquaintances of earlier consenting 
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participants, so it was easier to gain trust than it might have been if I had been a complete 

stranger. In order to enable the interviewees (participants) to understand what was 

involved if they consented to participate in the research, I prepared project information 

and informed consent forms for them (see appendix 1, appendix 2 and appendix 3 for 

details). Because the women I interviewed did not speak English and members of the 

ethics committee and my supervisory team did not speak Chinese, I have provided 

versions of the project information and informed consent form in both Chinese and 

English. All participants were given an opportunity to ask questions before they consented. 

If they did ask questions, I provided specific and detailed responses to help clarify things 

before they agreed to take part. In addition, the information sheet provides contact 

information for organisations such as the Women's Union so that the interviewee can 

receive support if needed following the interviews. I always checked that the participant 

was still willing to start the interview before it began and I was also attentive to their 

emotions during the interview. I also informed them that they could refuse to answer 

questions that they did not wish to answer, as well as terminate the interview at any time 

and withdraw from the study. All my participants came across as positive and upbeat 

women who were strong even when talking about difficult situations.  

  

In addition, when introducing my project and explaining informed consent to them, I also 

emphasised that their participation would be anonymised, I would  keep their information 

confidential and they would have the right to withdraw from the project even after 

consenting, without giving a reason. Given that my interview would revolve around the 

daily lives of the interviewees, in preparing for it, I also anticipated that stories with strong 

emotions or conflicts might emerge. I wanted to make my participants feel safe and 

supported, so before the interview began, I addressed  any concerns about the possible 

risks of being interviewed, such as emotional distress or anonymity.   

  

To a certain extent, the women who participated in the interviews focused more on my 

description of the project than on the content of the project information sheet. They 

generally skimmed through the project information sheet quickly, but still asked me 

questions that were already on the sheet. This may be due to the fact that some of them 

were not very literate and may not have fully understood the content of the information 

sheet. Also, when I explained that they were required to sign the informed consent form, 



   69  
  

most of them were happy to cooperate and did not worry about any adverse effects of 

signing or participating in the interview. They showed a great deal of trust in me. At the 

same time, there were a few people who were quite cautious about signing. Therefore, 

they repeatedly asked questions about their concerns to ensure that their signature or 

interview would not cause problems for their future lives. In some cases, women gave just 

their verbal consent, which was a provision I had made knowing that not all participants 

were necessarily literate. So although five women decided not to be interviewed after 

listening to my introduction to the project, most women were still happy to join my project 

and together we successfully completed the interview. The five women who eventually 

refused to participate expressed their concerns about the interview. For example, some 

were afraid that they would not understand the questions, while others were worried that 

their answers would become known to family members or friends.  

  

Lastly, I informed my interviewees that I would be recording the interviews using a 

recording device. However, I also stressed that the recordings would be encrypted. I 

uploaded the recordings to an encrypted computer after each interview, and the folder 

where the files were recorded was also encrypted.  

  

3.2.3 Face-to-face interviews  

I had used the face to face research methods (Duncan and Fiske, 2015; Sappleton and 

Lourenço, 2015) to collected my data. Gooch and Vavreck (2016) have found that when 

people are asked the same question, but through different channels, for example by online 

survey or face to face discussions, they give different answers. With this in mind, when I 

was preparing for the interview, I had practised mock interviews with my friend (using 

some interview scripts found on the internet for the interview, with a different topic to my 

research). Through the mock interviews, I tried both face-to-face and telephone interviews. 

However, during the telephone interviews I found that I had to repeat the questions and 

confirm the answers several times, that my voice and the interviewee's voice tended to 

overlap, and that there were short periods of silence when I was not sure if the connection 

was poor or if the mood of the person on the other end had changed, so I decided to go for 

the face-to-face interview.   
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In order to encourage the interviewees to express their ideas more candidly, it can be very 

effective for interviewers to also express their opinions openly in some cases; however, 

when the interviewees' opinions are different from those of the interviewer’s, keeping 

quiet maybe the best way to gain trust from interviewees (Reinharz, and Chase, 2011). 

When my interviewees asked questions, some of them were curious about me. For 

example, when I would ask return women about whether they prefer to live in the 

countryside or the city, several interviewees wanted to know how I would respond to this 

question. To prevent my answers affecting their point of view, I usually gave relatively 

neutral answers. In other words, I aimed to make my answer more objective rather than 

too subjective. From my personal point of view, I prefer city life. However, when we 

talked about this topic, I would talk about the advantages and disadvantages of city and 

rural living. In this way, I hoped to gain their trust while preventing my answers from 

guiding them.  

  

All my interviewees were rural women. Harmonious relationships with interviewees are 

an important part of interviewing women (Reinharz, and Chase, 2011). Although many 

women may easily establish a harmonious relationship with others, the establishment of 

such a relationship depends more on listening skills (Reinharz, and Chase, 2011). In order 

not to be treated as a "stranger" by the women I interviewed, I did not start the interview 

immediately. I wanted them to feel relaxed in front of me, so I usually chatted about 

something relaxing or interesting to them before beginning the formal interview. For 

example, if they were watching TV when I went in, I would naturally talk about TV shows 

and other related topics. I also went to the square in the centre of the village to chat with 

other villagers. This was not part of the fieldwork, but it gave me a quick insight into their 

way of life and the talking points of the villagers. In fact, some of the interviewees already 

knew me and even chatted with me before I went to interview them. In both ways, I felt 

that the interviewees were able to start the interview formally without being nervous and 

that I was not treated as a complete stranger. This worked for me because during the 

interviews some of the villagers would happily tell me that they had seen me before in the 

village square, which on the one hand made us relaxed with each other and on the other 

made me feel welcome. At the same time, some women were more introverted and not 

used to being asked to talk about themselves. When facing these women, giving them 

enough time to think, organise their responses, and listening to their sometimes simpler 
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and shorter answers were important ways to keep the interview going smoothly. In fact, 

although some questions were occasionally difficult for these rural women to answer (in 

some cases they had difficulty understanding them), they would always tell me that ‘we 

are not sure how to help you to complete your research, but we will try our best to answer 

your questions’. At the same time, I realised at this point that the interviewees' confusion 

about my questions was probably due to my status as an 'outsider', as I had a preconceived 

notion that they would understand my questions. For example, I would ask them about 

their day, such as what they had done today and what else they planned to do today.  In 

fact, my question is try to know how they spend a typical day;  but their first reaction 

when they hear the question is often that they haven't done anything all day. By explaining 

my questions and learning about their understanding of the questions, I found out that 

what they think of as things are something special, such as going to weddings and other 

so-called 'big' things. They do not think that the experiences of daily life can be called 

"things". This is because we have a different idea of what "things" are. This difference in 

understanding not only causes them to fail to understand my problems accurately at times, 

but also causes them to lose sight of their own contribution and value to the family. I will 

discuss these issues in more detail as part of my analysis. 

 

During the second half of my fieldwork, the area where I was doing fieldwork went into 

winter and it started to snow. The snow disrupted my interview plans as I had to drive to 

the fieldwork sites. Due to the bad weather, several scheduled interviews were cancelled 

and I had to reschedule. In fact, I could have actually chosen a telephone interview instead 

of a face-to-face interview in such cases, but I did not do this, even though telephone 

interviews can improve efficiency, and save time and money (Mahfoud et.al, 2014) 

because an important part of face-to-face interviewing is  the observations made during 

interviews. One advantage of face-to-face interviews is the ability to observe each other. 

People's emotions are not only conveyed through words but also expressed through 

actions and expressions. Therefore, the observation of interviewees during the questioning 

also becomes a part of the interview. On the other hand, face to face interviews increase 

the affinity of interviewers and respect for participants (Yan, 2002). Because they are 

faced with living people rather than cold screens or sounds, participants' attitudes would 

also be more positive when they answered the questions (Yan, 2002). In addition, face to 

face interviews can yield more detailed information, and have better response rate, 
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compared with telephone interviews (Mahfoud, Ghandour, et.al, 2014). Observing the 

participant's attitude in answering questions, hesitation between pauses in words, and even 

unnatural small movements, the details expressed by these body languages helped me 

answer the questions like whether they were confident in their answers or hesitant, etc. 

Besides, with the questions prepared in the outline, based on their expressions and body 

language, I could be more flexible with follow-up questions, such as questions closely 

based on their response. However, face-to-face interviews also provided an opportunity 

for the interviewees to observe me. My body language would betray my heart, and my 

expressions would show on my face when I heard their answers. Although I tried to hide 

it, I couldn't completely erase the emotions I felt.  

  

In addition, I used a notebook to make field notes during the interview process, to record 

and organise the interview. In reality, it was difficult for me to take detailed notes on the 

interviewees' characteristics, expressions and other details during the interview, as I 

needed to listen carefully to their answers and then continue with in-depth questions. So, 

immediately after an interview, I would usually start to record details that were not 

captured in the audio-only recording of the interview, such as the interviewee's appearance, 

her living conditions and even the way she was dressed. I wanted to create a complete and 

three-dimensional picture of the interviewee as much as possible. In addition, I also 

recorded my thoughts and feelings after the interviews, and I marked the topics that the 

interviewees mentioned several times when I took notes, and the process of taking notes 

also served as a review of the interviews. On the one hand, this review allowed me to 

collate and record the interview while it was still fresh in my memory, and on the other, 

it also allowed me to identify issues with the interview in time to avoid unnecessary 

problems in subsequent interviews. The interview notes became my second dataset (Flick, 

2009), which made up for the parts that I was not able to record in real time, and also 

made my data more three-dimensional and fuller. The interview notes played a big part in 

the organisation of my data later on.  
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3.3 Fieldwork's challenge and reflecting  

3.3.1 How to be professional - the relationship between me and interviewees.  

In order to ensure that the interviewees' opinions were accurately expressed, I needed to 

pay attention to “emphasizing the importance of not starting out with too many 

preconceptions” (Bryman, 2012, p. 470) during the interview. Apart from this, I  also had 

to “be professional”, because the project  required me to adopt a  dual status. During the 

interview, I listened to women’s stories and shared their feelings, and became a participant; 

after the interview, as a professional researcher, I recorded their lives, and at this point, I 

became a spectator. During the interview, I asked questions about interviewees’ lives, 

about their children, marriages and so on, so it may have caused some emotional distress 

for both them and me. In some cases, this emotional impact on us was likely to last until 

the end of the interview.   

  

How to clearly distinguish my dual relationship with the interviewees was the key ethical 

issue I needed to address during the fieldwork. How I saw myself and how these rural 

women saw me was crucial. Theoretically, I was a research student going  to a rural area 

to investigate and explore rural women‘s daily lives. My goal was ‘simply’ to collect data 

and information useful for my research project and it was highly possible that I would end 

up imposing my academic ideas on them during our interactions. I was faced with how to 

deal with my relationship with the interviewees during the fieldwork. Therefore, how to 

deal with the relationship with the participants was the first ethical issue which I needed 

to address during my fieldwork. During the interview, I was a bystander to these rural 

women's lives. But because the questions are closely related to their daily lives, and even 

touch some sensitive places, the emotions of the respondents when answering the 

questions also affected my emotions. This occasionally made it difficult for me to 

maintain the expected  professional stance. But if I behaved too academically at these 

times, and tried to ignore the feelings of the interviewees, it may have been easy to have 

come across as aloof or even offensive, which is not conducive to the smooth conduct of 

the interview. “Respondents may be more willing to share their experiences with a 

researcher whom they perceive as sympathetic to their situation” (Berger, 2015, p220). In 

other words, when interviewers show their empathy, interviewees will believe the 

interviewers more, and they will be more willing to share their stories. Thus, I regarded 
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myself as both a participant and an observer in the fieldwork. And the interviewee was 

more like a sharer, sharing their life with me. During the interview, I observed and talked 

to people, to understand and explore what they were thinking. But after the interview, I 

reinstated myself as a researcher, thinking about what I observed during the interview 

rationally. In other words, I tried to find a way to think about and acknowledge the role I 

played in the interview process.  

  

Moreover, how the local people regarded me was another important point throughout this 

project. I had two identities, as a university student doing fieldwork in the village and as 

a person who comes from Hohhot, one of the provincial capital cities in China. Most of 

the villagers knew my background when I talked to them. I had few concerns about how 

to build relations with them, because I was introduced to them by their acquaintances. 

Meanwhile, they were very curious about me. Some of them thought urban life was far 

away from them. They could only imagine what it was like in big cities. As a result, they 

usually asked me about personal problems such as what are your parents’ jobs? How is 

the income of your family annually? How long will it take you to finish your studies? Is 

the UK very far away from China? What is a Ph.D.? Why do you want to do a Ph.D.? Do 

you have a boyfriend? and so on. Because in these villages, most women are married, and 

have children in their early 20s. Now, I am in my late 20s, and I am still single. This is a 

strangeness to this which made me a particular example in the village. They tended to 

conclude that women in big cities have high standards for boyfriends and husbands. For 

me, in these daily conversations, their answers also provided me with another way of 

thinking about what they care about and what they are curious about. What they are more 

interested in is why I chose their villages, a ‘stay behind’ place in China, to develop my 

research.   

  

I focused my research on rural female stayers’ life experience and agency, a topic that is 

not well accepted and even unpopular in their lives. How to explain this obscure principle 

to the villagers was another barrier that I met with. Therefore, I could not ask them what 

they think about their life experience directly, and I had to ask other things that are related 

to their daily lives. According to Yu (2014), rural populations are more interested in topics 

which are closer to their lives, such as agricultural production and income problems. I 
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tried to get the information I wanted from the topics that they cared about, to understand 

how they conceive of a daily life.  

  

3.3.2 Improving interview skills and dealing with unexpected problems  

As a non-professional interviewer with no experience in interviewing, how to start the 

interview and whether the interview could be conducted smoothly were my biggest 

worries before the fieldwork. So, before I started the interviews, I went to my friends and 

conducted pilot interviews with them. In these pilot practices, I also used my mobile phone 

for recording. After the interviews, I was able to identify my weaknesses by listening to 

the recording and hoping to improve my interview skills. In fact, practising with friends 

helped me become more confident during interviews, especially when asking questions. 

Through these practices, I was able to ask expanded questions based on the respondents' 

answers while listening to their responses . Listening is an important part of the interview. 

Only when you understand the answer can you ask better questions and make a better 

analysis. Through practice, my interviewing skills improved and I was more able to 

observe interviewees.  

  

Despite extensive interview practice, some unexpected things happened in fieldwork. 

Coping with these unexpected situations in fieldwork was another challenge for me. For 

example, during the interview with Ms. Zheng, because the questions about her daily life 

and family involved some sensitive and stressful things for her, she cried without warning. 

For me, whether the interview was continued or not had become a matter that needed to 

be decided very quickly. I was invariably flustered by the emotions that the interviewees 

suddenly fell into as a result of their stories, especially when they were in some of the 

more emotionally charged situations. However, this also speaks to the authenticity of the 

story, as authenticity is always expressed in emotion (Ezzy, 2010). At the same time, to a 

certain extent, I was also highly trusted by the interviewees. Telling stories of grief and 

loss can be useful for interviewees who have not had the opportunity to share their stories 

in other contexts or to other people (Shaw, 2011 cited by Cain, 2012). When Ms. Zheng 

cried, I didn't comfort her or ask other questions, and what I did was give her time to let 

go of her sadness. I quietly waited for her to recover. After her emotional recovery, the 

interview continued after she indicated to me that she could continue the interview. I then 

indicated to her that the interview could end if she wanted, but she declined and said she 
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could continue. This situation only happened once in my fieldwork, but because it was 

very sudden, it raised my vigilance and provided an effective practical experience for how 

to deal with similar situations later. In the middle and later stages of fieldwork, it was 

quite common to encounter the situation that individual interviewees were facing 

difficulties. Because I did the fieldwork at the end of autumn and beginning of winter, due 

to the cold climate and other factors, this was a relatively sparse period in the north. As a 

result, many women's husbands or other families working outside began to return home 

one after another. Due to the large population and small rooms in the countryside, it was 

difficult for me to conduct one-on-one interviews with women alone. In order to solve this 

problem and avoid the interviewees being unable to fully express their opinions due to the 

other people nearby, I initially tried to interview outside in the yard, but due to the cold 

weather and occasional interruption, the interviewees wanted to finish the interview as 

soon as possible, so it was difficult for them to fully explain their stories or express their 

opinions. After that, I solved the problem by inviting the interviewees to my car for a 

separate interview. At the same time, I tried to arrange interviews with them when their 

husbands were not at home (e.g. when their husbands were out shopping for New Year's 

Eve, visiting their relatives, etc.) when I communicated with them in advance.  

  

3.3.3 The difficulties of transcription and translation  

Since my interviews were conducted in Chinese, I sorted the data in two stages before the 

analysis. The first step was to organise the interview into text (Chinese) according to the 

content of the recording, and the second was to translate the interview data from Chinese 

into English. When sorting the data, the difficulty I faced was the dialect. The place I 

interviewed was in a rural area in northern China and the interviewees all used local 

dialects. When transcribing the recordings, I found that it was difficult to transcribe the 

dialects into written words. This also led to certain restrictions when translating into 

English. Because, in addition to the meaning expressed by the speaker, dialects also have 

an emotional extension (Li and Wang, 2008); leading to the problem of how to accurately 

convey emotions and express them in written language (Putonghua), when for some 

dialects it is difficult to find the corresponding Chinese characters to use instead. Finally, 

in response to this problem, in order to reduce the loss of content and emotion during 

transcription and translation, my solution was to use pinyin instead of text to retain the 

tone of the interviewee when speaking. And when translating to the English version, for 
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which I did not translate the dialects, I added notes in places to specifically explain the 

meaning of the word and the emotions it conveys in this context. Of course, I also know 

that the process of transcription is a process of selection, which is not a mechanical activity 

(Tessier, 2012). And translation is even more complex and takes considerable thought to 

arrive at a translation that not only carries literal meaning but also the right resonance. 

However, I hope that I have managed to convey as much as possible during the process 

of transcription and translation. To sum up,  in order to ensure the accuracy of the data 

and to reduce the loss of nuance in translation, I analysed the data in the original language 

which is Chinese. Afterwards, I translated this data during the writing of the thesis.  

  

3.3.4 The limitations of sample  

First of all, when I selected the participants, I concentrated on the two villages adjacent to 

Hohhot City. From a geographical point of view, the environment they live in is consistent, 

and the difficulties they face are similar. However, this also led to the situation that my 

sampling frame can only represent the northern area around Hohhot. It has a certain 

reference for rural women living in areas with a similar geographical environment, but for 

completely different areas, whether these conclusions can represent the women in these 

areas needs further investigation.  

  

Second, there are the limitations of the interview object. At the beginning of the fieldwork, 

because the interviewees involved two groups return women and stay behind women - I 

hoped that the participant numbers of the two groups would be similar. However, during 

the process of field investigation, due to age and other restrictions on the  participants, in 

the end, more return women were interviewed than stay behind women. This was caused 

by two factors, one is the age limit. In the areas where I conducted interviews, the age of 

stay behind women mostly exceeded the conditions I set. Secondly, the area where I did 

my fieldwork was relatively close to the city, and the locals thought it was relatively 

conservative. Convenient geographical conditions make it easier for these rural people to 

go to urban areas to work than people living far away from urban areas, while conventional 

thinking makes it difficult for these rural women to stay at home alone. Therefore, many 

people choose to go out to work together or stay in their hometown together, so the number 

of stay behind women is also relatively small.  
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3.4. Data Analysis and themes  

3.4.1 Data analysis  

When I started to analyse the data, I wanted to be able to use professional sociological 

language. I also hoped that my data would convey the feelings of the interviewees vividly 

and accurately. As Back (2007) says, a good sociologist is a good listener. In other words, 

when analysing data, it was important for me to balance the relationship between 

academic language and data. Literature is only for better interpretation of data, making 

data easier to understand; literature is not the protagonist, data is the key to the research 

direction (Back, 2007). So I decided to use thematic analysis to analyse my data.   

  

“Thematic analysis is not simply to summarize the data content, but to identify, 

and interpret, key, but not necessarily all, features of the data, guided by the 

research question (but note that in TA, the research question is not fixed and can 

evolve throughout coding and theme development) ”(Clarke and Braun, 2017, 

p.297).   

  

In order to show the details and avoid omission, recording field notes during the fieldwork 

are useful for analysing the data. This is because field notes play an important role in 

connecting researchers and their subjects (Wolfinger, 2002). According to Emerson et al., if 

researchers are 'to preserve and agree that closure, they must describe situations and events 

of interest in detail' (1995, P 243) and field notes are a shorthand reconstruction of events, 

observations and dialogue that take place on the spot (Wolfinger, 2002). In other words, the 

details recorded in field notes make the data vivid and more close to the original expression 

and meaning. As I have explained above, the field notes I made mainly consisted of several 

parts: what the audio-recorder could not capture, like the expressions and body movements 

of the interviewees when answering questions, the living environment of the interviewees, 

and my thoughts on the interviewees' current answers. For example, when I entered a 

participant’s home I could usually get a brief insight into the daily life of the household, by 

observing the level of decoration in the home or the newness of the appliances, etc. It was 

hoped that these annotations would be useful in data analysis.  
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After sorting out and translating all the interview materials, I tried exploring the data through 

NVivo 12, however, I found that it was more efficient for me to transcribe the interview into 

a printed text version and combine it with the field notes, then code it in pen. As I eventually 

decided to process the data manually, I found that I could concentrate more on the text itself. 

To process the data manually, I needed to read it several times, and in this iterative reading 

I could focus on the data itself while also discovering more about it, a narrative and sequence 

that in itself was worth investing more attention in. Then, I divided the answers into themes 

according to their responses, such as children, parents, husbands, neighbours, working 

experiences, city life, domestic work, etc. These themes gave me a picture of the 

interviewees' daily lives. After that I read each interview again, looking for common themes 

that recurred among them. Another benefit of hand-coding the analysis data like this is that 

it retains more sentiment for the dialect parts, while placing them in the correct topic. 

Although I conducted the interview in Mandarin, there were many dialects in the 

participants' responses. Some of these dialect words have similar meanings to Mandarin, but 

are more emotional in expression. For example, benku means the same thing as manual 

labour, but the word "benku" also emphasises the person’s lack of ability. Therefore, in the 

process of hand coding, I grouped these parts with similar meanings under the same theme, 

and then marked certain dialects differently to preserve their sentiment.  

 

3.4.2 Three themes in the project  

I collected a wealth of data through interviews as well as field notes during my fieldwork. 

After collating this data, I coded it, and my analysis was based on qualitative thematic coding 

of the interview texts. The themes I developed were derived from the data. That is, after I 

had coded the data collected, the codes were then constructed into generalised themes. These 

themes embodied the main issues relevant to addressing my research questions and  I have 

organised my analysis chapters according to these three key themes.  

  

The first theme is about family relationships. This section shows the everyday experience of 

rural female stayers and how this life affects them. To explain further, the relationship 

between rural female stayers and their families, in other words, namely rural female stayers 

and family responsibilities. These roles include their roles as mothers for their children, their 

roles as wives, and their role as daughters or daughters in-law with their parents or parents-

in-law. I will discuss this topic in Chapter 4.  
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The second theme is mianzi. Regarding the second theme, I found that there was a focus on 

the rural female stayers’ relationship with the people around them. Among the many 

community relationships, I would like to focus on how acquaintances such as friends or 

neighbours perceive them and how they maintain mianzi in their interactions with others. In 

the process of collecting data, rural female stayers often compare their living conditions with 

their neighbours or friends. They care about what people around them think of them, but 

don't agree with (or refute) the misunderstandings of people around them. When it came to 

this topic, I therefore wanted to focus on the issues behind the stigmatisation of women by 

those around them and how they are able to maintain mianzi. I will discuss this topic in 

Chapter 5.  

  

The third theme is happiness. In my interviews, I felt that these rural female stayers rarely 

talked about their desires and pursuits. Besides, they gave little thought to happiness and 

described their lives as flat, but were nonetheless satisfied with them. Although not explicitly 

mentioned, their words and expressions often carried expectations about the future. Based 

on what these rural women had to say about their life experiences, how they see their lives 

and their childhood dreams, I will discuss how they define their lives as happy in Chapter 6.   

  

3.5 Conclusion  

In sum, this chapter not only introduces my thoughts on fieldwork preparation and the 

process of data collection but also explains how I dealt with the challenges faced during the 

interviews. Doing fieldwork provides researchers an opportunity to re-describe what they 

have experienced in the field (Hancock and Algozzine, 2016). However, there are still some 

barriers that I could not overcome from time to time. For example, I needed to keep my 

questions simple and easy to understand, avoiding words that tend to confuse rural female 

stayers. At the beginning of my design problems, I didn't think they were far away from life 

and difficult to understand. However, in the field interview, I found that some of the 

problems I originally designed for were not relevant to my interviewees. I think this is 

because, as a relative outsider, I needed to communicate with a community whose 

experiences are very different from mine. Therefore, during the process of the interview, I 

was also constantly revising my interview outline, hoping that the questions would be closer 

to their lives. Despite this, I have to admit that although I tried my best to modify the 
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interview outline, in many interviews I had to spend a lot of time explaining my questions 

so that the interviewees could understand what I was asking. For example, when I asked 

questions about their value or  contribution to their family, the most common reaction was a 

confused expression and hesitation, with some women answering that they do not think they 

have value to their family. I think this  was caused by two factors. On the one hand, they 

may have never considered this aspect of their lives before; on the other, they might think 

“contribution” is too important and complex a concept, too far away from the reality of their 

everyday life. Generally speaking, I always explained to them what I meant by contribution 

or value, after which they could understand what the question was asking. As an 'outsider' 

researcher, I also gained more by explaining the questions. It actually proved analytically 

fruitful as the gaps in conversation, the hesitations and the parts where I had to offer 

explanations helped to bring me closer to an understanding of what rural female stayers' lives 

were like. I am going to bring out these aspects of the analysis as I continue with the analytic 

chapters.  In the next chapter, I will move on to the first themes, which is the daily life of 

rural female stayers.  
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Chapter 4 Chinese rural female stayers in the family  

In this chapter, I examine the picture of everyday life that emerges through rural female 

stayers’ detailed descriptions of their daily lives. I suggest that a key aspect of this 

picture is the way that gender shapes the division of responsibilities in the family. 

Studying gender is clearly related to agency and helps to understand why some people 

(especially women) may choose to do more housework, even though it may not be in 

their own best financial intentions (Grunow, 2019). Given the influence of Confucian 

culture on Chinese society, this gender division of labour is based on a patriarchal social 

context (Sung, 2003). Drawing on an understanding of gender as a product of social 

relations between men and women (Jackson and Scott, 2002), and West and 

Zimmerman’s (1987) concept of doing gender  I argue that rural female stayers have a 

limited set of cultural resources for enacting appropriate femininity, and they are not free 

to construct gender however they like. Nonetheless, rural female stayers try to show how 

they can be good mothers, wives and daughters (daughters-in-law) through their agency, 

despite  insufficient space and resources. Their exercising of agency is expressed within 

the limited possibilities of doing gender. It is important to note that, as I have elaborated 

in the literature review, the space for rural female stayers to exert their agency is limited 

as agency is made within the constraints imposed by the structures of their personal, 

social and cultural environment.  

 

First of all, in the context of the Chinese practice of a "child-centred" family, I will 

discuss how rural women as mothers take care of their children, and how they face 

conflicts between their children's interests and their own or even family interests. 

Secondly, I argue that although family life is still affected by the idea of "husband 

singing and wife following", as women's importance in daily life is manifested, the 

relationship between women and husbands and their roles in the family have gradually 

changed. My focus will be on how rural women as wives participate in family decision-

making and "assisting" husbands in family life. In the third part, I will explore the role 

rural women as daughters or daughters-in-law play in their native family and husband's 

family, and how they manage the relationship with their parents (in-law) as daughters.   
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4.1 Rural female stayers as mothers  

In Chinese culture, children are considered to be the flesh and blood of their parents, in 

other words,  their connection is viewed as natural and unchangeable.  

  

In Chinese culture, children are usually taught to have strong family values and believe 

that the foundation of a happy life is composed of family and kinship (Ho, 1986 cited by 

Chang, Stewart, et al., 2003). In Chinese society, filial piety and parents’ reciprocal 

commitment to children’s happiness not only idealise the parent child relationship with 

young children, but also the parent-child relationship between teenagers and adults 

(Chang, Stewart  et al., 2003). In terms of Chinese family relations, the relationship 

between mother and child is often closer（The China National Children’s Center, 2013). 

In other words, the mother's influence and "control" on the child are more 

comprehensive and it is not  unreasonable for a mother to put the focus of her life on her 

children. On the contrary, when a woman as a mother is busy with career or other things, 

this will be considered abnormal by the people around her in all contexts. In fact, when 

describing women who are successful in their careers, they often use the term "strong 

woman"20 (Liu, Yang and Jiang, 2015). Although “strong woman” is a positive 

compliment, in everyday use it can also be a derogatory term,. ‘Strong women’ is a term 

used to emphasise women's ability to be successful at work, an assessment that in 

practice ignores the contribution these women make to their families, so when 

evaluating whether women are good mothers, strong women are often described as 

women who only pursue career success at the expense of their families and children, 

thus becoming a derogatory term. At the same time, when describing men as successful, 

the gender factor is ignored in the use of words and they are referred to as successful 

people rather than "strong man". Hence, the term strong women is somewhat biased, 

because the Chinese would never call a successful man a "strong man."21 Therefore, 

when women are willing to sacrifice their own interests to become a "perfect" mother, 

society often gives them more praise. The perfect mother means that she concentrates 

more on the inside of the home and the children rather than concerning herself with 

 
20 Strong women, Chinese called “nv qiang ren”,  is usually used to describe successful women, to show that they are 
very capable.  
21 Strong man in Chinese is literally “qiang ren”/ In reality, there is no such saying in Chinese.  
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factors outside of the home, such as work. Unlike rural mothers, urban mothers face the 

dual pressure of having a career and being a good wife and mother.  The rural mothers I 

interviewed recognized this and, as I will illustrate through my findings, were also proud 

of their roles as mothers because society's evaluation of women is based on their 

contribution to the family, and here, children are the most important part of the family. 

Although some of these rural female stayers have lived in the city and returned to the 

countryside, and some have not lived in the city, they often seem to share the same goal 

as mothers.  

  

4.1.1 The 'child-centred' model in everyday life  

Ms. Wang is a stay behind woman and her living situation is representative of most stay 

behind women in my study. She has two sons, one of whom is an adult and lives in the 

city. Her second son is of school age and Ms. Wang’s typical day revolves around caring 

for him. Due to poverty, her poor health and long-term medication, she always feels 

great pressure: 

 

"What things can I like in daily life? Every day is to take care of my little son. 

Nothing else can be done. Now, if I 'm not feeling good in one day, my bad 

health condition leads to most work that is hard for me to do. Now every day 

what I can do is take my son to school and pick him back from school, then cook 

for him. I used to farm when I was not ill, but I can't do it now. It is too heavy for 

me…… My husband has no contribution, either. Look at the bungalow. I lived in 

this bungalow with him when I got married. If the bungalow is unoccupied, it 

would have collapsed long ago. He can't make much money and the money he 

earns just to maintain a basic life. We just suffer from BenKu22, because he has 

no skill, and I have no skill. The focus of my life now is the youngest son, and I 

need to pick up and send him to school every day (she repeats again). He is the 

priority, everything is the child first. Last year, my husband and I borrowed 

money to buy an apartment for my eldest son in the city, so now the economy is 

very tight. In this case, I can 't go to the city. Living in an urban area costs a lot 

 
22 BenKu, in the northern dialect, refers to unskilled and low paid labour with few qualifications required to work these 
kinds of jobs. Ben, means stupid. It emphasises that there is no selectivity or requirements involved, while Ku, means 
that the work is laborious, and really hard to do, also that the people doing this job are coolies.  



   85  
  

of money. My financial situation is now worse because of the cost of buying a 

house for my older son and I have to spend less on me in order to provide 

enough money for my younger son. I don't want the child to suffer. I have this 

young son and I can't work even if I go to the city……When the second child 

grows up, I may go to live in the city, because the child needs to attend the cram 

study session. But I don't really want to go. Living in the village saves money 

because the house is my own, I can plant vegetables myself, and I also raise 

sheep, things like these do not cost money. ……I know, urban life is great, and 

without the second son, I might also like to work in an urban area. After all, I can 

earn more in the city. Due to the situation now, I don't want to go.” [Ms. Wang, 

stay behind woman]  

  

In conversations with Ms. Wang, the conversation always turned to her children. Her life 

seemed to be closely tied to her children in every way. When talking about her daily life, 

her descriptions unfolded entirely with the children at the centre, and although she 

shared with me aspects of her attitude towards her husband, her evaluation of herself, 

and so on, the criteria for generating the evaluation were actually based on whether they 

benefited the children.   

  

Just as Ms. Wang centred the conversation on her young son, most of the other women I 

interviewed also talked a lot about their children in the interview. In rural areas, mothers 

play the more traditional role of housewives, and they stay at home most of the time. To 

a certain extent, the interaction between the child and the mother is more frequent (Li,  

et.al, 2015). Although Ms. Wang constantly denies her and her husband’s usefulness 

when talking about their contributions, her answer still shows that she is completely 

dedicated to her children. Just as Ms. Wang compromised step-by-step on her choices, 

for the sake of her children, her children became the basis for her decisions and 

ultimately for their implementation. She puts the interests of her children first and 

chooses to ignore her own interests and desires in order to maximise the benefits for her 

children. In fact, even though she has never experienced city life, Ms. Wang did not 

completely rule out going to the city in the future. All her assumptions and plans are 

made around the children’s schooling. Although it can be expected that the higher 

consumption levels of urban life will bring more economic pressure, this did  not matter 
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to Ms. Wang . According to my participants’ accounts, parents should help their children 

regardless of the personal consequences. Despite some regrets because of their 

sacrifices, they want to put the focus on their children. They try to show their focus on 

their role as mothers, and as Ms. Wang stresses, while her interests can be sacrificed, she 

cannot let her children suffer. This corroborates the study by Bi and Oyserman (2015), 

in which mothers reported the only thing that gave them hope was helping their children 

to succeed.  

  

4.1.2 Being a good mother  

Ms. Zheng, who lives in a typical three-generation family  together with her parents in-

law and children, describes how she defines a good mother and enacts this role through 

an account of her everyday life. There are seven people living in Ms. Zheng's household. 

After dropping out of junior high school, she started to work in the city.  

And after getting married, she worked in the city with her husband. Then, she  

returned to the countryside with her husband and now takes care of the family at their 

rural home. Ms. Zheng:   

  

“At that time, the child (elder son) went to high school, the local textbooks were 

different from Inner Mongolia, and (as we do not have urban hukou23) my son 

had to take the exam at my home (in the rural area where they have hukou). In 

addition, my father-in-law needs to be taken care of and he wanted us to move 

back to the rural area, so (me and) my husband decided to come back to the rural 

area. I want to go to the city to work, but the second child (my little daughter) is 

now in primary school and needs to be picked up every day. (Because the price 

of food in the city is high), my family is large and we cannot all go to the city 

together. So, I don’t think I can migrate to the urban areas in the near future. 

Housework at home (including farming) depends mainly on me, and earning 

money outside depends on my husband. The economy is quite tense now, and in 

 
23 Hukou, China's household registration management system divides the household registration into urban and rural 
households based on blood inheritance and geographic location. It stipulates that citizens enjoy education, medical care, 
public services and other resources in the place of household registration, and the state also grants subsidies based on 
household registration.  
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fact, the family was not as well-off as when my husband and I were working in 

the city.” [Ms. Zheng, return woman]  

  

Although higher wages were their reason for migrating to the city to work in the first 

place, when the income and the children and others for whom they care were on the 

opposite side, these mothers' choices seemed forced, but in reality their decisions are 

child-centred. Many of the women I interviewed expressed to me that earning more 

money is nothing more than saving some money for their children's future. In fact, for 

these rural women, whether they move to the city, stay in the countryside or return, the 

decision is made with their children at the centre.  

  

For these mothers, returning home is a sacrifice they make for their children. As 

mentioned in the literature review, in recent years, the government has gradually 

introduced various policies to help migrant workers' children study in urban schools. 

Consequently, more migrant workers' children’s schools have been established in the 

cities and more public schools have begun to accept the children of migrant workers.,   

However, these children still need to return to their hometowns (in rural areas) where 

they have hukou (household registration) because they cannot take the entrance 

examination in an urban area if they do not have urban hukou (Wu, Tsang and Ming, 

2014), so many people, such as Ms. Zheng, choose to take their children back home. As 

Ms. Zheng mentioned, when she returned to the countryside, her income dropped and 

her family‘s life was “more stressful than before”. Although caring for her father in-law 

was also a factor in Ms. Zheng's return to the countryside, it came second to the children 

in terms of priority.  

  

In contrast, Ms. Xu demonstrates another way to be a competent mother - going to the 

city. There are five people in Ms. Xu's family: her, her husband and their three 

daughters. Now, she and her husband live in the countryside. Her daughters all work in 

the city. After the youngest child went to university, she and her husband returned to the 

countryside and now the family's economic income mainly depends on them doing odd 

jobs in the village. The reason why Ms. Xu went to the city was primarily to accompany 
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her daughter.24 After her daughter finished her studies, she and her husband returned to 

the countryside. Ms. Xu:  

  

“I don't have any big stresses in my life now, my children all have their own jobs 

and I do my best to keep them in education. I feel that life is much easier after I 

have returned to living in the rural areas. I don't hate city life, but I have no 

reason to stay in the city now. In fact, living in the city has a lot of expenses, 

such as renting an apartment. My husband was not earning a stable income from 

his part-time jobs in the urban area, and we were living in the city just for our 

children.…… When I was living in the city, I made breakfast for my daughter, 

and she went to school after eating it; then I can do some housework, and then 

it's time for me to buy foods and cook for my daughter again; at noon I have to 

help my child watch the time as avoid her late for school, and then cook again in 

the afternoon... That was the case for the past few years”. [Ms. Xu, return 

woman]  

 

Cities undoubtedly have better educational resources and teaching conditions. For 

example, in terms of progression rates, a much higher percentage of students from urban 

areas go on to major universities (Yang, Yang and Huang, 2018). There were also some 

rural families in my study who had decided to send their children to school in the city. 

Just as qualified urban parents hope to choose better schools for their children, these 

rural families with lower incomes and insufficient education are also very aware of the 

importance of education. Some mothers like Ms. Xu decided to become accompanying 

parents; after their children enter university (usually after the college entrance 

examination), these accompanying mothers would go back to the countryside, and their 

short-lived city life revolved around their children. These accompanying mothers hardly 

had any friends in the city, in fact, they didn't have the opportunity or time to get to 

know the people around them:  

  

 
24 Accompanying reading, refers to the behaviour of parents participating in the whole process from the child's life to 
learning. Since many schools do not have dormitories, to enable children to study in this kind of school, parents like to 
rent an apartment near the school to facilitate children to go to school. The accompanying reading parents are mostly 
women. They usually put their body and soul into the care of their children and they do not work outside.  
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“The children go to school and the husband works outside all day. I occasionally 

feel lonely. However, most of the time I am very busy and there are many places 

where my children need to take care of. In fact, wherever I live I spend my life 

the same." [Ms. Xu, return woman]  

  

When I asked Ms. Xu about her own life, she answered me this way. Her brief sojourn 

in the city was a difficult decision a mother has to make for her child. According to her 

description, life in the city was not easy, but she wanted her children to have a better 

education, so she and her husband had to live in the city for several years and then 

quickly returned to the countryside after her daughter graduated from high school. Ms. 

Xu's urban experience is not unique. For example, Ms. He also used to take care of her 

children in the city, which resulted in her family income being entirely covered by her 

husband, and the expenses of city life also put a lot of financial pressure on the family. 

Before accompanying her children, Ms. He also used to work in the city, but when her 

children needed care, she decided to become a fulltime mother. She said that:  

   

I considered working and taking care of the child at the same time, but the reality 

is that it would have been difficult. And my main task was to take care of my 

daughter, who was busy with school work, and my schedule was completely 

built around  her study schedule. So I didn't have time to go out to work and my 

family had to rely on my husband’s income." [Ms. He, return woman]  

  

Many rural mothers who choose to go to the city to accompany their children have to 

give up their lives completely. They cannot work in the city because they are worried 

that they will not be able to take care of their children, and their work and rest time is 

completely arranged according to the child’s time. The experience of accompanying 

mothers may be different from the image we have of return women, given that we know 

more about migrant women who work in the city. Despite their entry into urban life, 

accompanying mothers still perform housework within the family and may even lose the 

little social space they have due to a lack of friends or acquaintances in the urban area.  

  

Ms. Xu is proud of her daughter, who has made it to university, and she feels that her 

hard work and dedication have been rewarded. The success of her daughter has also 
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boosted  her reputation in the village and overall, raising a child is what Ms. Xu 

considers to be her greatest contribution to the family:  

   

"I have worked very hard to bring up the child and she is now able to earn her 

own money. It's the biggest contribution I've made to the family, I've almost 

always taken care of the child from a young age, I (and my husband) didn't care 

about anything else." [Ms. Xu, return woman]  

  

While praising herself for being a good mother, she expresses that the husband's 

involvement in the process is minimal. To a certain extent, the success of the child is 

more of her success as a mother. As a result, children have become the label by which 

the good mother's competence is measured, rather than the  measure of a good father. 

And "successful mother" has become the criterion by which these rural women define 

their own contribution to the family. This is because their lives are, to some extent, 

organised around their children. In the meantime, they recognize this criterion for 

evaluating “good mothers”.  

  

Ms. Han's husband usually works outside the home, and she is a stay behind woman, 

and she only has a child. When it comes to being a good mother, Ms. Han said that a key 

issue is to ensure that you do not have too many children:  

        

"The family is not well-off. If I raise two children at the same time, it will be a 

great burden for my family. Especially in terms of finances. On the other hand, if 

I raise two children together, I don't have the confidence to do well (the role of 

mother)...I hope he can get the best (that I can give). Of course, the older 

generation (referring to parents) want me to have another child, but I only want 

him (the child). It is enough." [Ms. Han, stay behind woman]  

  

As times change, the old idea of having more than one child is disappearing. In fact, the 

one-child policy in rural areas has always been distinct from that in urban areas 

(Murphy, Tao and Lu, 2011). Before the liberalisation of the one-child policy, if the first 

child in a rural area was a girl, then the family could have a second child. This was 

because of the need for agricultural labour. Under the influence of factors such as the 
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influx of rural labour into the cities and the mechanisation of agriculture, the fact is that 

many rural families are no longer looking for more labour and therefore young stay 

behind mothers are more likely to stick to their idea of raising only one child. Rural 

female stayers are beginning to emphasise securing more and better resources for their 

children, something which is at odds with having more than one child. According to my 

study, in recent years younger rural female stayers have become less willing to have a 

second child because they want to be good mothers. Their limited experience and lack of 

resources does not allow them the luxury of a second child. This desire to have only one 

child has nothing to do with the gender of their first child. Most of Ms. Han's generation 

have siblings, and from their own experience, they feel that mothers who lack the 

resources are in fact less able to set their children up for socially defined success. As a 

result, when they became mothers, they tried to discover new ways to maximise their 

limited resources to raise their children and thus achieve their goal of being good 

mothers. As the number of children increases, the resources provided to specific children 

will decrease (Li, Liu and et.al, 2015). In the one-child family, the mother devotes all 

her time and energy to the child, which undoubtedly increases the chance of contact 

between mother and child and deepens the relationship between them (Hao and Feng, 

2002). In addition, since the parents only have one child to invest in, this also means 

they will have higher expectations for their offspring and a greater desire for control and 

protection (Jiao, Ji, and Jing, 1992). At the same time, government policy emphasises 

the need for quality not quantity. In 2021 the "better natal and prenatal care and better 

upbringing" initiative was introduced, so that every family will have healthy children 

and every child born will have a good education (Hao, 2021). Against this background, 

as my data shows, in order to give their children what limited resources they have, many 

rural female stayers are choosing to be good mothers of one child rather than (less 

adequate) mothers with many children.  

  

4.1.3 The sacrifice of being a good mother  

Stay behind woman Ms. Shen was one of the participants who very directly illustrates 

how her choices as a mother were made for the sake of her children. For most of the 

year, Ms. Shen lives with her young son and her husband works outside the home, so 

she is responsible for all the household and farm work. Ms. Shen:   
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"Whenever it is definitely for the children, it doesn't matter how much hard work 

is needed for my child ...... My husband is not here, I can take care of my family 

and the children by myself, although it is not easy. When my husband is not 

living at home, I sometimes feel very tired because there is no one to share not 

only the housework, but also the bad emotion...however, I encourage him to go 

out to work...save more money for the future of the child." [Ms. Shen, stay 

behind woman]  

  

For these stay behind women, the fact that their husbands have gone to the city to work 

also puts more pressure on them, but it is the only way to improve the family’s financial 

situation (Li, 2018). In Ms. Shen's case, the heavy work of agricultural production and 

the household chores of caring for the elderly and children are all carried out by a 

woman alone, and in the absence of a husband, there is nobody to share the ups and 

downs of life with. These rural women prefer to define themselves as mothers willing to 

give their best for their children. In the meantime, as Ms. Shen and others describe their 

daily life, the rural female stayers at home in the countryside lack other resources and 

their children become the focus of their attention. For these stay behind women, 

separated from their husbands and living alone in the countryside with their children, 

although they may not be able to prioritise their role as wives, they have fulfilled what 

they describe as their most important mission - to be a good mother. As Ms. Wu says: "It 

is clear to everyone that whether they are in the rural area, going to the city or returning 

to the rural area, mothers will be there when the children need care." In addition, these 

mothers show they have higher expectations for the development of their children and 

they think that this is their responsibility (Ma, 2018). These elevated expectations for the 

children are mainly due to the mothers putting the family at the centre of their lives. 

Rural female stayers follow the custom whereby Chinese women will sacrifice 

themselves when  confronted with a conflict of interest between self and  family. They 

gave up the opportunity to live with their husbands in the city or to earn money in the 

city. As a mother, there are limited resources that can be provided for children by rural 

female stayers. This is because they themselves lack resources and most do not have the 

power to decide on family matters and resources. However, as mothers, rural female 

stayers seek more for their children by sacrificing their own interests. They are dedicated 

mothers who always put their children first.  
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At the same time, Ms. Shi notes that rural female stayers blame themselves for their 

children's failures. When Ms. Shi, who used to work in the city, talked about her regrets, 

she expressed sadness that she could not take care of her son by herself:  

  

"I never took care of him when he was young, because I was working in the 

city... He could not study well and went to work. How I wanted him to have 

good (school) grades and then go to university so that he can have a good life in 

the future. I think if I could’ve taken care of him at home then, maybe he 

could’ve gone to high school or even college. However, my family was too poor 

and I had to go to the city to work to feed and clothe him ." [Ms. Shi, return 

woman]  

  

Ms. Shi blames herself for her son's academic failure, as she feels that her own 

inadequacies as a mother have led to her son's lack of academic success, which in turn 

has led to the fact that his life is not as smooth and easy as it should be. At the same 

time, she emphasises the reasons why she had to go to work and tries to find a 

justification for her ‘failure’ to be a good mother through these reasons. As Ms. Shi 

mentioned that a mother’s greatest responsibility is to enable her child to have a 

"successful" life, of which learning becomes a measurable criterion. My data shows that 

the child's academic failure is seen as evidence that she is not a good mother, even 

though her reason for working is to provide better material conditions for her child. 

Although poverty is not her fault, she sees this as part of what she has failed to do. And 

it affects the children as a result, which becomes a failing that a mother needs to take on. 

As for the child's father, who also works in the city, he is not subject to such criticism. 

With the development of urbanisation, the interaction between urban and rural areas has 

become more frequent. It has also become easier for farmers to go to cities to work. As 

parents leave the countryside, many rural children are “left behind”.  Rural families have 

little choice in this, however, with regard to the issue of left behind children, mothers 

have been criticised by society more than fathers (Xiao and Tang, 2021). People seem to 

acquiesce that the mother of a left behind child is by no means a competent mother. It is 

not easy to be a good mother. The criteria for good motherhood are clear, but the 

difficulties of being a good mother vary depending on material circumstances. My data 
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show that it is not easy for rural female stayers to affirm themselves as a qualified 

mother, even though they have made a lot of sacrifices for their children. The old 

custom requires rural women to confine their attention to the family, and place the 

children at the centre of the family, not leave them in the hands of others. Migrant 

mothers are therefore at a disadvantage when it comes to  being a good mother. They 

face the dual pressures of the economy and their status as mothers. They need to meet 

the material needs of their children, and at the same time, they have to abide by the 

social standards of fulfilling the obligations of mothers (To, Lam and So, 2020). Due to 

the objective reality of rural people living in cities without hukou, many return women 

had to leave their children behind in the countryside while they worked in the cities, 

which resulted in them being unable to take care of their own children themselves. 

These mothers, who were unable to care for their children themselves, then feel that they 

have not done their job as mothers, that they are not good mothers by their own or 

society’s standards. Rural female return woman’s ignore the fact that they have had to 

leave their homes because they are trying to provide a better material situation for their 

children. In Ms. Shi's story, women are asked to take primary responsibility for the care 

of the children because their gender dictates it. However, when they fail to do what is 

expected of them, they feel guilty and think that they have 'failed'. At the same time, 

however, they try to rationalise their 'failures' because it is important for them to be 

'good' mothers.  

  

 In order to take care of her children, Ms. Zhang gave up her job in the city and returned 

to the countryside. As Ms. Zhang says,  for some rural women, going back going  is 

actually a kind of relief:  

  

"I finally have the opportunity to be a real mother, even though I cannot earn 

money for my children, I am safe by his side and I feel at ease now. I try to do 

what a mother should do, for example take care of their children by themselves." 

[Ms. Zhang, return woman]  

  

In my study, when motherhood conflicts with other options, being a good mother is the 

first choice for rural female stayers, if they have a chance to choose. Although by giving 

birth to a child, women become mothers, rural female stayers try to emphasise that their 
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goal is successful or good motherhood. Despite the limited options available to rural 

female stayers in order to be good mothers, the interests of their children are given the 

highest priority. The media and schools have discovered that left behind children have 

more learning difficulties and psychological problems, and have spoken out about this, 

hoping to attract attention (Bi and Oyserman, 2015), and my data suggests that rural 

women are aware of such discourse. With the attention of society and schools, the 

problems of left behind children are also a concern for their families. Many mothers are 

returning to the countryside to take care of their children themselves, describing this as 

important and conducive to the healthy development of their children. Although 

society’s expectations for women to become mothers have not changed, unlike urban 

mothers who want to balance themselves and their families (Hu, 2015) these rural 

mothers often have no requirements for themselves, and the family is their only focus. 

This is due to the different living conditions of urban and rural mothers. At the same 

time, as my data shows, there are fewer job opportunities in rural areas, which leaves 

many rural mothers with less personal space or resources than their urban counterparts. 

For example, in one of the villages where I did my fieldwork, the main source of 

employment for women was in the village's nursing home, which needed some staff to 

look after the elderly. In my interviews, I found that more and more rural women are 

choosing to return  when their children reach school age or stay because their children 

need to go to school in the countryside, while some women are moving to the cities 

because their children need to accompany them to school. If working in the cities will 

provide a better material foundation for the family, especially the children, then when 

more and more families realise the importance of parenting to the growth of their 

children, then mothers will decide to return to their families and sacrifice their own 

interests. This confirms that the child is the centre of the family. Rural female stayers as 

mothers are trying to make the best choice for their children. At the same time, it is a 

choice that rural female stayers make in order to become good mothers.  

  

4.2 Rural female stayers as wives  

In China, marriage is the foundation of the family, and the relationship between husband 

and wife is one of the most important relationships in the family (Ye and Wu, 2009). 

The family, as the basic unit of society, is a very important institutional arrangement and 

functional institution (Liu, 2016). In traditional times, the marriage of a man and a 
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woman was a cultural arrangement to form a family community, and marriage and 

family relations were highly compatible together (Yi, 2019). In the countryside, the 

establishment of marriage not only means the establishment of a new family, but also 

marks the beginning of independent adulthood for both sexes. For rural female stayers, 

some of them live separately from their husbands, who work in the city. At the same 

time, many of them live with their in-laws or even their husbands' unmarried siblings. 

The sense of responsibility and pressure that marriage and family bring to men 

encourages them to go out to work, while their wives take care of the elderly and 

children at home. When face-to-face communication is not possible, the telephone 

becomes the main communication tool between husband and wife (Ye and Wu, 2009) 

while  new communication technologies like WeChat have become another way for 

couples to connect (Qiu, 2022). In the process of contact, husbands are dominant and 

they often take the initiative to contact their wives. In the process of this connection, the 

husband and wife create a situation in which the husband feels at home. On the one 

hand, it reflects the husband’s concern for the family; on the other, it also gives the wife 

the chance to talk about her emotions and her daily housework (Ye and Wu, 2009). 

Domestic chores have traditionally been women's responsibility, even when they work 

outside the home, and balancing work and household chores is a necessity (Benston, 

1997). Men can give their views in the domestic sphere as well as outside the home, but 

for women, the home is often the only place where they can express themselves (Sun, 

and Cheng, 2013), and this is even more so in rural areas.  

  

The relationship between husband and wife in rural families can be analysed from two 

perspectives. The first is the household division of work between husband and wife.  

The second is the discourse rights of the family.  

  

4.2.1 The household division of work between husband and wife.  

As a return woman, Ms. Zhang's answers show her thoughts on returning to her home 

village and are very representative of the return women in my data. Ms. Zhang said that:  

   

"I spend most of my days at home looking after my children and my parents in-

law, cooking or doing other household work after coming back to the rural area. 

My husband is responsible for working outside the home to earn money. My 
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husband’s contribution to the family is the greatest, and the family’s income 

depends entirely on him. I've thought about getting a job, but it's difficult in the 

village. And my husband always says that you should just work at home, don't be 

like other women (referring to the women who are working in the urban 

area). ...... The only thing I ask of you is that you take care of the family and 

that's enough. He didn't want me to leave home too much and go out to work. In 

his opinion, it is the woman who stays at home and does the housework that 

benfen25. In fact, I'm already busy enough with the housework at home, so it’s 

just imagining for me about going to the city to work." [Ms. Zhang, return 

woman]  

  

Ms. Zhang's statement demonstrates the division of labour between her and her husband 

in the family. Her husband has the right to decide on family matters, where the right to 

decide means, on the one hand, that her husband is deciding on family matters and, on 

the other, that his views also influence her decisions. In the family, her husband is the 

one who is responsible for earning money to support the household, while she is 

responsible for other tasks within the home. Influenced by conventional thinking, the 

constructed gender difference between men and women is reflected in the different 

division of labour between husband and wife. In fact, many husbands would assume that 

it is the wife's job to take care of the family and his main role is making money outside 

of the home. The historical mindset of "men outside, women inside" which means 

women take care of the family and men become the source of income, still greatly 

affects the Chinese family where traditions persist (Hu and Scoot, 2016). In the rural 

areas, many rural husbands are more conservative in their thinking and in my study they 

were not very supportive of their wives' choice to work outside the home , as Ms. Zhang 

also mentions. One of the criteria for assessing whether a woman is a good wife is 

whether she is “benfen”, and the 'honest' stay at home following the old division of 

labour that is the most acceptable state of the family for a husband. Their wives, on the 

other hand, accept this situation: "My husband is the main earner in my family, and I 

don't contribute much, except for doing these chores around the house and taking care of 

the children and the elderly" (Ms. Zhang). The observations of Ms. Zhang demonstrate 

that the ideology of gender roles justifies the gender division of labour bias in the 

 
25 Here it means its own duties and obligations,  
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couple's relationship. The husband is seen as the one who needs to provide for the  

family, while the wife is not. In family life, the general requirements of rural female 

stayers for their husbands are mainly that they have sufficient income to support the 

family normally and they do not expect their husbands to take responsibility for the 

household chores or child and elderly care. Rural women are very happy when their 

husbands take the initiative to share some of the household chores, seeing it as an 

unexpected bonus (Hu, 2015). In my data, while rural female stayers did not require 

their husbands to be involved in household chores, a few rural female stayers made it 

clear that they felt happy and more relaxed when their husbands came forward to help. 

However, the majority of rural female stayers that I interviewed expressed that their 

expectations of their husbands were only about their husbands' income, and that 

housework was not part of their evaluation criteria for a good husband, even to the 

extent that Ms. Shen, who is a stay behind woman, said of her husband's housework, 

"He doesn't have the skills to do housework, and if he does do some housework, it will 

lead to more work for me. It's better and faster for me to do it myself."   

  

In fact, economic pressure has been affecting most rural families. In many families in 

my study, the husband’s going out to work does not bring a stable income to the 

household, but the wife still affirms the husband’s great contribution to the family. From 

the perspective of the wife, the actual economic contribution is far greater than the 

‘invisible’ contribution of taking care of the family by doing housework at home. As 

Ms. Zhang put it, her husband makes the greatest contribution to her family. The reality 

is that the wife recognizes the husband's value and contribution to the family. 

Housework does not bring visible economic value, and these tasks are categorised as 

women’s obligations, which makes rural female stayers’ contribution to the family 

easily overlooked (Sun and Cheng, 2013). As Sun argues, in rural areas, both rural 

female stayers and their husbands evaluate a woman’s value and contribution from the 

standpoint of men, which makes it difficult for people including rural female stayers 

themselves to recognise women’s contribution to the family (2013).  

  

Indeed, it is not only the idea that women should take care of their families that prevents 

rural female stayers from working, but also the lack of job opportunities in rural areas. 

Although there may not seem to be a conflict between women caring for the children 
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and elderly at home and working outside the home, it does pose a problem in rural areas 

where there are fewer job opportunities. As Ms. Zhang said, finding a job in the rural 

areas is difficult. In order to find work, most rural women have to leave the countryside 

for the cities, which makes it difficult for them to care for the elderly at home. At the 

same time, in the interview with Ms. Kong, she also mentioned a reason "I feel that even 

if I went into town I wouldn't be able to find a job ...... I'm not very educated, I know 

very little and I'm afraid of being cheated." Ms. Kong lives in the rural area with her son 

and her husband works in the urban area as a waste collector. Some rural female stayers 

still have a sense of fear or apprehension about finding work outside the home, which 

has a negative impact on changing the existing division of labour between men and 

women. Although some women hope to get some economic income from going out to 

work, the subordinate status of rural women in the job market makes it difficult to find a 

job. The interviewees suggested that the extremely limited range of options and 

resources given to rural female stayers, coupled with their definition of themselves as 

good women who should be taking care of family, prevent them from becoming the 

main breadwinners of the family like their husbands. In Ms. Zhang's case, we can see 

the influence of the wife's role ideology in the division of labour in the household. The 

wife's work is not seen as valuable to the family, while the husband's financial income is 

seen as extremely important or as the only contribution to the family. This makes it 

difficult for rural female stayers to avoid the division of labour that comes with family 

responsibilities in family life. At the same time, rural female stayers agree with their 

husbands' demands for them to "benfen", they expect themselves to comply with their 

husbands' demands and to do their household chores without question.  

  

4.2.2 The right of decision in rural female stayers’ families  

Ms. Chu returned to the countryside with her husband, having previously worked as a 

cashier in a small supermarket in the city. Despite the tiring and fast-paced city life and 

the monotony of her cashier's job, she had wanted to stay in the city but follow her 

husband back to the rural area. Ms. Chu:   

  

"People (meaning husbands) make decisions, and in the village it is mostly men 

who make decisions. A woman married to a husband has to listen to him, and 

women always lack knowledge. There are things that the husband can do if he is 
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happy, and if he is not happy, although I want to do it, it is useless. I don't care if 

this matter is good for me. If a husband wants to do it, I will just follow his 

decision...... A good wife should obey her husband. I do not want to back to the 

rural area, especially when my family (natal family) are living in the city, it was 

easy to go to see them, but I had to listen to him (my husband)……After all, my 

husband is the backbone of the family and earning enough money is just one 

aspect, but I definitely listen to what he has to say. " [Ms. Chu, return woman]  

  

After marriage, most women will abide by their husband's decisions, honouring the 

Chinese saying: "Follow the man you marry, be he a cock or dog"26 which was always 

quoted by the rural female stayers in my study. Ms. Chu's statement suggests that 

listening to her husband is seen as a quality of a 'good wife'. If rural female stayers want 

to establish themselves as good wives, then they lose the right to make decisions and are 

seen, to some extent, as followers, and this relationship takes away from the equality of 

the couple. Rural female stayers in my study do not believe that they are being treated 

unfairly in the daily routine of their husbands making decisions for the family. They take 

this situation for granted, as they tend to recognise that their husbands' are worth more. 

The rural female stayers in my study thought that since financial income can make a real 

difference to the family's living conditions, the ability to earn money in rural households 

becomes an important criterion for evaluating whether a person is capable. However, the 

dominance of women in domestic work keeps them away from 'economic activities' 

(Singh and Pattanaik, 2020), so to a certain extent, the criterion is mostly directed at 

men. The rural female stayers believed that the "visible" contribution of the husband to 

the family gives them the absolute right to make decisions. Furthermore, rural female 

stayers have become accustomed to this state of unrecognised value. Ms. Lv, a stay 

behind woman, repeatedly expressed the importance of her husband when talking about 

the respective contributions to the family: "Our family's income comes mainly from my 

husband, and all I can do is cook and take care of the children and things like that, which 

cannot be considered (as a contribution) at all. " When stay behind women do not 

recognise their own value, they indirectly put themselves in a lower position than their 

husband, which also affects their decision-making power in family matters. Although 

 
26 It is believed that when a woman is married, she must live in harmony with her husband and follow the rules that he 
asks her to follow, regardless of the circumstances or whether he is a good or bad man.  
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unpaid domestic work, as an important aspect of productive activity, contributes to 

family and economic well-being (Singh and Pattanaik, 2020) as Ye and Wu (2009) 

argue, for stay behind women, the husband is the pillar of the family. What Ms. Chu said 

was similar to the findings of Ye and Wu's study, and she went a step further in her 

description, even though rural female stayers are not necessarily satisfied with their 

husbands' income, they do follow their husbands' advice. Besides, as rural female stayers 

believe that people (husbands) who contribute the most should make the decisions, and 

the husband's greater contribution is recognised by his wife, they automatically get the 

power to decide on family matters.  

  

The situation of return women is not exactly the same as that of stay behind women, 

however, this positioning of the husband as the decision-maker was not without nuance 

in my data. Ms. He is a return woman who now cares for her husband's parents mainly 

in the rural areas. Ms. He said:  

   

"Generally speaking, I can decide on small things, but I have to ask my husband 

about big things. The experience of living in the city has allowed me to speak my 

mind in the family. When I was in the city I found that city women would argue 

with their husbands over disagreements and these (city) women were not 

ashamed of it ...... City women like to make their own decisions and go along 

with their own ideas…… I feel that I can now make some decisions. For 

example, I sent my child to go to a school in the city which has a good 

reputation. I also have more confidence to speak up when I earn money and my 

husband is more willing to refer to my advice because of the income I can bring 

into the family. Of course, my family continues to live mainly on my husband's 

income." [Ms. He, return woman]  

  

According to what Ms. He described to me, most of the things she decided were 

everyday things, such as what to eat and so on. For things that cost a lot of money or do 

not happen very often in daily life, it's really up to her husband to decide, as an example, 

whether or not to pay more money for the children to attend the city’s school, although 

her husband lives far away from her for the most of the year. At the same time, husbands 

make most of the decisions in the household, but they do not tend to do the actual 
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household work themselves. The experience of living in the city, to some extent, has 

changed the situation where wives are completely at the mercy of their husbands' 

decisions. On the one hand, return women with migrant work experience have greater 

discursive power in some respects (Sun, 2012). This is because their income has 

improved the living standards of their families. At the same time, the broadening of their 

horizons after leaving their communities also makes them aware of their status in the 

family and they start to yearn for some power. As my data shows, a visible economic 

income is more likely to help women improve their status in the family, which increases 

their voice and sense of confidence in the home. Return women also recognise their 

importance to the family and have the courage to express their indispensability (although 

most people express it indirectly). Their experience of working in cities allows them to 

see themselves and their husbands on more equal terms, and they break the habitual 

thinking of rural areas where they are their husband’s accessory. The old standards of a 

'good' wife have changed and return women are finding that women's independence in 

deciding family matters and disagreeing with their husbands is not a reason to deny their 

value and contribution. As Ms. He expressed when she talked about her own value to the 

family, "the family does everything by discussing, and not talking about how much they 

pay and the size of the value." While she praised her husband's contribution and sacrifice 

to the family, she also affirmed her efforts. Return women put themselves on a more 

independent platform. This is because their income has improved the living standards of 

their families. At the same time, their broader vision after migrating also makes them 

begin to emphasise their status in the family and yearn for some rights. Although they 

cannot always make choices according to their wishes, they are happier now that they 

have been given the right to express themselves. On the other hand, even though Sun's 

research showed that return wives are still dependent on their husbands (2012), my study 

reveals a different result, that it is better to say that return women still find it difficult to 

make decisions entirely on their own. By comparison, rural female stayers follow the 

decisions of their husbands, and even if they express their opinions occasionally, they do 

not care whether these opinions are adopted. As a return woman Ms. Sun says:, "My 

husband makes the decisions in our family, but I say what I have in mind and it's up to 

him whether he cares to listen or not." For them, expressing opinions is more about 

participating in family affairs, rather than wishing to decide something for the family. I 

would argue that the return women who I interviewed are trying to create a new image 
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of themselves as more independent by having a voice in family matters and showing that 

they can get enough respect and support from their husbands. Although a woman's 

income contributes to her voice in the family, men still have more decision making 

rights due to the dominance of customary thinking.  

  

To sum up, there are two main answers to the question of who has the right to make 

decisions in the family: one is a situation whereby it is the husband who makes all the 

decisions, and the other is one in which the wife becomes more involved in the process . 

On the one hand, as more and more women  experience working in the city, and are 

exposed to new ideas, many are gradually taking on more responsibility in the family - 

they  are sharing or have shared the financial burden, and thus they have a greater right 

in the family than before. On the other hand, although working away from home makes 

it difficult for husbands to be involved in family decisions in a timely manner, they still 

have absolute decision making rights in the family. Indeed, the family is a space where 

men have ultimate authority, while at the same time there are limited demands on them 

when it comes to family responsibilities and child rearing (Mallett, 2004). As a wife, the 

rural female stayer is gradually gaining the right to make her own decisions or at least 

express an opinion about the family in some situations.  

 

4.3 Rural women as daughters in the natal family and daughters in law 
in the husband’s family  

Married women actually straddle two living spaces - their mother's home and their 

mother-in-law's home - and are able to deploy resources from and implement strategic 

activities between both spaces (Chen and Wang, 2012). In fact, given the change in rural 

women's living situation from living in the father's home to living in the husband's 

family, married women are often seen as outsiders to the parents in-laws and guests in 

the natal family (Weng and Li, 2019). In the process of gradually integrating into the 

husband’s family, although rural female stayers also play the role as 'daughters', rural 

female stayers define their role differently in their natal family and in the husband's 

family.  
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4.3.1 Daughter in law - living with the husband’s family  

Under the patriarchy, women's living mode is mainly composed of the paternal 

residence and the husband residence (Weng and Li, 2019). When a woman marries in 

China, it means that, to some extent, he leaves the natal family and enters the husband's 

family. There, she will have another new role - daughter-in-law. On the one hand, the 

newly wed daughter-in-law will take on the responsibility of raising children, and on the 

other hand, she will take on the duties of the husband's household and share in her 

husband’s family obligation to take care of the parents-in-law and even other family 

members.   

  

Ms. Li, who is a stay behind woman, lived with her husband's family after she got 

married. She said that:  

  

“I used to think it was good to go to work in the city. I was fined for having a 

second child, because of the one-child policy. At that time, my husband had a 

plan to migrate to the urban area with me. However, my husband's parents 

wouldn't allow me to go to the city to work, as they thought that it's hard to make 

a living in the urban area. The best choice in their mind is planting-up land in the 

village, which is a kind of stable life. After losing that chance, I decided to 

follow my parents in-law’s advice, and take care of our children in the village. 

Now I don't think about migrating to the urban area anymore. Now I think it's 

right not to go out. In fact, I can't really help at home whether it's farming or 

housework, it's mainly my father-in-law and mother-in-law who do it. My 

parents in-law make most of the decisions in the house and I can't interfere with 

anything while I also don't need to worry about other things. Parents-in-law 

would solve the problems. What is certain is that in the future, my husband and I 

will be the head of my family like my parents- in-law.” [Ms. Li, stay behind 

woman]  

  

Generally, sons and daughters-in-law who live with their parents need to follow the 

parents' advice on many matters. Ms. Li's story is highly representative of my 

participants and is not an isolated case. When rural female stayers are married to their 

husbands, if they live with their husband's parents, the head of the family is by default 
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the husband's father. At the same time, mothers-in-law indirectly have more decision 

making rights, as they represent their husbands' rights to a certain extent. They are 

usually the ones to convey the decision of the father-in-law. In other words, the right to 

make decisions about family matters belongs to the husband's parents, not only in terms 

of household chores and the use of income, but they also have a say in the education of 

their grandchildren and the work of their children. At the same time, in many rural 

families, the young daughter-in-law does not take on the burden of household chores, 

and it is still the mother-in-law who bears the burden of housework. The parents-in-law 

have the power to make decisions and also have to bear the burden of household chores, 

finances, and other pressures. Despite the fact that women are to some extent separated 

from their natal family after they get married, men are in fact more closely connected to 

their natal family after marriage (Weng and Li, 2019). The wife who enters the 

husband's family does not have the right to make decisions in the parents-in-law's home, 

and most family decisions are made by the father-in-law or mother-in-law. The Chinese 

notion of filial piety is a longstanding and important cultural mechanism that involves 

listening to and respecting elders and the Chinese praise the act of following their elders’ 

advice (Zhan and Montgomery, 2003). Indeed, marriage in China means women 

entering their husband’s family. Therefore, making the parents-in-law happy is an 

important thing for daughters-in-law. A daughter-in-law’s integration into her husband's 

family requires the approval of the in-laws. According to my interviews, during this 

integration process, conflicts of interest become unavoidable and rural women are more 

likely to choose to sacrifice their own interests in order to keep their parents-in law 

happy. During my interviews, many of the rural female stayers would stress that 

reputable daughters-in-law are usually respectful and dutiful to the elderly, and one of 

the key emphasises here is to be submissive to the elders. Under the influence of 

patriarchy, men are seen as more 'wise', so listening to the father-in-law is not 

oppressive to rural female stayers, although their ideas may differ from those of their in-

laws. In addition, rural daughters-in-law are well aware that they will take second place 

in the event of any conflicts of interest with their parents, however, they do not see this 

as unreasonable and for many rural female stayers it is a perfectly normal choice and not 

forced. This is what filial piety demands. But submissive daughters-in law don't last 

forever. As Ms. Li says, in the future she will also become a mother-in law in her own 

right. If the father-in-law passes away, the husband of the rural female stayers will be 
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given the right to decide on family matters. Therefore, for rural female stayers, accepting 

the decisions made for them by their in-laws may be the only option available to them at 

present.  

  

Ms. Chen is a return woman. Her family consists of five people, her children go to 

school in the city (and live at the school), her husband has a part-time job in the urban 

area, and her life in the countryside is mostly spent taking care of her husband's mother, 

who is paralyzed and bedridden. For Ms. Chen, although she would like to live with her 

children in the city, her paralyzed mother-in-law makes it impossible for her to leave the 

countryside. Ms. Chen said that:  

  

"I went back to the countryside because my children were studying in the rural 

area at that time, but now my parents-in-law are older and need care, so I can't go 

out to work. …… Since  last year, my child has been studying in the city. I 

would like to go there to look after him, but the reality of the situation does not 

allow me to do so. During the years I worked in the urban areas, I relied on my 

parents-in-law to take care of things at home. It's my responsibility to take care 

of my parents-in-law and I don't want to shirk it”. [Ms. Chen, return woman]  

  

The rural female stayers insist that they should take care of their elders, even if this is 

not what they would rather do . In my data, when a stay behind woman marries into her 

husband's family as a daughter-in-law, she has to accept that she is part of the husband's 

family, that on the one hand they are cared for by their husband's parents, and that on the 

other they have or will have to take on the responsibility of caring for the family in the 

'new' home. Although the children are the centre of the family, for these rural female 

stayers, caring for their parents is a responsibility that cannot be abandoned. When the 

child no longer needs the care of the mother or the care of the child and the elderly can 

be carried out at the same time, the focus of the daughter-in law’s life will be put on the 

home, especially the parents-in-law. At the same time, according to my data, the role of 

daughter-in-law is placed before that of wife. In fact, as mothers, they put the interests of 

their children first, and migration is not seen simply as a desire to move to the city, but 

rather as a desire to do more for their children, fearing everything that might prevent 

their children from being "successful". The demands of being good daughters-in-law, 
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however, can make it difficult for them to get what they want. Thus, when it comes to 

being a good mother and a good daughter-in-law, the fact is that rural female stayers 

have to make certain compromises to balance both sides. While acknowledging that it is 

rural female stayers’ responsibility to care for their parents-in-law, indeed, many women 

who returned home after working in the city expressed in the interviews the importance 

of their in-laws in the family life, "When we were working away from home, we relied 

on them (parents in law) to take care of our children; now that they are old and in need 

of care, we naturally have to come back" Ms. Chen said. Rural female stayers 

emphasised the contribution that in-laws make to the family in everyday life, but also 

their undisputed role in caring for their parents-in-law. In fact, this conveys a thought. In 

classical Confucian filial piety, children are expected to be filial to their parents and to 

take responsibility for their care. Just as the elderly take care of their children or 

grandchildren, the children take care of the elderly - it's a cycle of care. Parents-in law 

tacitly acknowledge that they will be cared for by their sons and daughters-in-law in the 

future because of what they have done, and their sons and daughters-in-law naturally 

acknowledge this fact. This is a kind of care circulation (Liu, 2016). In the old custom, 

the women are expected to be good wives and good mothers and to be filial to their 

parents. In China, the family is the institution traditionally responsible for the care of the 

elderly (Liu, 2016) and these daughters-in-law will take on the responsibility of caring 

for the parents in-law, but do not have the same responsibilities in their natal family (Lee 

and Xiao, 1998; Liu and Cook, 2017).  

  

4.3.2 Daughter in their own family - the married daughter  

Ms. Sun is a return woman. She originally worked with her husband in the city, but 

decided to return to the countryside to take care of her parents:  

   

"My father is over 80 and he can't take care of himself. And now my mother's 

health is not too good, so I came back to take care of them. My brother and 

sister-in-law are working outside and do not live in the village, and they only 

come back during the festive season, like Chinese new year, so my parents 

mainly rely on me…… Because my family was poor when I was young, it was 

difficult for my parents to pay for all their children to go to school, so some of 

my sisters would leave school early and go to the city to work or stay at home to 
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take care of other brothers who went to school. I was the one who had to stop my 

education earlier. My parents have actually done their bit for me, and when I was 

younger I was jealous that my brother had more love and care, however, I'm not 

have that thought anymore....... (Parents) family is still largely dependent on my 

brother...... All I can do is do some housework for my parents, and it is not worth 

mentioning". [Ms. Sun, return woman]  

  

According to Ms. Sun, as a daughter she did not get the same resources as her brothers 

in her family of origin, but was still happy to take on the responsibility of caring for her 

parents and felt that this situation was not a case of her being treated unequally. Rural 

female stayers tacitly acknowledge that after marriage she and her family of origin have 

become two families, or like outsiders, but emotionally they still have a strong 

emotional connection to their family of origin. Rural female stayers have less access to 

resources than sons in their families of origin, and they are often the part of the family 

that is sacrificed. However, this does not affect their sense of belonging to their original 

family, and this attachment to their family of origin is likely to become stronger after 

marriage, as my interviews suggest, and more and more daughters are realising that their 

close connection to their natal family does not stop when she marries. Culturally, when 

daughters get married, their ties to their biological family become shallow (Lu and 

Chen, 2021). This changing of ties refers not so much to the emotional but to other parts 

of the relationship with the natal family, such as the financial. Daughters who marry will 

live with their husbands' families, hence the old Chinese proverb, "A daughter who 

marries out is water that is thrown out", in other words, a married daughter will be 

supported by her husband's family and is therefore of “no use” to her own family (Shi, 

2009).  

 

The stability of the paternal line means that the son remains part of an economic 

community with his parents, but the daughter who marries becomes a member of 

someone else's family and is economically isolated (Weng and Li, 2019). The impact of 

this thinking is even more profound in rural areas. As a result, rural families tend to 

favour their sons when dealing with both daughters and sons at the same time (Yi, et.al, 

2016). It is easy to give examples to show that these daughters face unfair treatment in 

their original family. As Ms. Sun says,  she had to leave school earlier than her brothers 
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to take on household duties. Daughters, because of the discontinuity of their identity and 

the ambiguity of their subordination, will on the one hand not be supported by the 

resources of their family of origin; and on the other, they will not be bound to support 

their parents (Weng and Li, 2019). Family ties are not completely severed when a 

woman marries but in rural areas, although the contact between the natal family and 

their daughters is not interrupted after marriage, the natal family's thought towards their 

married daughters changes to a certain extent, with the natal family changing the 

position of the daughter from that of a child to that of a relative (Weng and Li, 2019). 

This change in status also makes their family of origin less able to demand more from 

them.  

 

However, unlike the patrilineal kinship system, the kinship system for women is to some 

extent influenced by emotional factors (Judd, 1989). In other words, a daughter's 

dependence on her natal family and the strong bond with her natal family when she is 

not married will encourage a married woman's long-term ties with her natal family. 

Although married daughters do not think they can give much to their families of origin, 

as times change, it has become rare for a daughter to marry and be completely 

disconnected from her birth family (Lu and Chen, 2021). This “change” has in fact been 

hidden in the parent-child relationship and is not contradictory to the change in the 

relationship from daughter to relative in the natal family. Because the relationship with 

the natal family is mostly reflected in the economic, discursive and other parts of the 

relationship, the daughter who marries has a relationship with the family of origin like a 

relative in these respects (Weng and Li, 2019). Further explanation, the married 

daughter enters her husband's family, thus separating herself from the natal family in 

terms of finances, family discourse, etc. At the same time, in emotional terms, the 

daughter's dependence on her natal family has also become more evident in recent years, 

and as a result, their interaction with their natal families becomes more frequent (Bi, 

2019).  Just as Ms. Sun looks after her parents, married rural female stayers do not 

identify themselves as having become outsiders to their natal families and the fact is that 

most women remain close to their natal families even after marriage. In Ms. Sun's case it 

is easy to see that the daughter is willing to take care of her parents, while the parents do 

not refuse the care from their daughter. Daughters are often seen as more caring than 

sons and in terms of care given, parents are more satisfied with their daughters than their 
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sons (Yi, George and et.al, 2016). Despite the cultural requirement for sons to take care 

of their parents, for many rural female stayers, they are the ones who actually fulfil the 

responsibility of looking after their parents. Emotions aside, this is also due to the 

gender division of labour in which women are asked to take care of the home. On the 

other hand, despite the fact that married daughters are seen as outsiders, the practicalities 

of caring for their parents and the expectations placed on  them to care for their parents 

each contribute to the strong relationships they typically have with their families of 

origin.  

  

Ms. Feng still lives in the same area as her parents, and her mother is living with her 

brother's family and they live in the two rooms’ house left by Ms. Feng's father, "When 

my mother passes away in the future, the house will be my brother's, it's nothing to 

discuss."  

 

"I visit my mother many times a week, but I just visit, I can't say anything . I 

sometimes see my brother and sister-in-law doing badly and I just have to 

pretend that I don't see it……Although I am usually the one who looks after my 

mother, I cook and clean for her, but if there is a big issue need to make a 

decision, it is definitely my brother who decides, after all it is their (meaning her 

brother's) business and I don't get right to make the decision." [Ms. Feng, stay 

behind woman]  

  

When rural female stayers get married and leave their birth family, they actually 

indirectly lose their voice and inheritance rights in the family (of their natal parents). 

When there are important matters to be discussed and decided in their family of origin, 

even though they retain the right to give advice, it is mainly up to their parents or 

brothers to decide whether the advice will be followed (which is especially true when 

one or both of the parents is deceased). When their parents die, it is usually their brother 

who inherits the parents' property, although it is also customary for the brother and 

sister-in-law to look after their parents while they are alive (Liu, 2011). In fact, the loss 

of the right to have a say in parental matters indirectly supports the fact that rural female 

stayers become outsiders to their families of origin when they get married. And to a 
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certain extent, rural female stayers also see themselves as 'outsiders', taking care of their 

parents more out of   daughterly love and the demands of their role as good daughters.  

  

Ms. You was working in the urban area but went back to the rural area because she was 

pregnant. Ms. You:   

  

"I usually ask my mother if I need help, although I can also see if my mother in-

law can help me, but I find it more comfortable and easier to get my mum to help 

me." [Ms. You, return woman]  

  

Although she has entered her husband’s family, Ms. You still feels closer to her natal 

mother and her own parents are first in line for help when they need it. While caring for 

their mothers, rural female stayers also turn to their natal family for help. This two-way 

interaction allows them to maintain a close relationship with their original families. 

Therefore, the network of relatives has the colour of "women's preference" and the main 

manifestation of this is an emphasis on the birth natal family and a distancing from  the 

mother-in-law's family (Bi, 2019). Further explanation of colour of women’s preference 

refers to the fact that in family interactions, female preferences largely influence the 

choice of people to associate with and the frequency of interaction; in other words, 

women influence the composition of kinship relationships. Most women in my study 

maintain more of an emotional closeness to their birth families, especially in the form of 

dependence and closeness to their mothers. In contrast, they have a certain detachment 

from their mother-in-law. Married rural female stayers’ strong ties to their families of 

origin focus on their close relationship with their mothers. This bond is reciprocal, as on 

the one hand the family of origin gradually becomes dependent on the married 

daughter’s care, and on the other hand the married daughter is more inclined to look to 

the family of origin, especially the mother, for help. Although the married daughter 

maintains a relatively close relationship with her maternal family, this relationship is 

determined by the emotional basis of the past. As mentioned in Ms. Qin's interview, 

"When my mother died, my relationship with my family of origin became less strong 

than before, although I still keep in touch with my brothers." The main link between a 

stay behind woman and her family of origin will be  her parents, and when the parents 

pass away, the link between them and their birth family will gradually become lighter.  



   112  
  

As with Zhou’s research, as the time goes by, their sense of belonging to their natal 

family fades and they gradually move on to the in-laws and their own small family 

(Zhou, 2016).  

  

In conclusion, the resources and power given to rural female stayers as daughters-in law 

entering their husband's family are quite limited. Rural female stayers are expected to be 

filial, so they choose to sacrifice their own interests to be good daughters-in-law. At the 

same time, when the role of daughter-in-law conflicts with that of mother, they will 

abandon their own intentions and become filial daughters-in law. This is because the 

tradition of respect for the elderly comes before the care of children.27 There is some 

controversy on this issue, however, as some mothers will in fact challenge their mother-

in-law's authority and want to be able to make decisions for their children themselves, 

and when conflict arises, the decision will largely depend on the decision of their 

husband or father-in-law. Rural female stayers receive fewer resources than their 

brothers in their families of origin, but they accept that this is due to their status as 

women. At the same time, their status as daughters gives them a degree of responsibility 

for the care of their parents that is not required of them, and it is difficult for them to 

completely disconnect emotionally from their family of origin. Their status as daughters 

allows them to accept the role of caring for the family that the female gender imposes.  

  

4.4 Conclusion   

In this chapter, I have discussed my participants' accounts of their roles in the family. 

These accounts reveal the daily lives of rural female stayers and how their gender shapes 

the possibilities of everyday life. The discussion in this chapter argues that the domestic 

responsibilities that rural female stayers take on are due the division of labour they are 

given because of their gender, while the cultural resources and spaces that can help 

women exercise their agency are limited. However, in spite of this, women still actively 

use their limited resources to clearly demonstrate how they exercise initiative in their 

daily lives, in order to actively position themselves as ‘good’ mothers, wives, daughters-

in-law and daughters. It is important to note that agency is limited and it is culturally and 

socially framed (Man, 2016). 

 
27 Zun lao ai you, from the Confucian classic Mencius and passed down as an idiom.  
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As mentioned in the literature review, Confucianism has had a profound influence on 

Chinese society, and its advocacy of women focusing on things within the family is 

attributed to patriarchy. Under the influence of the patriarchal culture, a male-centred 

social model was established in which women became subordinate to men (Ye, 2009). 

Confucian culture therefore influenced the division of labour within the family for 

women, the rural female stayers accept their multiple roles in the family, and assume the 

responsibilities that the family places on them. Most unpaid domestic work is not 

optional for women; instead, social and patriarchal norms require women to take 

responsibility for the work of the household. Unpaid domestic work prevents women 

from entering the labour market and limits women's earnings and earning potential 

(Kabeer, 2012 cited by Singh and Pattanaik, 2020). To rural female stayers, their 

responsibility for the family comes from taking care of the elderly, husband and children 

on the one hand, but also from sacrificing their own interests on the other as a mother, as 

a wife and as a daughter or daughter in law. Firstly, as mothers, they place their children 

at the centre; secondly, as wives, they have accustomed themselves to following their 

husbands and being subordinate to them; and finally, as daughters or daughters-in-law, 

they not only take on the responsibility of looking after their in-laws and their husbands' 

families, but they also assume their obligations as daughters in their own natal families. 

At the same time, through these accounts of self-sacrifice, rural female stayers showcase 

the full extent of their efforts as women in the home. They try to exercise their agency to 

meet the expectations of society for women and this choice is made within the 

constraints of their environment. As Hitlin and Elder (2007) argued, agency derives 

from the individual environment and the external environment that directs the 

individual's attention. At the same time, given that agency is limited, not infinitely free 

(Man, 2016 ). It needs to be stressed that within these constraints, rural female stayers 

mobilise the resources available to them to position themselves as successful. In 

summary, rural female stayers are trying to live up to society's expectations of them by 

exercising agency in a limited space within the constraints of their social and cultural 

context. 

 

It is worth noting that migration itself generates tensions and changes in women's 

expected roles. Rural female stayers may face a choice or balance. For example, they 



   114  
  

need to decide whether their main obligation is to provide for children materially or be 

with them physically. Caring is important throughout the lives of rural female stayers in 

all families. And rural female stayers play a key role in caring and supporting their 

families (Liu, 2014). And as Liang and Wu argued that rural women are constrained by 

established structures of markets, power, and so on, but they are able to adapt their 

actions and strategies to their situation (Liang and Wu, 2017). When facing conflicts 

between their own interests and the interests of other family members, rural female 

stayers tend to give priority to caring for family members. They do not care whether 

their own interests are harmed, and they are even willing to sacrifice their own interests 

to ensure the interests of family members. These women do not convey a strong sense of 

conflict between their own interests and those of the family, and they do not emphasise 

the need for a clear division between their own interests and those of the family. In fact, 

as the rural female stayers in the interview showed, rural female stayers are willing to 

contribute to the family and do not ask for anything in return. At the same time, I have 

illustrated how they draw actively on their roles within the family to demonstrate their 

efforts to be good mothers, good wives and good daughters-in-law (or daughters). While 

limited by heavily gendered assumptions and practices then, and disinclined to attribute 

credit to themselves, the interviews illustrate that women nonetheless carve out several 

spaces of pride and fulfilment in the work that they do in daily life. For example, they 

pride themselves on being good mothers who meet "standards".  

  

To sum up, in this chapter I have illustrated rural female stayers' everyday life and how 

by actively prioritising others, rural female stayers are able to position themselves as 

responsible mothers, wives and daughter (daughter-in-law). In the following chapter I 

turn to consider how they interact with the people around them and how they maintain 

their status in relation to the community through the analytical lens of mianzi.  
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Chapter 5 Rural female stayers and Mianzi - their relationships 
with the people around them   

Rural society is a 'moral economy' with a strong collective identity (Scott, 1976). People 

live together in the same area and grow up in a society of acquaintances, meeting each 

other every day, forming a 'face-to-face society', for example, a society of 

acquaintances, where people are bound by morality and form a friendly relationship with 

each other based on honesty, mutual help and charity (Wang, 2013). In China, the 

concept of neighbourhood and neighbourhood space in the countryside has a richer 

meaning, interspersed with cultural factors such as human feelings and face-saving (Ren 

and Yan, 2017). In the past, the neighbourhood  was a very important dimension of rural 

society. It was made up not only of family members who are related by blood and 

kinship, but also of families living in close proximity (both blood and kinship families 

and neighbours). In other words, the neighbourhood is a continuous and intimate 

interaction based on geographical proximity (Ren and Yan, 2017). Villagers see their 

network of relationships as the foundation of society (Yan,2003). The "acquaintance 

society" exists only in groups of villagers or natural villages28 that produce and live 

together in a cooperative. The sense of belonging is also higher in rural communities 

than in urban communities (Fei, 1998). In rural societies, these families interacted with 

each other in a continuous and intimate way, generating emotions and trust between 

neighbours, thus forming a very close community (Ren and Yan, 2017). Old 

conventional neighbourhood relations are based on the three principles of human 

kindness, face and relations (Ren and Yan, 2017). Humanity, face (mianzi) and relations 

of production are an important part of traditional Chinese culture, an important aspect of 

farmers' daily behaviour, and the main principles of interaction and interaction between 

neighbours (Ren and Yan, 2017). Mianzi, means face, and it is formed and expressed in 

interpersonal interactions, is contextual and variable, and a reflection of one's self-

esteem and dignity as I mentioned in the Introduction.   

  

 
28 A natural village is different from an administrative village. It is one or more naturally formed settlements of 
inhabitants by family, clan or other reasons, whose origin is the spontaneous formation of a village by villagers over a 
long period of time in a natural environment where people naturally gather to live together.  
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However, urbanisation has had an impact on the rural area. Modern Chinese society has 

broken down the traditional geopolitical and residential structures, and has transformed 

the country from a society of acquaintances to a society of strangers, a society of 

anonymity (Wang, 2013). Even relationships between people and households in rural 

areas are gradually beginning to become less connected. In the village where I did my 

fieldwork, people divided the village into sections called 'dui'29, based on their 

geographical location. According to my understanding, each 'dui' was originally a 

natural village, and these 'dui' were then administratively planned to form what is now 

known as an administrative village. These administrative villages are regarded as 'semi-

acquaintance societies'30 (He 2000 cited by Wu, 2019b). The administrative village is a 

rural grassroots administrative unit set up by the state in accordance with the law, so the 

villagers in the "dui" originally knew each other. It is made up of  several "dui", and the 

villagers in the administrative village will eventually get to know each other over a long 

period of time. Most of the people in the village will already know each other, but the 

villagers in the individual 'dui' will obviously know each other better. At the same time, 

due to the close geographical proximity of the natural villages, young people between 

the different 'dui' often meet and marry each other, which in effect facilitates frequent 

interaction within the administrative villages. The majority of the local migrant 

population are women who have married into the village and it is rare for complete 

strangers to move in. With urbanisation, as more and more young people move to work 

in the city, the relationship between villagers is becoming more and more estranged. 

Those who remain in the village become the strings that hold together the old 

acquaintance society, as in Yang and Yang's (2018) research, where middle-aged and 

older people are the main actors in the social support network of mutual 'help', 

upholding social norms and the traditional mechanisms for maintaining social relations. 

However, according to my data, as more and more women return to the countryside, 

they are gradually beginning to link up with old social relations.  

  

 
29 27 Dui, a unit of measure.  
30 The amalgamation of natural villages into administrative villages has broken the old social pattern of acquaintances. 
Although everyone in the administrative village may be familiar with each other, they do not know each other as well 
as they do in the natural villages. In addition, although villagers have the same administrative space, they do not live 
together communally in the same, shared physical space.  
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Since living in a community is based to some extent on acquaintances, it is hard to 

ignore others' views. For rural female stayers, according to my data, despite living in the 

countryside and being aware of the people around them, their family lives take up most 

of their time and they are too busy to actively care about others or talk about them. At 

the same time, people do not actively discuss other people in person, which is a result of 

the mianzi culture. On the other hand, the right to make decisions within the village 

means, to a certain extent, gaining mianzi, because those who have right to a voice in the 

village are treated with more respect by others and they can maintain their mianzi. It is 

difficult for rural women to establish new social relationships in rural communities and 

they have little opportunity for external contacts to strengthen their social networks 

(Sun, 2012). As a result, it is difficult for rural women to exercise agency in the 

community and to access the corresponding responsibilities and duties. For example, 

according to the report from National Bureau of Statistics (2021a), the people who hold 

positions in the village council are mainly men, and only 24.2% of village committee 

members were women in 2020. In addition to this, when several families with land 

adjacent to each other need to decide on things together. such as the fertilisation of their 

farmland, even though many of the men in these families are not living in the village, 

their consent is needed for a decision to be made. In this situation, the women are mere 

‘executors’ of the decision. The impact of mianzi on rural female stayers is multifaceted: 

they claim to not care about other people's lives, and yet they constructed their narratives 

and presentations of self in the interviews by comparing themselves with others. It is 

important to note that this is not inconsistent with rural female stayers’ reluctance to talk 

about other people's lives. They just don't actively talk about other people's lives in front 

of the person concerned. According to my findings, for rural female stayers, comparison 

is probably the best way to maintain their mianzi, so they try to highlight their positive 

attributes by comparing themselves with other rural women as much as possible.   

  

As mianzi is an important cultural factor in the everyday lives of Chinese people (Qi, 

2011), I would like to explore how rural female stayers treat and protect their mianzi 

while going about their daily activities. These women do not just passively accept 

others' definitions of their lives. Rather they are actively engaged in maintaining mianzi 

as either stay behind women or return women. In this chapter, I will divide the 

discussion around mianzi into three sections. The first is on mianzi in Chinese culture, 
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which contains sections on the concept itself and other sayings and distinctions about 

mianzi. Secondly, I will put the accounts of return women at the centre of attention in 

order to discuss how they perceive other people's views of them. Thirdly, I will discuss 

how stay behind women use practical examples to demonstrate their ability to maintain 

mianzi. Finally, I will discuss the topic of stay behind women asking for help from 

people around them. Research on this is important, because I am talking about some of 

the practical  implications of mianzi, including people's willingness to seek material 

forms of support, and the ways that they go about this.  

  

5.1 Mianzi culture in China   

5.1.1 Mianzi and lian  

Face is formed from the dual unity of other-related mianzi and self-oriented lian, and its 

increase and decrease is determined by the judgement or evaluation of people's actions 

or behaviour by the self or others (Zhou and Zhang, 2017). Mianzi and lian are the two 

inseparable parts of face, which together form a value system. There is a significant 

degree of intersection between the value components of mianzi and lian, suggesting the 

coexistence and interdependence of the two forms in satisfying individual, relational and 

collective needs for face (Zhou and Zhang, 2017).   

  

Previous studies have refined the definition of the concepts of 'lian' and 'mianzi'. Put 

simply, lian is morally oriented, while mianzi is socially oriented. According to 

Hu(1944), there is a distinction between mianzi and lian, put simply, lian is morally 

oriented, while mianzi is socially oriented.   Lian refers to the respect that a group has 

for a moral person, and mianzi is more dependent on the self-perception of the external 

environment, tends towards prestige, and is used more in academia (Hu, 1944 cited by 

Qi, 2011). And it is further explained that mianzi is provided to people by society (Qi, 

2011). Mianzi and lian can also be differentiated according to the severity of the 

situation (Hsu, 1996), for example, if a student does poorly in an exam, it would be 

called a loss of lian if only a few people knew about it, but if all the students knew about 

it, it would be seen as a loss of mianzi. There is a definite link between the ethical and 

the social aspects of mianzi (Cheng, 1986). Indeed, as Ho (1976) suggests, mianzi and 

lian are mutually variable in some contexts. Humanity and Mianzi can be used 



   119  
  

interchangeably in Chinese society because they have something in common (Zhai, 

2004),for example,“diu lian” and “diu mianzi” here have the same meaning which is to 

lose face. In many cases, mianzi and lian describe the same situation to some extent, 

with only a difference in tone of voice, and in the fieldwork I conducted, the two were 

interchangeable in the interviewees' mouths. Therefore, in the analysis that follows I use 

the word mianzi only  

  

5.1.2 Mianzi and Chinese culture  

Qi (2011) argues that mianzi is important across cultures, but in the Western 

individualistic cultures mianzi is more implicit, whereas in China it is a more explicit 

part of social interactions. The presence of mianzi in Chinese society is very broad, and 

it is deeply involved in every aspect of Chinese social life. Mianzi is at the core of all 

social interaction in China (Chen, 2006 cited by Zheng, 2019). In Chinese interpersonal 

communication, mianzi is often used in order to get others to meet one's needs or to gain 

honour for oneself and the group. At the same time, there are also many words and 

sayings in Chinese culture that express the concept of mianzi, such as "starving to death 

is a small matter, but losing one's morals is a big matter"31 (Qu, 2018). For the sake of 

mianzi, the Chinese usually make a huge effort to slowly influence the opinion of others, 

an effort that includes genuine self-improvement, as well as some possibly dishonest 

strategies (Hsu, 1996). Qi (2011) reflects on mianzi more critically, and its function for 

social control and maintaining adherence to social norms. It is a driving force for 

progress through mutual competition (Jiang, 2009). Relationship, as a principle of 

getting along, provides the Chinese with a primary reference for safeguarding feelings 

and maintaining mianzi (Luo, 1997 cited by Zhang, Wang and Cheng, 2020). Influenced 

by the small peasant economy and the family concept, Chinese people's values are 

collective, so when protecting their own mianzi they also have to look after the mianzi 

of everyone else (Xu, 2016). For example, the Chinese would see themselves (as 

individuals) as one of a group of people who have all maintained their mianzi, and in 

order to maintain their mianzi, the individuals in the group need to protect both their 

own mianzi and the mianzi of others in order to maintain the collective mianzi. 

 
31 It is from "Cheng's legacy", which means that to die of poverty and hunger is a small matter, but to lose one's moral 
integrity is a big matter. The word "jie" in this context can also be derived from the word "face".  
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Secondly, influenced by Confucianism, people aspire to be what the Confucian classics 

call a "gentleman" and acquire people's respect in order to gain face for themselves (Xu, 

2016). It is worth noting that when the term 'gentleman' was defined it was more from a 

male perspective, although the term 'female gentleman' was also used in later times, 

even if it rather overemphasised the female status of the person being praised.  

  

The concept of mianzi in Chinese culture was first introduced to the West by Hu, who 

argued that mianzi represented a socially valued reputation, which was gained through 

success, a step up in life experience, and a reputation accumulated through personal 

effort and ingenuity (Hu, 1944). Mianzi is the key to explaining many of the Chinese 

people's behaviours (Stover, 1974 cited by Yuan, 2009) and mianzi and relationships are 

seen as core to Chinese culture (Buckley, Clegg, and Tan, 2006). A key feature of 

Confucianism is that everyone has a fixed position in society and must act in accordance 

with the rituals; if one does something or says something that is not in keeping with 

one's place, one will lose one's mianzi (Jiang, 2009). To explain further, society has 

customised standards of behaviour for people, and people are required to act in 

accordance with social standards. For example, in Confucian culture, filial piety is the 

first rule of being a human being and children are expected to take care of their elderly 

when the time comes. Shame and ‘associated loss of mianzi’ play a dominant or 

influential role in Chinese behaviour that cannot be ignored (Jin, 2002 cited by Jiang, 

2009). The sense of shame is dominated by what others think, in other words, what one 

feels things should or should not be, is determined by what others will think (Wang, 

2009c).  

  

Social orientation is a behavioural inclination that causes people to display  

submissiveness to others, behaviour that does not offend, that conforms to social 

expectations, and that incorporates the opinions of others in order to gain their approval, 

maintain good interpersonal relationships and protect one's mianzi (Jiang, 2009). 

Chinese social orientation refers primarily to the style and form of social interaction 

exhibited by individuals who integrate or cooperate with their family, other individuals, 

authority and non-specific others (Jiang, 2009). Mianzi consciousness and behaviour is a 

micro process of interpersonal interaction, but it is in turn conditioned by the macro 

society (Wang, 2009c). Qi (2017) is of the same opinion, which is that individual mianzi 
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may be influenced by the collective. Thus, exploring the issue of mianzi in the Chinese 

context requires a focus on the relationship between the individual and the family as 

well as the surrounding society.  

  

There are both ‘subjective and objective’ aspects to mianzi. The subjective aspect of 

mianzi comes from its internalised relationship to society and is a person's self-worth in 

their self-evaluation, while the objective aspect of a mianzi is a person's social status as 

recognized through other people in the same society or by someone on a certain 

occasion (Qi, 2011). The Chinese need for Mianzi is intrinsic to all aspects of personal 

and interpersonal development (Buckley et. al., 2006) and may become an object of self-

conscious thinking and construction (Qi, 2017). Therefore, when we showcase the life 

experiences of rural female stayers and how they use their agency, an analysis of their 

views on mianzi is extremely important. Mianzi is not a fixed standard of behaviour, as 

the criteria for judging mianzi varies from one culture to another and change with the 

times (Wang, 2009c). Although a certain standard of mianzi exists, this standard 

changes to some extent as society changes; also, there are differences in the 

understanding and maintenance of mianzi in different cultural contexts. Thus, changes in 

society will have an impact on how people view mianzi, or rather, mianzi are created 

under the culture of society. As a result, different social contexts will have different 

perspectives on the understanding of mianzi, and the rural social contexts in which rural 

female stayers live are relatively more customary and conservative than urban areas, 

which explains why previous studies exploring mianzi among urban women may not be 

fully applicable to rural female stayers. In addition, because the rules about mianzi are 

influenced by the current values of society and are dynamic (Qi, 2011), and as times and 

social circumstances have changed in rural areas too, previous studies of rural mianzi 

(Ho, 1976; Hu, 1994; Hwang,1987; Jiang, 2009) would benefit from updating. For these 

reasons, my exploration of mianzi in the accounts of rural female stayers makes an 

important contribution to the literature.  

  

5.2 Return women and the maintenance of mianzi  

Ms. He is a return woman who did not want to go back to the village at first, because her 

child is working in the city. Ms. He thought that even doing some retail business as a 

street vendor (in the urban area) by herself would be better than back to the rural area. 
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However, she felt she had to accompany her husband back to the rural area because he 

did not want to live in the city anymore. Ms. He knows some women in her village who 

have never lived in the urban area and when  I asked her questions about them, she  

expressed some envy at first. However, in answering other questions, she expressed 

more ambivalent views on these rural women with no experience of urban life.  

  

Interviewer: Do you have friends who have never migrated to the urban area?  

And what do you think about them?  

He: Women like us who can endure hardships always decided to go out to work 

and be able to do more work; like those women who cannot endure hardships, 

they don't have any thinking of working out of the village and they only stay at 

the village. I want to say that don't go out to work, it's a better choice. People like 

us working outside have gradually become less healthy because of the heavy 

work. The women who didn't work in the urban area haven't suffered that and 

their bodies are better. I mainly want to make money, there was no choice for me 

to accept work in the city at that time.  

  

Interviewer: What do you think of migrants, especially migrant women? He: 

More people are choosing to go to the urban area to find a job. Earning money in 

the village is more difficult, so for some people, there is no choice. There is no 

place for people in the village to earn money if they don't migrate to the urban 

area. Although the government can provide some subsidies that are quite good it 

is still not enough. Most of these women stayed in the village because they could 

not find work outside. If you don’t migrate to the urban area, it means there is no 

hope for you. [Ms. He, return woman]  

  

Economic reasons and children may be the main reasons why these stay behind women 

cannot move to the cities, but their friends or acquaintances may have other ideas. Stay 

behind women are often portrayed in the media as poor and in need of help (Liangzhou 

Women's Federation, 2022), although, as I mentioned in the introductory chapter, there 

has been some news showing the "new" face of rural women, such as those who start 

their own businesses (Wu, 2018). The portrayal of stay behind women in the news 

media shows how society perceives them. But unlike the descriptions given in the 
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media, when return women talk about stay behind women, they first express their envy, 

as Ms. He did at the beginning of her interview, when she talked about the comforts and 

pleasures of staying behind. However, this actually produces a contrast. Being able to 

bear hardships is an excellent quality for rural women. Return women's evaluation of 

their behaviour of going out to work is that they can bear hardships, which means they 

affirm their choice. Despite what Ms. He says, there is actually an idea of looking down 

on women who don't have urban experience. When further elaborating her views on 

migrant women, she attributed the reason why others couldn't go to the city to their 

inability to find a job, and claimed that if people didn't go to the city, they would not 

have a future. Ms. He's answer highlights her pride in her urban experience, which gives 

her mianzi and a strong confidence. Ms. He didn't have to directly say that urban life had 

given her mianzi, it was enough for her to showcase her advantages by detailing the 

reasons why some women could not work in the city. Earning more money is often the 

purpose of rural people working in the city and city life can mean an increased income 

for many, which is rural people's universal understanding of the choice to migrate to the 

city. When city life is the 'better' option because of the greater financial opportunities 

available, return women 'have' to emphasise the superiority of city life and highlight 

their possessions and abilities in order to maintain their mianzi. In other words, return 

women have capabilities that other rural women do not. In addition, most people's 

competitive mianzi behaviour is to preserve mianzi and avoid being looked down upon 

(Wang, 2009b). By contrasting herself with the stay- behind women, Ms. He positions  

herself and the other return women in one group, and the stay behind women in another; 

and as a member of the returning group, she is able to protect her mianzi as well as that 

of the group as a whole.   

  

In the interview with return woman Ms. Zheng, she talked about the women she knew 

who had gone to work in the urban area, as well as those who later decided to return to 

the rural area. Ms. Zheng migrated to the urban area when she completed middle school 

and after her marriage she and her husband had been living in the city. She then returned 

to the rural area because her older son needed to attend middle school in their hukou 

location. That her father-in-law also needed to be taken care of was another reason for 

her to go back to the rural area. Ms. Zheng:   
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Living in the urban area costs more than the rural area, and we also faced a 

lot of pressure. Going to the urban area to work is more trouble-free and 

worry-free, but going out means dealing with the  stress of earning money. 

City life means you need to spend money everywhere, unlike the village 

where it's easy. Also, urban people found it hard to communicate with us, 

they thought we were outsiders working here and they often looked down 

on us. Coming and going with people in the city makes me feel a huge 

amount of pressure. For most migrant women who can earn money with the 

good project, they would not return to the rural area. Other people don't 

discuss these women whenever they migrate to the urban area or back to the 

rural area, but all the people know that if they can earn money  there is 

nothing to force them to go back home, and it is better to go out (migrate to 

the urban area). Living in the village it is difficult to find work to earn 

money. Compared with return women, some people think that people in the 

city have a better life. In my opinion, I do not agree with their idea. Some 

migrant women come back to the village during the holidays, like spring 

festival, and when they go back to the urban area, their families bring 

various things to them. It's normal for people to think that this person can't 

earn enough money. Because if you have money, you wouldn't want to take 

anything from your poor rural family. [Ms. Zheng, return woman]  

  

Ms. Zheng's words express the view that city life may not be as glamorous as it seems. 

She points out that there are two sides to city life, and her view tends to express more of 

the difficult side of city life, and she breaks down the idea that city life is better. To a 

certain extent, Ms. Zheng's answer somewhat disgraces the return women (thereby, 

herself), and her answer shatters the view that the other return women had been trying to 

establish for themselves as living a good life in the city. Indeed, as a woman returning to 

her hometown, she is not bent on trying to elevate the superiority of city life for the sake 

of her own mianzi, and her position seems more balanced. Perhaps because I was a 

stranger to her, she was able to be blunt in her answers, as she did not need to be 

concerned about whether she would lose mianzi in front of me. Individuals do not care 

about  presenting a good image to impress strangers because they have no social or 

interpersonal connections with strangers and the impact of their opinions on their lives is 
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minimal (Kinnison, 2017). As with Kinnison's research, my fieldwork suggests that this 

can also occur in a Chinese context, and Ms. Zheng implicitly addressed this view in the 

interview: "I wouldn't say as much to the rest of the people who are living in our 

village." In other words, she tries to avoid being judged or discussed by the village, as it 

would probably cause her to lose her mianzi. Of course, another factor is that these rural 

female stayers themselves lack someone to talk to, and I perhaps came across as a good 

listener, somebody they could talk to about their emotions and stories that they don't 

normally have the opportunity to tell. For many return women, the experience of urban 

life is not entirely positive and migrant workers are discriminated against in the city due 

to their status. On the other hand, Ms. Zheng seems to want to justify her decision to 

return to the rural areas in order to keep her mianzi; after all, returning to the countryside 

also left her vulnerable to discrimination by others. As Qi's research shows, mianzi is 

not only used as a means for engaging in social interaction, but also becomes an object 

of self-conscious consideration and intentional management (Qi, 2011). As Ms. Zheng 

says: "The village people like to talk about how those who stay in the city must be living 

well ......". Returning to the countryside thus signifies  living badly or evidence of not 

being able to live well in the urban areas. On the one hand, return women are very eager 

to get 'mianzi', but on the other hand, they are very afraid of losing it. When they talk 

about women who go out to work, they mainly draw on their own experiences of 

working in the urban area, emphasising how hard it is to work outside the village and the 

difficulty of earning money. Return women try to construct narratives to justify their 

choices or distinguish themselves from others. By describing the negative aspects of 

urban life, they aim to preserve their mianzi, as they fear that they will be 

underestimated and therefore lose it. Showing the negative side of urban life also 

facilitates greater understanding from others of Ms. Zheng’s choice to return to the rural 

areas, thus preserving her mianzi. What appears to be a balanced attitude is in fact 

arguably an effort by Ms. Zheng to keep her mianzi and gain the understanding of 

others.  

  

Ms. Qin is a return woman who came back to the rural area because her mother needed 

care. And now she is living in the rural area with her mother, and her children are 

working in the urban area. She said:  
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"It's definitely different from the village. I could meet and interact with many 

strange people. In the rural area this is not possible, and the village is full of 

people you know. I could also learn a few new ideas and have more insights 

when I was living in the urban area. I'm better than them (other rural women who 

don't have urban experience) because I've been out and seen the world. I can give 

my opinion when things are going on at home and my husband listens to my 

advice because he also feels that I am no longer ignorant. This is the family 

giving me mianzi." [Ms. Qin, return woman]  

  

Although returning was not necessarily these women's intention, this may be due to a 

number of factors. Still, from their experience of living in the city, they have built up 

resources which enable them to maintain their mianzi. They point out that they have 

different contacts in the city, that there are all kinds of people in the city, and new things 

can happen every day. Urban life provides these low-educated rural women with a 

different perspective on the world and they are exposed to things they have not seen 

before. Their contact with urban women has enabled them to gradually discover their 

value, and they suggest that they have more agency in relation to family decisions. 

Although it is still difficult for women to make ‘big’ decisions, they do feel that they 

have gained mianzi in many ways, and are convinced that this is the result of living in 

the city. Women are active agents and they see themselves as such, but this agency, can 

only be expressed and activated if it does not put them in competition with men 

(Judd,1990). Therefore, return women's agency is limited, yet their gains of  limited 

decision-making power can make a big difference to their  mianzi. As I argued in my 

analysis in Chapter 4, rural female stayers do not generally place a lot of emphasis on 

the right to be involved with family decision making, however, mianzi, unlike decision 

making, is a very important issue for them. It's more than simply gaining the attention of 

their families, it means being given more status. Maintaining mianzi, to a certain extent, 

helps return women to differentiate themselves from other rural women, in ways that the 

women themselves suggest produces new forms of agency in relation to their families. 

As Ortner states agency emphasises intention (Ortner, 2001), return women demonstrate 

their ability to protect mianzi by using agency in a limited space. 
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A step beyond gaining mianzi in the family is harvesting mianzi in the village. Return 

woman Ms. Sun expressed a great deal of pride about her recent past and  returning to 

the countryside to care for her elderly parents, while her husband works in the city.  

Her children are also in the city, but have already finished school. She said:  

  

"Now I am also called in when the village discusses things, they (meaning rural 

people) feel that my experience of living in the city is valuable and can help 

make better suggestions. I am also outspoken, unlike others (meaning other rural 

women with no urban experience) who are too coy to speak their mind……You 

know that others think highly of me now." [Ms. Sun, return woman]  

  

In rural areas across China, local and regional government is controlled by male and 

patriarchal interests (Jacka, 2014). Within the family, both villagers and officials believe 

that men should make the decisions about agricultural production, financial investments 

and expenditure. As Jacka (2014) found in her research, people tend to believe that men 

are more competent and well informed than women. Women are not often elected to 

leadership positions in the village, because people think that women’s “low quality” 

makes them unfit for this task, that they are too busy with “internal” work, and in 

addition, “good” women are focused on taking care of their family, and do not deal with 

people outside the family, especially men (Jacka, 2014). However, many women return  

to the countryside with a certain degree of independence from the total focus on the 

family common amongst stayers, and will actively get out of the house to socialise with 

others. Public space provides a place for Chinese rural women to interact with others 

outside of their domestic and agricultural work (Sun, 2012). For rural female stayers, 

public space refers both to fixed places such as the village council, as well as to non-

fixed spaces in the village such as open spaces or squares, where they can interact with 

others. In rural areas, an important factor in judging the size of a person's mianzi is 

whether or not that person has a popular base, which depends on how good or poor the 

person's usual interpersonal relationships are. This is why rural people attach particular 

importance to their interpersonal relationships (Wang, 2009b). The return women in my 

study suggest that their urban life has, to a certain extent, enhanced their ability to 

communicate with others, and their experience of the  city has given them a certain 

amount of licence to speak out on family and village matters. On the other hand, city life 
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has taught  return women to be more confident about expressing their opinions. This in 

turn helps them to gain the trust of more people. With the trust of the people around 

them, their mianzi is strengthened and  return women are often categorised as women 

who have seen the world,  set apart from other rural women. Urban life has enriched the 

experience of return women, and this has led to expectations being placed on them by 

those around them, expectations which are not often placed on women. For example, 

they are expected to make suggestions that other rural women would not be able to,  and 

to take the place of their husbands in deciding some internal family matters. According 

to my data, the reactions of the village towards some return women have enabled them 

to maintain a high level of self-confidence and mianzi. With this in mind, we can see 

that urban life shapes the possibilities for acquiring and maintaining mianzi. The 

experience of living in the city has given rural return women the courage to speak out 

and has also changed the way they are viewed by others. This is the village's way of 

acknowledging return women and a sign that they are being given mianzi.  

  

To sum up, return women's descriptions of mianzi maintenance are somewhat 

contradictory. On the one hand, they talked about the difficulties of urban life to people 

who know about it, hoping to gain empathy to defend their mianzi. On the other hand, 

their tone  changed when they were comparing themselves to stay behind women with 

no experience of urban life. Return women set themselves apart from other rural women, 

trying to assert their own mianzi while demonstrating their superiority. When they return 

to the countryside, they suggested, their vision and material wealth brought about by 

their urban experience allows them to position themselves as above other rural women. 

The economic value they bring to the family helps them to be more affirmative of 

themselves, and they define their urban experience as successful. These return women 

who have lived in the city are then highlighted by comparisons with stay behind women. 

The return women's experience fulfils the yearning for urban life in rural areas, which 

makes them feel they have mianzi. In addition, an important factor for the return women 

to maintain mianzi is that the perceived superiority of urbanity in relation to the rural 

society. Lian and An (2018)argued that the inequality between urban and rural areas and 

the imbalance between urban and rural development. This inequality is reflected in a 

variety of ways, such as health care, education, income, etc (Zhou and et.al, 2014; 

Wang, 2013). The urban experience of return women provides them an urban 
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background, which they perceive to be superior to those stay behind women. Therefore, 

when talking about city life, return women avoid recounting their negative experiences 

in the city with those who have not lived in urban areas, and they are well practised at 

showing the good aspects of city life in order to maintain their mianzi. Rural people 

compete, boast and compare with each other, and then gain a sense of decency or shame 

from it. However, rural people’s pursuit of mianzi not only brings a sense of 'face' to the 

individual, but also, and more importantly, creates social stratification in the village 

through the act of face competition (Wang, 2009b).  

 

While the social perception of urban tendencies provides the conditions for return 

women to protect their mianzi, it also makes it difficult for them to keep their mianzi in 

the face of migration. Return women who have experienced city life become a special 

presence. On the one hand, return women don't want to be compared with migrant 

women, as they are worried that they will come off second best. On the other hand, they 

hope to establish their value and show that they are different from ordinary rural women 

by emphasising their similar experiences to migrant women. Return women put 

themselves above stay behind women, claiming that stay behind women are less capable 

than they are, the losers who never made it to the city. Return women do this  to 

emphasise the mianzi they have acquired from their urban sojourns, which have left 

them in a better position than other rural women. According to the definition of 

boundary consciousness, the boundary of society is established by the differences caused 

by the distribution of material and non-material resources and the unequal distribution of 

social opportunities (Lamont and Molnar, 2002). Although both stay- behind women 

and return women are rural, the return women try to distinguish themselves from the 

stay behind women using their work experience in the city, the money they earned 

working in the city and their value to their families. Social values, mainly referring to 

individuals' perceptions of others, are the meanings of human behaviour that arise from 

human interactions. Social values are defined by society mainly in terms of wealth, 

status, power, prestige, family and so on, and are a comprehensive concept whose 

vectors tend to change with the times (Wang, 2009a). Return women want to preserve 

their mianzi among the migrant women and stay behind women by invoking  social 

values such as income and family status, which are recognised and sought by the 

mainstream of society.   
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5.3 Stay behind women and the maintenance of mianzi   

Ms. Yang is a stay behind woman whose husband works on a construction site in the 

city. His is the family's only income, as Ms. Yang looks after the children at their rural 

home. She said:  

  

“Rural female stayers who have lived in the city often talk about the benefits, but 

from my point of view, there is a feeling of discrimination, that is, the feeling 

that nothing is good in the village. In fact, we know they only talk about the good 

parts of urban life and if it is as good as they describe, why do they move back to 

the rural area? At the same time, they think we don't work in cities because we 

can't bear the hardship.” [Ms. Yang, stay behind woman]  

  

Stay behind women feel like they are being discriminated against, according to Ms. 

Yang, especially by return women obsessed with promoting the advantages of city life in 

the hope of showing their superiority. They hear return women bragging about their life 

in the city, over-exaggerating the good aspects and deliberately omitting the hardships 

and stresses they faced. Although Ms. Yang is not completely not familiar with life in 

the city, she always feels "shorter" than the return women. She feels uncomfortable by 

their overemphasis on the "good" aspects of their lives, which in some ways imply the 

"bad" aspects of the lives of stay behind women. As the women returning to their 

hometowns describe their 'exciting' city life, stay behind women feel they have been 

underestimated and have lost their mianzi. Mianzi is obtained through how others 

perceive, as well as reflecting the respect others have for them (Qi, 2011). Stay behind 

women without experience of urban life reported feeling disrespected by return women 

and their preoccupation with displaying the positive aspects of urban life. For even 

though they know less about city life, they recognize that life is never easy. And return 

women's blanket praise of city life makes them feel ignorant and that they are losing 

their mianzi. In addition to this, those remaining in the rural area are often seen as less 

capable, lazy and backward thinking. This idea also makes it difficult for stay behind 

women to maintain mianzi:  even though they work hard at home and take care of their 

families, they are seen as dependent by society, with some media reports suggesting that 

stay behind women would not be able to survive without the help of others (Liangzhou 
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Women's Federation, 2022). In fact, although stay behind women feel disadvantaged in 

comparison to return women, as expressed in their interviews, they do not agree with the 

idea that they are inferior to return women. They try to maintain their mianzi with 

responses to my questions that minimise the impact of their status as non-return women, 

so that it does not become a factor that can be used  against them.  

  

Ms. Zhao is a stay behind woman. There are four members of Ms. Zhao's family -  her 

husband and eldest son work in the city, while the younger son is still studying - and the 

family's main income comes from her husband's work plus the crops that they grow on 

their land. When talking about her opinion on how to deal with being discriminated 

against, she said:  

  

"People definitely don't think the same, I can't control what other people think, so 

I don't usually think about what other people think about my choices. It's better 

to live your own life. I'm not very happy to talk about it with other people, we 

don't know much about other people's lives, and other people don't know much 

about my life." [Ms. Zhao, stay behind woman]  

  

In the face of controversy and prejudice, some stay behind women have shown 

themselves to be unconcerned. A few stay behind women  in my sample expressed the 

view that they are indifferent towards protecting their mianzi and, in fact, have given up 

trying to do so. Ms. Zhao does not seek to gain the approval of others in her life, nor 

does she appear to take the issue of mianzi that seriously, which to some extent may be 

to do with the fact that she is not very integrated into rural life. Ms. Zhao came to live in 

her husband's village after she got married, a village where most of the young people 

had gone to work in the city, and she found it difficult to interact with the older people. 

To a certain extent she was marginalised in the village,  having little interaction with 

other people, and this led to her not caring what other people thought of her. The more 

dependent people are on the village the more they care about it, the more they fear 

collective rejection, and the more the village identifies with and follows village norms 

(Wang, 2009b). However, when villagers no longer depend on the village and no longer 

care about what others think of them, it becomes almost impossible to maintain the 

village mianzi hierarchical structure (Wang, 2009b). Ms. Zhao is, to a certain degree, 
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actually detached from the mianzi system of her village, and this detachment allows Ms. 

Zhao to ignore  other people’s opinions  of her, which is a way of protecting her mianzi, 

albeit a relatively passive one. Because it is not so much that Ms. Zhao protected her 

mianzi but that she was able to avoid losing it by living somewhat 'out of touch' with 

those around her. In describing their lives, some stay behind women are able to ignore 

the influence of the outside world to a certain extent and focus on the microcosm of their 

homes.  

  

Ms. Han is a stay behind woman whose husband works as an electrician in the urban 

area and she has one child. When talking about why she did not go to the city with her 

husband, she said:  

  

"I thought the village was good. A woman should stay at home and take care of 

the family, like the children and the parents. That's what is expected of women, 

and I think that although you can earn money by going to the city, that kind of 

actually fails to do your duty as a woman." [Ms. Han, stay behind woman]  

  

Ms. Han is proud of her choice, so she has a sense of superiority when talking about 

return women. As discussed in Chapter 4 in the section on the division of labour 

between men and women, women were asked to stay at home and look after the family, 

while men were asked to go out and earn money. Resonating with this ideology, stay 

behind women are highly affirmative of their choices, which make them feel they have 

mianzi. During the interview, Ms. Han used the word "shou" several times, which is a 

Chinese word for duty, which by extension, also means persistence. Throughout the 

interview, she tried to express to me that she is persevering in her responsibilities, which 

is what she understands to be the biggest difference between her and the women who 

have returned to the rural area, and that she had always been where she was "needed". In 

her view, the experience of working in the city seems to many stay behind women an 

abandonment of the rules that women should obey. Although most rural women do not 

work in paid employment, they pride themselves on being model wives with Chinese 

femininity. Hence, stay behind women would use the comments from those who are 

living around them in the village to protect their mianzi, for example, Ms. Han said that: 
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"Other people would praise my husband for taking a good wife because I stayed at home 

in a practical way." 

  

When I interviewed Ms. Feng (a stay behind woman) she also gave her views on this 

question (to stay or nor to stay). Ms. Feng lives with her husband, father-in-law, and two 

daughters , while her eldest daughter lives on campus and returns home in the holidays. 

During the  quiet season of the farming year, her daily routine is to pick up her little 

daughter to school and cook for her family. She has never lived or worked in the city. 

Because her husband is in poor health (he works as a community guard in the city and 

guards the gate), she is basically responsible for all the housework in the family, 

including farm work in the field. Ms. Feng said:  

  

" I think these decisions of women who decided to return to the countryside are 

right. When they come back, they can plant some land. Besides, it is very 

difficult to go out (to the city) to live. The best option is planting some land when 

they are back to living in the rural area, and if they can find some odd job to do 

near or in the village, it is easier to support their family. It’s good to live in the 

village. It’s hard to work in the city, and migrant workers can’t make much 

money. In fact, as I know, many people who work in cities are not as good as 

those in the village. When people say they have decided to live in the city and do 

not have any plan to return to the village, people generally think that if they make 

a lot of money in the city and work hard, they should be able to survive (make a 

living), so they live in the city (not returning to the countryside). "[Ms. Feng, 

stay behind woman]  

  

The standard of personal success is not determined by the individual, but rather it is 

achieved in comparison with others. Everyone has to compete and compare themselves 

with others and evaluate themselves through the eyes of others (Wang, 2009c). Ms. Feng 

affirms her choice by speaking approvingly about women deciding to return to their 

hometowns. For some people, returning to the countryside means that you cannot 

"Hun"32 in the city. If being able to eventually live in the city is regarded as a success, 

 
32 Hun, in dialect, has the meaning of life and living in spoken language, but it emphasises a life without ambition and 
muddle headed.  
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then even if there are sufficient reasons to return to the countryside, these people would 

not go back to the rural area. By analysing the reasons why return women return to their 

hometowns, stay behind women highlight the superiority of her choice to never leave in 

the first place, therefore protecting their mianzi. Despite their longing for the riches of 

the urban areas, stay behind women stress that rural women should be realistic and 

choose the right place (a rural area) to live in according to their ability. While expressing 

their displeasure with return women, they detailed the advantages of the life they had 

chosen in order to show the correctness of their decision. In my interviews with the stay 

behind women, they tended to emphasise their peace of mind and willingness to work 

for their family. To a certain extent, they portrayed themselves as down-to-earth and 

hardworking, while return women were described as "tiaoda". Tiaoda, a dialect word 

with a somewhat derogatory connotation, is used to describe people who are flippant and 

impetuous in their work.  

 

To sum up, stay behind women have different views and approaches when it comes to 

defending their mianzi. In some cases, they feel they have lost face due to 

misunderstandings and prejudices, and have therefore chosen not to pay attention to 

what others think as a  protective measure. In others, stay- behind women try to express 

the negative aspects of urban life by emphasising that it results in women returning to 

their hometowns. At the same time, they use the social demand for a gendered division 

of labour to affirm their choice to stay and do women’s work in the countryside. My 

data shows that stay behind women are more likely to maintain their mianzi by putting 

others down than return women are. At the same time, not expressing thoughts about 

others is a form of self-protection for stay behind women, and it does help them to 

indirectly protect each other's mianzi, because the premise of the acquaintance 

community is that there are few secrets in the village, which leads to many 

conversations between two people or a small group of people becoming quickly known 

in various ways to the majority of the village. As return woman Ms. Kong said, "It's 

hard for people to mention you and then compare themselves to you when you don't talk 

about other people." So by not talking about other people, you  are indirectly protected 

from being discussed by others, which also means you protect your own mianzi.  
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5.4 Rural female stayers and social support  

The traditional 'essence of Chinese society' is that the Chinese family is a self-contained 

micro-state. The social unit is the family and not the individual, and it is the family that 

is the responsible element in local political life (Peng, 2007). Social support is defined as 

the quality of people's social networks and their formal or informal interactions with 

other people or groups; moreover, social support is a very important part of obtaining 

and securing one's self-worth, material, informational and emotional support (Hou etc., 

2015). Guanxi (relationships) are interpersonal in nature. As relationships involve 

familiarity or intimacy, trust and reciprocal obligations (Hwang, 1987), in practice they 

usually take place between immediate family members, relatives and friends (Nielsen et 

al., 2006).   

  

Human kindness is an important bond of relationship in China and it is a sign of credit, 

kinship and mianzi (Peng, 2007). The exchange of favours is reciprocal, mutually 

indebted, though it may be unequal, and cannot and will not be fully repaid, so it is also 

continuous (Peng, 2007). There are three types of exchange of favours among Chinese 

people, one being when a person receives help from another person in an emergency 

situation, which falls under the category of "favours" in human interaction. The second 

type is the more purposeful investment of favours, usually called "giving favours", 

which leads to a sense of indebtedness or guilt on the part of the recipient and constitutes 

a "debt of gratitude". As a result, when the other party asks for something, they will 

have  to return the favour. The third type is the general exchange of courtesies, that is, 

the reciprocal visits to each other to strengthen their emotional ties, which are eventually 

exchanged in the form of “giving mianzi” (Zhai, 2004). Social exchange usually refers 

to a relationship of equivalence between exchangers in terms of social resources, which 

is most typically expressed in the form of the so-called "return of the favour", and is 

realised through the "flow of gifts" (Yan, 2000).  

  

Mianzi is socially provided to individuals and is based on social relationships or social 

interactions, which in turn are responsible for emotions, and the experience of these 

emotions becomes the basis of mianzi (Qi, 2011). On the one hand, rural people desire 

mianzi and compete with others in their daily lives to gain mianzi, but on the other hand 

they manage their relationships with others according to their mianzi position in the 
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village (Wang, 2009c). Each person's feelings about mianzi are supported and 

encouraged by their emotions and the emotion-related behaviour of others (Qi, 2011).   

  

Breheny and Stephens’ research (2009) suggests that it is important to balance the need 

for help with maintaining one's dignity. Social support does not only refer to the social 

support that rural female stayers receive, it also includes the process by which they seek 

help. Whether they seek help or not, these rural female stayers’ interactions with those 

around them show how they face life's hardships in order to protect their mianzi and 

how they show agency in their choices of support. Therefore, focusing on the topic of 

rural female stayers and social support helps to recognize how they exert their agency 

when maintaining mianzi. For rural female stayers, social support comes from 

institutions such as the government, and from relationships around rural female stayers, 

such as neighbours and relatives.  

  

5.4.1 Support from family members and other relationships: money and people  

Ms. Wu is a stay behind woman and her husband works in the urban area for most of the 

year, while she lives with her little son in the rural area. She said:  

  

"If I need help, I usually go to my mother (biological mother), my brothers are in 

Hohhot, and they are too far away to help me. And if my mother can't come to 

help me, I occasionally go to other relatives. I have relatives from my family in 

this village." [Ms. Wu, stay behind woman]  

  

Ms. Wu relies on her birth family  if she needs help, which was the normal thing to do in 

the past. As mentioned in Chapter 4, married women are the mobile members of rural 

society, both as "outsiders" who marry into the husband's village population and as 

"outsiders" who leave their home village (Yin and Chen, 2020). With the development 

of Chinese society, the old adage that a married daughter is equal to "water that has been 

spilled" is no longer quite as true. As time goes by and society changes, women who 

marry out remain close to their families and provide them with financial and emotional 

support, and the relationship between the family by birth and the married woman has 

become closer and closer, as I discussed in Chapter 4. The mother and brothers of the 

family of origin are usually the first people that rural female stayers turn to for help. 
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Jacka's research found that married women's families are often combined with their 

biological families (2012)  and my data resonates with Jacka’s findings. It is easier for 

married women to seek help from their mothers' families, and frequent contact with 

them brings married women and their parents closer together. The natal family becomes 

the strongest support for married women. Thus, despite being seen as the "wai" of the 

natal family, this does not affect the daughters' closeness to their families of origin, and 

their mother becomes their first choice for help.  

  

Ms. Wang is a stay behind woman who lives at home alone with her young son, while 

her husband works in the city. Her relatives do not live in the same village as her. She 

said that:  

  

"I don't ask for help. I have no relatives in this village, nor does my husband. So 

there is no one to ask for help." [Ms. Wang, stay behind woman]  

  

Ms. Wang's case presents a rather unique situation. For rural female stayers who have no 

relatives in the same village, seeking help is always a luxury. Relatives are often by 

default the most likely people to help, as rural communities place more value on blood 

ties between relatives, so they are often seen as family (even if distant). In contrast, it is 

difficult for them to ask for help from outsiders.  

  

Ms. Zheng is a return woman who came back to the rural area because her eldest son has 

reached the age when he should be starting school. At the same time, she has health 

problem, so doing farm work is too much for her. She said:  

  

“I am reluctant to ask for help, I have a strong character and I don't want to 

appear weaker than others. But when I really have no choice, I will ask my 

relatives to help me. But it's only for small things, like taking the children to 

school.” [Ms. Zheng, return woman]  

  

The interview with Ms. Zheng illustrates one aspect of rural female stayer’s reluctance 

to seek help. For some (mostly return women), seeking help from their family is a last 

resort. Self-reliance was a word often used by return women reluctant to seek help. The 
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experience of living in the urban areas away from their families has improved their 

problem-solving skills when faced with difficulties. According to my interviews, most 

of the return women did not have any close friends or family to turn to during their time 

in the city, and even if they did have people they knew in the city, they rarely contacted 

each other because of their busy daily lives and the long distances involved. Therefore, it 

became a habit for return women to solve their difficulties on their own.  

  

On the other hand, asking for help is, to a certain extent, a matter of losing one's mianzi, 

especially if it is refused. Return women tend to think that they are  more capable than 

other rural women, which prevents them from asking for help in case they lose their 

mianzi. Ms. Qin’s example highlights another reason why they are reluctant to ask 

people around them for help. Ms. Qin is a return woman, her husband works in the city, 

and she and her mother live in their rural home. Her two children live in the city and 

they no longer need her care.   

  

"(People around them) think I am capable because I can earn money in town. If I 

ask them for help, it makes them think that I am similar to them and it makes me 

feel ashamed. And if they refused, I would feel even more humiliated." [Ms. Qin, 

return woman]  

  

Return women want to be seen as capable and not seeking help is a way of affirming 

this. At the same time, it is difficult for return women to ask for help and at the same 

time maintain the illusion that they are better than women who have no experience of 

urban life. Asking for help could shatter this illusion and cause them to lose mianzi, so 

they carefully impression-manage  the good opinion that others have of them in every 

way. Therefore, their requests for help are usually for small things that will not be 

judged, such as picking up their children from school, as Ms. Zheng said.  

  

In addition, some rural female stayers provided a different reason for why they do not 

ask others for help. When Ms. Lv, a stay behind woman, spoke of her reluctance to seek 

help from others, she said:  
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"When I had problems, it was really difficult, however, most of these problems 

were not urgent. For example, the crops in the field need to be harvested, but I 

don't go to my land if I'm not well; I'll take my time doing these jobs when I'm 

better. I don't go out and ask for help. If you ask someone for help with 

something, tomorrow they will certainly ask you to help them with something 

else. I'm not in good enough health to go if other people ask me for help. Plus, if 

I'm too busy, I can pay someone to help me ...... that’s much better." [Ms. Lv, 

stay behind woman]  

  

In rural areas, it is common to help people at sowing and harvest time (Hou et.al, 2015). 

It is customary in rural society for favours between farmers to be unpaid and reciprocal, 

and they are an important bridge between villagers (Ren and Yan, 2017). In rural 

society, neighbourhood is a key dimension of social structure (Hou et.al, 2015) and one 

way of maintaining interpersonal relationships with others in the neighbourhood is 

through the exchange of human favours, which must follow two basic rules: firstly, 

obligation. The exchange of favours is an acknowledgement of social status, and this 

acknowledgement is two-way and obligatory. Secondly, there is the idea of "payback". 

The exchange of favours is a two-way process; when one party gives a gift or a favour, 

the other must reciprocate (Zhang and Chen, 2018). As Ms. Lv expresses, accepting help 

from others is an act of agreeing to return the favour in the future, since asking for help 

is itself an act of bowing to others. This is why some rural female stayers no longer ask 

for help from neighbours and others, both to avoid losing mianzi by asking and being 

forced to agree to requests in the future to maintain mianzi. The need to "help" has 

diminished and "favours" have become increasingly marketized in the rural area. In 

urbanised rural areas, relying on 'help' from acquaintances is no longer the only option, 

and villagers are increasingly using market mechanisms to solve their production and 

livelihood needs (Yang and Yang, 2018). My data, such as in the example of Ms. Lv 

above, showed related findings to those of Yang and Yang (2018), that more and more 

people are abandoning the cultural norms of human interaction in favour of the value of 

equal value exchange. This is due to the fact that increasing numbers of rural people are 

moving to the cities and returning to their hometowns, meaning that marketisation in the 

cities is gradually entering the countryside. When the acquaintance model is broken 

down, remuneration becomes the better option in order to maintain mianzi. This mode of 



   140  
  

payment on the one hand reduces the burden of having to deal with people in order to 

keep up appearances, and on the other hand seems fairer and more acceptable to the 

person being hired. At the same time, it should be noted that Ms. Lv's example is still a 

rare case, and most people are still willing to help each other, which strengthens the 

exchanges between the two sides and promotes good feeling. Just as return woman Ms. 

Cao said, "(mutual help) is between others and me, which is much better. It doesn't feel 

like you're hurting your feelings over money."  

  

5.4.2 Support from government: funding and policy  

Ms. Wei is a stay behind woman, because she has not received much education, she 

never thought of going to the city to work. Her husband and son both work in the city, so 

she is alone at home most of the time. According to her description, her family's 

economic situation is poor in the village. When talking about the difficulties she 

encountered, Ms. Wei said:   

  

"No, we are mainly on our own when we encounter difficulties. I don't dare to 

consider seeking help, the government will help if they can, I haven't thought of 

taking the initiative to seek it myself. I would worry about not being able to get 

help and having others know about my difficulties. The others already look down 

on us now, and if we are turned down for help, they will look down on us even 

more." [Ms. Wei, stay behind woman]  

  

Rural female stayers and their families are informed by the village councils and other 

grassroots government bodies about the relevant policies and help available to them, 

including financial assistance. But rural female stayers rarely go to village councils and 

other agencies to seek help, and many  would find it difficult to go to the village hall 

because they are worried about their problems becoming common knowledge. What Fei 

calls an acquaintance society is also a 'familiar' one, in which each person knows 

everything about the other members of the group; nothing that happens within the group  

escapes the view of each member; in short, all information is shared in an acquaintance 

society (1998). Although the administrative village is made up of several natural villages 

and is a semi-acquainted society, people in the village are still familiar with others, 

especially those who used to live in the same natural village and know each other well. 
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As the people in the village are more familiar with each other, information is easily 

shared between people, so social evaluation and face punishment of villagers is also easy 

to achieve (Wang, 2009b). Most of the staff serving on the village councils are local 

people who have been born and bred in the village, and they are well informed about the 

people of the village and have a good understanding of the rural situation. Ms. Zhao is a 

stay behind woman and her response is representative: "I don't want other people to 

know the state of my family. They might be able to guess some of it, but if you go to the 

village council (for help) you need to fill in a form and it's impossible to hide (my 

family's situation). I can't let my husband lose mianzi." As my data shows, when 

information cannot be kept confidential, stay behind women are afraid they will lose 

their mianzi if others find out about their difficulties, so they rarely seek out help. In 

addition, as Ms. Wei mentioned, most of the families who need help are in a 

disadvantaged position in the village and often face discrimination or prejudice from 

others, so are sometimes reluctant to seek help and risk  their mianzi. Also, when help is 

refused, rural female stayers feel that they have lost their mianzi and this is one reason 

why it is difficult for them to seek help. Especially when these families are already in a 

vulnerable situation in the village, they are more worried and concerned about the 

perception of others and want to protect their mianzi. This resonates with Wang's 

findings that as an integrated resource, mianzi forms a hierarchical structure within the 

village (Wang, 2009b). It is further explained that the hierarchical relationships that exist 

within the village are influenced by mianzi, and that villagers at the 'top' of the hierarchy 

need to avoid letting people find out about their deficiencies in order to protect their 

mianzi, as this may cause them to lose prestige in the village and thus lose status. At the 

same time, villagers at the 'lower' end of the hierarchy may work hard to gain more 

prestige in the village, gain more mianzi and then become the 'upper' end of the 

hierarchy. So many rural female stayers and their families are reluctant to expose the 

difficulties their families face, which in many cases is not just a question of losing their 

mianzi, as it is also likely they will lose their original rank in the village.  

  

Despite her reluctance to seek help from those around her, Ms. Sun who is a return 

woman, takes the initiative to go to the village committee to enquire about various types 

of policies, She said:  
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"I have taken the initiative to find out about government policies, hoping to find 

one that fits my situation ...... Sometimes, it’s hard to ask for help from other 

people, but asking for help from the government is much easier." [Ms. Sun, 

return woman]  

  

The interesting finding here is that the return women in my study have been more active 

in seeking help from the government than the stay behind women, and Ms. Sun’s answer 

serves as a representative example. Most of the return women interviewed admitted to 

going to the village council to ask about government policies and seek help.  As return 

woman Ms. Qian says, "I often go to the village hall to see if there are any new policies 

that apply to my situation and I would like to get some help. The help is practical and I 

don't worry about other people laughing at me." Return women do not seem to be as 

worried as stay behind women about the possibility of losing their mianzi, as finding a 

solution to their problems proves their competence. From Ms. Chu’s point of view, she 

was "able to get help and it shows my ability. My family as well as my neighbours feel 

that I am the one who has the ability." Return women refuse to make the connection 

between losing their mianzi and being able to get help. At the same time, this shows that 

they are more interested in gaining recognition for their help than whether they will lose 

their mianzi because of rejection. Besides, return women's urban work experience gave 

them the opportunity to meet and interact with more strangers, as Ms. Chu notes: "When 

I was working in the city, even if someone helped introduce me to a job, I had to 

negotiate my own salary and the employers were strangers ...... But after a few times, I 

got braver.... Now in the village all I have to do is go to the village council and ask (the 

council is full of people I know) and I have no trepidation." The experience of living in 

the city has helped to open the eyes of rural female stayers and has also changed their 

minds to a certain extent, enhancing their ability to interact with others. In addition, 

when dealing with other farmers, farmers often act differently depending on the position 

they hold in the village in relation to the other part, and 'they have to look at people to 

do things', as there is a disparity of power and obligations between different classes 

(Wang, 2009b). As Wang points out, rural people make decisions about their own 

behaviour based on what others see, which is also a way for them to protect their 

mianzi(2009c), and Ms. Chen's interview corroborates Wang's view: "People in the 

village feel that people who work in the city have seen the world, so even though I am 



   143  
  

now back living in the village, they still look at me with that impression and are more 

polite to me when I go to the village council to ask questions. They are polite to me and 

I feel I have mianzi and act more confident." The experience of living in the city has, to 

some extent, given return women more recognition and the village people are happy to 

give them mianzi, so they are more positive about seeking help and are not worried 

about losing their mianzi due to asking for help.    

  

Most of the return women spoke about their experience of going to the village council to 

ask about policies and seek help on their own initiative. Moreover, their experience of 

living in the city played a positive role in their search for help. Meanwhile, rural female 

stayers who have relatives or parents in the village were less proactive in accessing 

policies though. Most of the rural female stayers’ families who have benefited from 

government policies, for example, by receiving subsidies, were contacted by village 

government staff about the policies and accepted the welfare on offer.  On the one hand, 

asking their parents or relatives for help does not bring about a loss of mianzi, as these 

people fall under the category of family members. On the other hand, seeking help from 

the government may lead to a situation of being looked down upon. In relationships 

between families, such as husband and wife, parents and children, there is no problem of 

losing or increasing mianzi. However, when social distance expands from the family to 

the community and the village, the problem of mianzi begins to come to the fore 

(Kinnison, 2017). Many basic rural matters, including the distribution of benefits and 

subsidies, are decided by the grassroots village council. Due to the fact that everyone in 

the village is familiar with each other, many people who go to the village council for 

help are quickly made aware of their situation by the whole village, and the rejection of 

their request for help can make them feel ashamed. Furthermore, return women exhibit 

an ambivalence:  they emphasise that they do not want to seek help from their families 

because it might affect other people’s opinions of them and thus cause a loss of mianzi; 

but they see getting help from the village council as confirmation of their own 

capabilities. Return women do not agree that there is an inverse correlation between 

asking for help and mianzi, and they see their urban experience as giving them mianzi in 

the village. Being able to get help by asking for it demonstrates their competence. 

Therefore, they were more positive about seeking help from the village council than the 

stay behind women.  
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5.5 Conclusion  

As a very important part of Chinese culture, mianzi is thoroughly integrated into the 

daily lives of rural female stayers and influences them in many ways. Rural people are 

very concerned with the issue of 'mianzi' in their daily lives and  when they talk about 

other people, they tend to protect their mianzi by finding more appropriate reasons for 

their choices in order to get the listener to acknowledge the validity of these choices. 

Rural female stayers protect their mianzi by countering the prejudices of others and by 

emphasising self-choice in order to construct their positive approach to life as well as 

show their agency to make decisions for the family and even the village. Through the 

analysis of how rural female stayers maintain their mianzi, it is easy to find that in a 

situation where stay behind and return women do not know each other well, they tend be 

positive about their lives and choices in order to preserve their mianzi, while trying to 

find better reasons for their choices. In the process of maintaining their mianzi, rural 

female stayers  attempt  to break down prejudices. When they are able to gain or retain 

mianzi, their status is enhanced and this provides them with additional resources in 

facing life and its various difficulties.  

  

At the same time, it is worth noting that the experience of living in the city has had a 

greater impact on rural female stayers than might have been expected. On the one hand, 

society does not have enough tolerance and understanding for return women, and has 

created a ‘loser’ image for them. On the other hand, it's difficult for stay behind women 

who have never lived in the urban areas to understand the migration experiences of 

return women. Indeed, given that the Confucianism ideology of women's roles and 

responsibilities within the family is paramount, return women who leave their families 

are already initially in a position of incomprehension. To some rural people, migrant 

workers look like second-class citizens of the city. Under the impact of these two ideas, 

return women who decide to go back to the rural area have certain difficulties in 

breaking these prejudices and misconceptions. However, it is the experience of 

migration that creates new possibilities for return women and  allows them to gain more 

recognition and a voice from those around them, which in turn shapes their possibilities 

to gain and retain mianzi. As a result, return women express more certainty about their 

status and right to be involved t in making decisions.  
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In addition, the role of agency in the protection of mianzi is important. For if we think of 

'agency' as a right, it is the ability we have to control our own destiny and influence the 

development of other people and things (Man, 2016). On the one hand, in order to 

protect mianzi, rural female stayers emphasise how they exercise agency by showing 

their lives, in terms of decision-making power and so on. On the other hand, as I have 

elaborated in the literature review, agency is constrained by the limited space in which 

women's efforts to protect the mianzi are displayed, as well as by the cultural context. 

Thus, return women may have more space to mobilise agency, in contrast to stay behind 

women, given their experience of urban life. 

 

Through exploring how rural female stayers face prejudice and protect their mianzi, we 

gain further understanding of how they try to use the limited resources available to them 

to shore up their social status.. In the next chapter, I would like to continue this focus on 

the ways that rural female stayers are able to emphasise the positive aspects of their 

lives, and turn to explore what they have to say on the subject of happiness and its 

meaning in daily life.      
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Chapter 6 A ‘happy life’ for rural female stayers?  

In previous studies of rural female stayers (Li, 2010; Wang and Wu, 2020; Ju and Wang, 

2022), the main emphasis has often been on the negative aspects of their lives, such as 

their misfortunes. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, rural female stayers often 

struggle with these negative views and social misconceptions as they attempt to maintain 

their mianzi. With this in mind, the key question I explore in this chapter is what 

constitutes a 'good' or 'happy' life for these rural female stayers, and in what ways they 

claim that happiness is (and is not) relevant to their lives. I argue that it is important to 

focus on how rural female stayers understand happiness, as this counteracts some of the 

ways in which others define their lives. We can see how they themselves define or 

describe their own lives and with what views, as well as the  way they approach this life. 

Furthermore, from a more critical perspective, the possibility of happiness as described 

by rural female stayers helps us to understand social conventions about the way life 

‘should’ be lived as a woman in rural China, as the happiness they describe is articulated 

in relation to these norms. I suggest that these assumptions about how life should be 

lived as a stay- behind Chinese women in turn, limit the parameters of their lives in 

particular ways.  

  

In much of the existing literature pertaining to people living in rural China, happiness 

has been measured quantitatively as part of the construct of subjective happiness (Shui 

et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2018). Whilst these studies have been helpful in highlighting 

various factors that correlate with subjective happiness, I wanted to prioritise my 

participants’ own understandings of happiness. In exploring these ideas, I draw on 

sociological approaches to happiness that have explored what the idea of  happiness 

does, and how it organises social life. In particular, Ahmed, writing about happiness in 

Western contexts suggests that happiness can be something we wish for, on the one hand 

a way of getting what we want, and on the other a symbol that we have got what we 

want (Ahmed, 2010). Ahmed attempts to guide us to think about what really makes us 

happy, what makes us unhappy and what happiness is if we can achieve it (2010). 

Ahmed bases her interpretation of happiness directly on a sociological theory of 

emotions, for example, by examining the things that are influenced by happiness. In this, 

she critically suggests that happiness does not come from 'good things' (p20), but rather 
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that nice things are the product of our happiness being repeated over and over again. At 

the same time, she talks about how family is both something that affects us and 

something that we are led by (2010). Although many people think of happiness as the 

feeling of good things in life, in reality happiness is a balance of good and bad 

experiences (Cieslik, 2015).   

  

While Ahmed's arguments provide a useful critical lens for thinking about happiness, 

they are developed in relation to the way in which happiness works in Western contexts. 

In this chapter, I am concerned with what happiness means in the lives of rural female 

stayers in rural China. This requires an understanding of the cultural meanings and 

possibilities  of happiness in China. Through my data I will show how the Chinese rural 

female stayers in my study understand or illustrate a happy life through their own 

reflections on their lives. Retaining a critical perspective, I also consider what these 

versions of a happy life could be said to ‘do’, i.e. how do they also define the parameters 

of a normal life.   

  

In this chapter, I will analyse the possibilities of happiness for rural female stayers from 

their own accounts. I begin by exploring what a happy life is like as described by rural 

female stayers. In the second section I turn to consider how happiness was often 

described in relation to understandings of the future and I will highlight the issue of 

“bentou”, as a specific set of relations to the future. Finally, I will discuss some unusual 

cases encountered during the data collection - rural female stayers for whom happiness 

was not a topic that can be talked about.   

  

6.1. Happiness for rural female stayers (both stay behind women and 
return women)  

It is important to note that when I talked to stay behind women about happiness, they 

also referred to it in terms of a satisfying life. Sometimes, they used the word satisfied to 

replace the word happiness. This is because in Chinese, the word "satisfaction" means to 

feel happy because of fulfilling one's wishes and conforming to one's own mind. 

Although we Chinese people do talk about happiness a lot in our daily lives, happiness is 

often seen as a big concept and is not an ‘everyday’ topic. During the interviews, I found 

that participants were relatively subtle in their expressions of emotion, so they often 
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used less emotive words instead of strong ones. For example, they often used the phrase 

okay or indifferent rather than stating clearly that something is good or bad, and they 

rarely expressed their extreme pleasure or disgust at anything.  

  

6.1.1What makes a happy life for rural female stayers?  

Due to their need to take care of their families, when rural female stayers described their 

happy lives for me, it often revolved around family life. Just as it is impossible to avoid 

children, parents and husbands when talking about the everyday life of rural female 

stayers, in fact, when the conversation revolved around happiness, these are the parts 

that were at the heart of the conversation. Taking good care of their children and family 

is usually the benchmark for defining successful women in Chinese society. So, when 

rural female stayers believe that what they are doing is in line with social values, they 

gain a sense of satisfaction and pride. Therefore, they always emphasised their 

fulfilment of society's demands on women when they described what it means to live 

happily.   

  

First, for rural female stayers, children often dominated these accounts. Ms. Zhou is a 

return woman, and she has a daughter who is studying in high school, she said:   

  

"My life is mainly focused on taking care of my child ...... She is still doing well 

in her studies and this is because I have insisted that she develops good study 

habits from the time she started school. Until now, I will accompany her to do 

her homework every day. I was always worried that she wouldn't be able to learn 

on her own. Because I try to accompany her when she is studying, I have to do 

most of the housework late at night or early in the morning. But when she gets 

praise from her teachers or gets good grades, I feel that my effort is worth it. The 

fact that she is good makes me happy." [Ms. Zhou, return woman]  

  

As I illustrated in Chapter 4, motherhood is a very important part of rural female stayers’ 

lives. Children are a key focus, and rural female stayers’ descriptions of happiness often 

revolve around the topic of their children. Just as parents should teach their children as a 

matter of course, the family-centred rural female stayers in my study see their children's 

success as their own happiness, while they focus on their children's education and life. 
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During the interviews, rural female stayers mentioned that parents, especially stay 

behind mothers, gain a great sense of happiness and achievement through the success of 

their children when they achieve the goals set by their parents. They rely on their 

children to achieve their own happiness. The stay behind mothers I interviewed took 

great pride in talking about their children's good qualities, especially when they are 

developing in the way they want them to, and the needs and wants of the child are 

sometimes ignored in this process. For example, when her child clashes with her own 

ideas, Ms. Qian’s response is straightforward. Ms. Qian is a return woman who only has 

one son. Because of her son's poor school record, she sent her son to the army as a 

soldier two years ago.   

  

"My son is not good at school and he didn't want to study in his first year in 

junior high school. I disagreed, so he didn't drop out of school. I asked him had 

to at least graduate from junior high school ...... I had hoped he would go to 

university, but now I have to change my mind and find another road for him. It 

will be easier for him to find a job when he returns from the army in the future."  

[Ms. Qian, return woman]  

  

Growing up is often treated as a generational conflict by both parents and their child, the 

child wants what the parents do not want (Zhang, 2008). In a Western context, Ahmed 

(2010) suggests that reconciling the respective needs is the main pillar of a  happy 

family: either the child understands the wisdom of the parents and then aligns her needs 

with what the parents want for her, or the parents understand the child and align their 

wishes for the child with the child's needs; or, of course, it is most often the case that 

both parties reach relative agreement through some kind of compromise (Ahmed, 2010). 

Although this is true of some Chinese families to some extent, for most families in my 

research, it is not so much that the children understand their parents' decisions as that the 

children mostly lose the right to choose. As my participant expressed, within the 

Chinese happiness story, it is the choices and growing up that meet the parents' 

standards that are seen as right, or as making a happy life. Children are prescribed a life 

and are entrusted with the hopes of their parents. If they fail to achieve their parents' 

initial plans, then their parents change their goals and plan their children's lives for a 

second time. The child will rarely contradict the parent's decision, which is in effect a 
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compromise on their part. Ms. Qian’s choice to ‘find another road for him’ is similar to 

the majority of the rural female stayers I interviewed. When children themselves have 

difficulty reaching the goals initially set for them, rural female stayers have to 

compromise on the reality of the situation and choose another path that fits their values 

and allows them to achieve a 'good' life goal for their children. Even if it is a 

compromise, when this goal is eventually reached, rural female stayers see it as the right 

choice and are happy that it has been achieved. Despite the compromise made by rural 

female stayers, we cannot say that this is a victory for the child. As Ms. Zhou kept 

stressing, "They are too young to understand society. So how can they make their own 

decisions? The parents' [plans] are for their own good, and this they will know when 

they grow up." It is therefore important to note that the happiness of rural female stayers 

has little to do with whether their children actually feel happy or not; their understanding 

of happiness is based more on their own values. Rather than seeking happiness through 

the happiness experienced by their children, they express happiness when their children 

grow up in accordance with their plans. This is qualitatively different from what happens 

with Western parents, whose desire for the child's happiness may be providing some 

freedom (Ahmed, 2010). My participants saw their children's success as their own 

happiness and the paths they choose for their children are mostly in line with popular 

values. In fact, they position growing up in a way that meets the public's expectations, 

which is deemed the most important thing, as they just want their children to grow up in 

a way that fits with the prevailing social norms. For example, to leave the countryside to 

go to university and then to work and stay in the city, or to learn skills that can help 

them get a job more easily. Ahmed argues that when a parent says 'I just want you to be 

happy' they are indicating that it is easy to be happy, that it is something good for a 

parent to want, and so the  child should want it to (2010). This means it is harder for a 

child to pursue different outcomes. Rural female stayers impose their own values on 

their children while deriving their own happiness from them. Thus, the child is asked to 

fulfil the mother's wishes, and rural female stayers only describe that condition as 

happiness if their children fulfil their expectations.  

  

In addition to children, the presence of parents as the people being cared for by the rural 

female stayers are also a feature of their accounts of the meanings and possibilities of 

happiness. Ms. Feng has to look after her husband's father and her youngest daughter on 
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her own during the periods when her husband goes to the urban area, although her 

daughter is in town for school, and only returns home at weekends.  

She said:  

  

"My parents-in-law were very good to me, and now I take good care of the 

elderly [meaning her husband's father] as well. It is my duty to do so, too. They 

often praise me to their relatives and I feel happy even if I have to work more. I 

get on well with my parents-in-law, which makes my life comfortable and happy. 

Since my mother-in-law passed, looking after my father-in-law I think is my 

responsibility, he is my husband's parent, which means my parent ...... I am quite 

happy with my life now, my father-in-law is in good health, in fact I just help to 

cook for him, he is able to do most things by himself. On the other hand, he has 

some government-issued benefits which also help my family live better. I'm quite 

content now." [Ms. Feng, stay behind woman]  

  

When the husbands of stay behind families go out to work, the main responsibility for 

caring for parents will be taken on by rural female stayers, as mentioned in Chapter 4. 

Because of her ability to take care of her children and her husband's parents, Ms. Feng 

feels happy with her life. For Ms. Feng, her main responsibility during the week is to 

take care of her husband's father. But it is not a 'difficult job' as her husband's father can 

do most of the work himself and she has to do very little and there is not a lot of heavy 

lifting involved. At the same time, her husband's father receives some financial 

assistance from the government. This money is also considered to be the family's 

income and will be managed by Ms. Feng's husband. This income has gone some way to 

reducing the financial stress suffered by the family and has improved their quality of 

life. In her account, the chores she needed to do were within her reach and were seen as 

work that was meant to be hers, so she felt happy when she finished. Also, the praise she 

received was an aspect of her life that she rated as happy, which was seen as an added 

'bonus'.  

  

Ms. Zhu is a return woman and now lives with her mother-in-law in the rural area. Her 

husband works in the city. Her children are away at school and are only home during the 
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school holidays. Therefore, she and her mother-in-law are usually the only two people in 

the house. She said that:  

  

"My husband usually works in the city, so it's usually just me and my mother in-

law at home. They (meaning her mother-in-law) are mainly taken care of by me, 

and that's the way it should be. If their daughter is willing to come and help me 

take care of them together I am of course happy, but I don't care if she doesn't 

come, it is supposed to be my duty. My mother-in-law often praises me to my 

neighbours. Although I sometimes feel like it is hard work, I also feel that this 

hard work is deserved. All in all, my days are very happy every day. " [Ms. Zhu, 

return woman]  

  

In the context of filial culture, rural female stayers construct as natural the taking on of 

the responsibility of caring for their parents (mainly meaning their husband's parents). 

When rural female stayers take on this "required" responsibility, they feel that they are 

doing the right thing. At the same time, if family members praise rural female stayers for 

taking care of their parents, they feel that they have been recognized by others, and this 

recognition is experienced as happiness. Meanwhile, rural female stayers barely mention 

the husband's responsibility when it comes to caring for the in-laws. This is partly due to 

the fact that most of their husbands work outside the home and do not live with their 

parents for long periods of time, and partly due to the fact that, as I mentioned in 

Chapter 4, the responsibility for caring for parents is often taken up by women, and thus 

reflects gendered expectations.  

  

Ms. Sun previously worked in the city with her husband and returned to the countryside 

a few years ago to care for her father. She is proud of her choice when she talks about 

this:   

  

"My father is very old and it is difficult for him to take care of himself. After my 

mother became ill, there was no one else who could take care of him. I then 

decided that I would take care of it. I couldn't let my parents live badly, and even 

though I have a lot less income since I came back, I feel happy because I did 

what I was supposed to do. I didn't think about sending them to a nursing home, 
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you know, there was no other way to do it. I can afford it, it's just a bit of hard 

work, I can't have people saying they don't look after the elderly." [Ms. Sun, 

return woman]  

  

Ms. Sun's interview indicates that choosing to care for her parents will result in a sense 

of happiness, even though it may reduce their income and lower their standard of living. 

Rural female stayers’ contribution to the family is recognized by their families as a 

source of happiness. For most rural female stayers, their contributions to the family or 

children are expected by other family members and society, and they regard these as the 

source of their value to the family. Although financial pressure for the whole family has 

always been an area that cannot be ignored, it is more often placed on men. Rural female 

stayers in my study often need to deal with matters from within the family, so they do 

not tend to hesitate when faced with caring for the elderly. At the same time, rural 

female stayers do not think that they are inferior to other people because they care for 

their children or the elderly alone. On the contrary, in their view, this reflects the quality 

of a good wife and mother in line with historical Chinese culture.   

  

Rural female stayers always take care of their parents-in-law at home. This is because 

children are expected to take care of their parents, which is in line with the Chinese 

culture of filial piety, and women are seen as the implementers of parental care.  

Ochiai (2008a) argues that in China, one of the reasons why the elderly need to be cared 

for by their children is due to the lack of institutions or systems in society to care for 

them. My research showed the differences with Ochiai’s research's finding that, in rural 

areas, taking care of their parents is more a matter of inheriting traditional living habits. 

As Ms. Sun talks about, sending an elderly person to an institution can be gossiped 

about by others and seen as unfilial. Whether or not to send the elderly to an institution 

is a controversial issue in Chinese society, as it is not in line with the Chinese culture of 

filial piety, which sees it as filial for children to have to take care of their parents, but to 

take care of them through an institution, even if the children will invest money, is still 

seen as somewhat unfilial. Moreover, many elderly people are reluctant to go to an 

institution and they feel they are being abandoned (Wu, 2017). Historically, Chinese 

culture has placed high demands on filial piety, which is seen as a way for children to 

reciprocate the kindness of their parents, as mentioned in Chapter4. The Chinese saying 
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'bai shan xiao wei xian'33 expresses the extremely high status of filial piety. Thus, from 

the perspective of children, it is their duty to take care of their parents; from the 

perspective of parents, being taken care of is a reward for having raised children in the 

past. In my study, I found that these normative ideas of filial piety were evident in rural 

female stayers’ accounts of their happiness and satisfaction in caring for elderly relatives 

and they did not refer to the availability of institutional elder care.  

  

Ms. Han is a stay behind woman, and her husband works in the urban area most of the 

year. She lives with her parents-in-law and her son in the parents-in-law’s home. She 

said that:  

  

" After I got married, I lived with my parents-in-law. They took good care of me 

and treated me like a daughter. Therefore, I lived a very comfortable and happy 

life at my in-law's home." [Ms. Han, stay behind woman]  

  

Because rural female stayers live with their parents-in-law, it is not just the satisfaction 

and status that women gain from caring for them that facilitates the description of this as 

a happy life, but also the relationships among them . According to my participants, like 

Ms. Han, for rural female stayers in rural China, family happiness is not only reflected in 

their relationship with their children, but also in their relationship with their parents-in-

law (e.g. being treated ‘like a daughter’). How well they get along with their parents in-

laws has a significant impact on their daily lives. Although taking care of elders may 

increase the workload of rural female stayers, rural female stayers describe having a 

harmonious relationship with their parents in law as helping them to achieve a greater 

sense of wellbeing. This is supported by Ms. Han's story about her neighbour who lives 

with her mother-in-law, too.  

  

"Her mother-in-law didn't like her when she got married and disliked that her 

natal family was poor ...... She hadn't gone out to work before, but her mother-in-

law always scolded her, so she had no choice but to go to work with her husband; 

she came back to the village a few years ago because she was looking after her 

children who are school-age. Her mother-in law said she could not take the 

 
33 Meaning f of all the virtues, filiality comes first.  
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children to school and asked her to come back and bring them up herself (my 

mother-in-law helped me bring up the children all those years). But she has 

earned some money from her part-time job, so her mother-in-law is now treating 

her better than before." [Ms. Han, stay behind woman]  

  

The story of Ms. Han's neighbour also proves that maintaining a good relationship with 

your mother-in-law is important for a happy life. Although it is not necessarily the 

responsibility of a mother-in-law to help her daughter-in-law take care of the children, it 

is a default custom in China. Ms. Han only mentions her neighbour being scolded by her 

mother-in-law and the need to bring up her children herself, however, this is a small 

thing in daily life, from the small thing that shows the impact of a bad relationship with 

her mother-in law is actually felt in all aspects of daily life. The inconvenience of 

everyday life is only one part of the equation, but there is also the emotional stress that 

can affect the happiness of rural female stayers.  

  

As noted in Chapter 4, the topic of husbands was a concern for my participants in their 

descriptions of daily life. Husbands also featured in discussions of happiness. Rural 

female stayers generally talked about not being decision makers in the family, but that 

the context of being rural female stayers impacted on this. For example, Ms. Wu, who is 

a stay behind woman said:  

  

"I used to listen to my husband, but he's away from home so much now that I can't 

wait for him to decide on a lot of things ...... I occasionally worry if he'll object to 

my decisions ...... But since I started deciding on things around the house, I feel 

like life has gotten a little easier. The conditions at home now definitely don't meet 

everyone's needs. The children have to be satisfied first, the parents have to be 

taken care of, I can suffer and it's okay [if my demands are not met] ……It's the 

feeling that I have the initiative, even though my needs are still not being met, but 

that was the one I gave up voluntarily. This life where I can make decisions makes 

me feel happy." [Ms. Wu, stay behind woman]  

  

The rural female stayers who I interviewed do not generally seek the right to make 

decisions in family matters, as Ms. Wu said, “I never hope for the right to make the 
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decision, and it is normal to follow the husband". Most of the women who I interviewed 

showed indifference towards the right to speak their mind or they agreed with the 

traditional family relations, where the husband is the main decision maker in the family. 

But when the husband left the family to work outside the home, this traditional pattern 

of division of labour was broken, giving women more power to decide on family 

matters. As they gradually have more say, rural female stayers find themselves able to 

make more decisions for the family, and although this is often accompanied by stress, 

happiness goes hand in hand with the stress and the power to decide brings them 

satisfaction with themselves. Ms. Wu's face was full of pride when she talked about 

making decisions for her family. She has gained recognition of her place in the family 

by having a voice and thus feels more satisfied with her life. Ms. Wu is happy that she 

can play more of a role in decision making. In fact, although rural female stayers still 

prioritise their families in their decisions, it is the subjective 'sacrifice' that they are 

happy and proud to make. This also demonstrates that the Chinese approach to a happy 

life is passive and stoic, a passive way of coping that appears to emphasise self-restraint, 

but in fact demonstrates the Chinese mentality of "zhi zu chang le”34 (Matthyssen, 

2018). Rural female stayers themselves do not express a strong desire for family power, 

but if they do gain some, they are very aware that they have a lot or more than they did 

before, giving an account of themselves feeling satisfied through gaining power, and 

thus happy.  

 

Ms. Zhu’s family has just moved into a newly built house. She used to work in the city 

with her husband, but returned to the countryside for the birth of her second child, and 

has since stayed there to look after the elderly and children. Ms. Zhu said that:  

  

“He knows that he can't take care of the family without me. We're getting better 

now, and in addition to his (husband's) income from working, the government 

also subsidises the children's schooling. In the past, I wouldn't have thought we 

could live in a house like this." [Ms. Zhu, return woman]  

  

 
34 From ‘Laozi’, meaning to know contentment and be always happy. It describes resting on the benefits and status 
already obtained.  
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On the one hand, Ms. Zhu affirms her indispensability to the family, and on the other, 

she indirectly expresses her contented views towards life. A happy life is one of gaining 

recognition, especially for rural female stayers who cannot earn money for the 

household. Compared to her previous living situation, Ms. Zhu 's family's material 

conditions have improved significantly, which has given her a clear sense of happiness 

and achievement ‘living in a house like this’.   

  

Ms. Zhang is a return woman, and she lives with her father-in-law and two children in the 

rural area. Her husband  is employed in the city as a construction site worker. She said:  

  

"The biggest thing I expect from my husband is that he earns money to come 

back home...... this determines how happy or unhappy we are with our family's 

life. I don't need him to worry about things at home and I can take care of the 

elderly and children. When he was working on the previous construction site he 

earned a good income and I found the days relaxed; recently, he has been doing 

all the temporary work so his income is very unstable and I often worry about the 

money ......" [Ms. Zhang, return woman]  

  

In addition, as I have highlighted several times in my analysis, the focus of rural female 

stayers’ discussion often centred on household income. When it comes to happiness, a 

stable and adequate income is central. For rural female stayers, when the lowest physical 

needs are met, only then they can talk about other needs. Many rural female stayers 

believe that as long as their husband works hard to earn money and they look after their 

families at home, they can have a happy family and marriage, and further, that the 

happiness of the family becomes rural female stayers’ own happiness. Therefore, it is 

inevitable that rural female stayers will be worried and stressed about the financial 

situation of the family. The husband chooses to work in the city so that his family can 

get a better life and improve their economic conditions. According to Ms. Zhang’s story, 

there is a positive correlation between economic income and happiness. Despite the fact 

that a family without a husband lacks someone to share the stresses, chores and  labour 

with, the rural female stayers do not mind sacrificing their own interests, they gain their 

own happiness through the happiness of their family. As Ms. Zhang says, "When the 

family is feeling happy, I am feeling happy."  
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To sum up, the lives of rural female stayers revolve around family, and their descriptions 

of their happy lives revolve around their family members. When rural female stayers 

talk about this, their accounts are mostly based on the inherent idea of 'nan zhu wai, nv 

zhu nei' which I mentioned in Chapter 4, which emphasises the fact that women focus on 

the internal affairs of the family and men focus on the external aspects. In their accounts 

of their present lives, my participants placed their family's happiness ahead of their own, 

for example, suggesting that they did not mind hard work as long as their family 

members were happy. As I have illustrated throughout this section, rural female stayers’ 

descriptions of happiness are completely in line with social norms and social values 

concerning the role of a ‘good’ wife, mother and daughter-in-law. Thus, it is important 

to recognize how gendered norms are implicated in a template for a so-called 'good life' 

for rural female stayers, potentially hindering other possibilities for a ‘happy’ life.   

  

When discussing the issue of happiness with my participants, a large part of their 

attention was focused on talking about income and consumption. They often connected 

their happiness to being in a good economic situation (and conversely, as I consider 

further later in this chapter, accounts of the absence of happiness were often connected 

to difficult economic circumstances). As I talked about in Chapter 4, the reason why 

many people leave the rural area is so that they can earn more money in the urban area. 

Given the relatively poor living conditions in rural areas, and the low and limited 

income levels, it is unsurprising that the participants’ narratives of happiness are 

connected to economic prosperity. For example, Ms. Zhang talked about how "(our 

family) didn't have a house before thinking about having a house of our own, but now 

that we have built a house after earning money, we feel quite good and have extra peace 

of mind every day." For many families with rural female stayers, most of them are faced 

with caring for the elderly as well as children. So income has a big impact on them and 

many families have a heavy financial burden as they need to cover the education costs of 

their younger children as well as saving up for a house for their older children 

(especially their sons) to get married in the future. Notably though, echoing many other 

aspects of their narratives, the financial requirements of rural female stayers are 

basically centred around family or children. In contrast to research concerning gender in 

urban China (e.g., Tao and Li, 2015; Qian and Qian, 2014), my participants do not 
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generally give accounts of happiness as connected to their own individual financial 

security. However, as I go on to explore in the next section, women who have migrated 

to cities and have returned, do position their own self-development and (to some extent) 

pleasure as an important source of satisfaction.    

  

6.1.2 The specific circumstances of return women  

Urban life not only increases the income of rural families, but also opens the eyes of the 

women who have experienced urban life. This urban life has changed the mindset of 

return women and their experience of urban life has brought them new perspectives and 

aspirations. As a result, when they talk about happiness, they emerge with multiple 

perspectives.  

  

Ms. Chu is a return woman. After finishing looking after her children's schooling in the 

urban area, Ms. Chu returned to the rural area under her husband’s request, and when 

she talked about the changes to her life, she said that:  

  

“One has to be satisfied with oneself. Urban living experience is actually an 

upgrade for me. I feel more confident than before because I have a wider 

perspective than before. I feel that doing housework at home is actually making a 

contribution...... (Before) I felt that earning money was the most important thing 

for the family and so my husband contributed a lot to the family, but now I feel 

that I can also make a big contribution to the family. The exposure to people in 

the city is different and my own ability has improved ...... and I'm pursuing 

different things. I originally went out for my children to accompany them to 

school, but now although it still revolves around the children, I occasionally 

spend a little money for my own amusement (for myself also to be able to spare a 

little)." [Ms. Chu, return woman]  

  

Return women who had experienced the city were more able to  acknowledge their value 

and contribution to their families. As described in Chapters 4 and 5, experiences gained 

through living in the city for a period of time seemed to impact return women's accounts 

of themselves. In fact, city life seems to have provided a chance for them to develop a 

new understanding of what they contribute. This change is also an expression of how 
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they define their lives. As return women come to realise their contribution and value to 

their families, the way they express their satisfaction is often through economic 

consumption. This seems to be a reward, showing that they are worthy of this 'non-

essential' unplanned spending.  

 

In the interview Ms. Chu also talks about how her life and thoughts have changed since 

she returned to the countryside as a return woman. After she came back to the rural area, 

she did not want to just stay at home. So, she used her experience of working in the 

urban areas to find some temporary work in the surrounding areas of the village. She 

also talked about the changing of her husband’s attitude, and the impact on the gendered 

division of labour within the home. She said:   

  

"Because I earn money, my husband can't complain that I'm only idle at 

home ...... My husband and I are the same now, we both have income outside, so 

when we are at home, he has to do the housework too, like washing clothes and 

so on......I'm glad I'm bringing in an income for the family as well." [Ms. Chu, 

return woman]  

  

As vital as the income return women bring home is, the change in their families' 

attitudes is also crucial. And while return women express how city life has changed their 

thinking, they are also excited to express the changes in their family’s view of them as a 

result. Although many return women still acknowledge that their husbands' income 

remains the main source of household income, the fact that they can earn their own 

money helps them to be on the same level as their husbands. In other words, for these 

return women, having an income is much more important than how much they earn 

when it comes to measuring their household contribution. In addition, when the husband 

becomes more involved in the household work, return women are relieved from the 

workload on the one hand and feel that they have gained a more equal status on the 

other. For example, Ms. Zhao said "We are all the same now, we all take on part of the 

housework at home". Ms. Zhang also talked about this, "I have less work to do now so I 

have time to go out a bit and do things I want to do, like play poker."  
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Then there is the example of Ms. Cao who after returning to the countryside, is now a 

housewife and has no financial income. She expressed during the interview that she 

found life in the city more comfortable and happy, during the time when she had her 

own income, she said: "When I was in the city, my husband always discuss with me 

when I say something have opposite view with him, but now if I object to him, he will 

say I don't earn money and use that to silence me."   

  

While Ms. Cao continues to contribute heavy and time consuming labour to her 

household (through unpaid domestic labour), her husband locates value only in her paid 

income. As a consequence, she describes her life satisfaction as higher in the city, where 

she also had an income and was treated as an equal participant in discussions. Her 

interview shows how the contributory nature of domestic work can in fact be easily 

overlooked.  

  

Those around these return women also confirm that they seem different compared with 

the past. Ms. Wu's neighbour is a woman who has returned to her village. Her husband 

did not return to the countryside with her, so she became a stay behind woman after 

returning to the rural area. Ms. Wu said about her neighbour:   

  

"She returned to the countryside because she was pregnant with her second  

child...... It is definitely better to go out to work and earn more ...... But she is 

now also working in a factory around the village. I think she used to live in the 

city and that's why she was thinking of getting a job to earn money. She has a 

busy life, but she feels happier working hard than at home ...... I think my 

neighbour’s life is more bentou than people like us." [Ms. Wu, stay behind 

woman]  

  

Bentou, in this case, means ‘hopes for the future’. The urban experience has given rise to 

a change in the values of return women, which has led as Ms. Wu said to return women 

trying to find work opportunities in rural areas as well. The experience of living in the 

city has, to a certain extent, changed return women’s view of themselves and they have 

developed a sense of relative independence. They also realise that their contribution to 

the family can be focused on more than just family matters. The financial income return 
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women receive from their work gives them a greater sense of their own worth, and they 

described this as satisfaction with life.  

  

Ms. Chu also expressed the fact that she had more rights in the family:  

  

"I myself feel that I have contributed to the family, and I speak more forcefully 

than before, such as when discussing things I can also express my opinion, 

although the big things still have to follow my husband’s decision, I speak out 

my opinion and he will listen now. So I am satisfied with my life, as I often say, I 

have a position in my family, I feel similar to women in the city ...... My children 

also think I am not the kind of housewife his father says...... I have a strong 

personality, and now I am very respectable at home and outside, so I feel that life 

is very hopeful and happy every day, that is, I am quite satisfied with myself and 

my life." [Ms. Chu, return woman]  

  

It is interesting to see the way in which return women attributed decision-making power 

to having a happy, or satisfied life. Unlike stay behind women, the return women are 

less content with patriarchal modes of decision making after their experience of urban 

life. They present a different picture of a happy life in which they emphasise the idea of 

obtaining more equality with men. Although they still recognize their husbands as the 

'authority' of the family, they are satisfied that they have been given a voice. This 

demonstrates that the migrant experience helps rural female stayers to gain more space 

to exercise agency, and that they form narratives in which this increase in agency is 

associated with more happiness.  

  

However, while many return women narrated migration as a journey of self-

transformation that led to a happier (and more individually powerful life) through skills 

acquired in the city, others  suggested that happiness could be found through pursuing a 

more conventional rural life. The urban population is becoming more and more mobile, 

and living spaces more and more isolated and closed. As Ms. Chu said, "When I lived in 

the city the neighbours didn't know each other. Because most people moved around a 

lot, they didn't have time to get to know each other." For rural female stayers life in this 

environment seems even more difficult to adjust to. Unlike men who work outside the 
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home, they have relatively limited access to people, especially mothers who are 

accompanying their children, which can make their lives very narrow. Ms. Jiang who is 

a return woman: "I can't go out to work because I need to look after my children. My 

daily life is basically staying at home and my main opportunity to go out is to buy food. 

Because I don't know anyone, I often feel alone when my children go to school." 

Besides, one of the things that makes these return women feel even more isolated is that 

they find it difficult to talk to others even when they feel overwhelmed. “I rarely talk to 

my friends or my mother (who are living in the countryside) about my life in the city, 

they are too far away from me", Ms. Zhu said in a conversation with me. So although 

city life may bring income, it is not a happy life for some return women, especially those 

who are not able to work while in the city. The reason they cannot work outside the 

home may be because they have difficulty finding work, or because they cannot work as 

they need to look after their children. City life is more of a compromise they make  for 

their families or children.  

  

In addition, the pressures of city life are also a reason for return women to describe rural 

life as a happy life. Ms. Zhu previously ran a snack shop in the city with her husband, 

but then her husband did not like life in the city, so they returned to the countryside 

together. Ms. Zhu said:  

  

"The reason for me migrating to the urban area to work at the very beginning is 

to earn money ...... in the city every day is very tiring and very busy. I was 

always thinking about going back to the rural area at that time, and I feel the 

rural life can be a little easier ...... going out to earn money, although quite good, 

the city people are ultimately not the same as rural people, there are differences 

in doing things and even talking, for example, people in the city are not used to 

going to other people's homes to chat, you can go there, but they feel 

inconvenienced. So the pressure is also quite big. I wasn’t not sure if going back 

to the countryside was a good choice before I went back to the rural area. Then, 

when I returned to the rural area, I felt that life was much easier and less 

stressful. I am much happier now." [Ms. Zhu, return woman]  
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In this account, urban dwelling is described as difficult for migrant women. For the 

rural-urban migrant family, the gap between urban and rural living habits is the first 

thing to emerge, followed by the enormous pressure brought on by the economic stress 

of trying to survive in the city. Research has likewise demonstrated that the intense pace 

of life in the urban area is very different from the countryside, the inconvenience of not 

having a hukou and the frequent discrimination they encounter make it difficult for 

migrant workers to integrate into the city (Li, 2014; Zhu and Wu, 2007). This is partly 

an indication that although city life provides space for return women to exercise their 

financial and decision-making agency, it does not follow that they will feel happy when 

they have the space to do so. Like Ms. Zhu, many of the return women expressed, to 

varying degrees, the stress of urban life and the relief they felt upon returning to the 

rural area. They often emphasised that the stress of urban living was compounded by 

having to deal with concerns for their husbands. For example, Ms. Zhou repeatedly 

stressed in the interview that the pressure of city life is "the pressure of having to worry 

about money every day when you open your eyes, and whether he (her husband) will be 

able to find a job". At the same time, this example illustrates that even when life 

circumstances change, the gendered division of labour in the household may remain the 

same - men are still seen as the breadwinners, although many return women are also 

given the opportunity to work. It is therefore worth exploring the extent of the impact of 

urban life experience on return women, and whether a happy life is still predicated on 

the husband's need to provide sufficient financial income to secure a living. It is further 

explained that return women's own income is overlooked in their measure of happiness 

in life, although they may emphasise the good changes that income brings to their lives. 

This will therefore be a topic for in-depth discussion in future research.  

  

In general, rural women want to work in the city because working in the urban area 

brings in a bigger income, but on the other hand many recognize the difficulties of 

integration and the huge mental stress that urban life causes. So when return women talk 

about happiness, two rather contradictory descriptions emerge due to their different 

experiences and understandings of urban life. This contradictory account of the 

experience of urban life appeared in the mouths of almost every return woman who 

participated in my interviews: they emphasised the advantages of urban life and the 

wages they could earn, but at the same time, they tried to rationalise the 'objective' 
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influences on their return to the countryside by comparing urban life with their life in the 

countryside now. On the one hand, urban life can be narrated as a catalyst for self-

change and self-development, which enables women to live a happier life through 

realising (and having others’ recognise) their worth. On the other hand, it was 

sometimes presented as a situation of great hardship and unfamiliarity, making the 

experience of returning to rural dwelling as one of relief and satisfaction with the 

carefree and familiar life in the countryside.   

  

6.2 Rural female stayers and future happiness  

In this section, I will explore how rural female stayers describe their futures. In doing so, 

I consider the temporal aspects of happiness. I do this by addressing two, quite different, 

contexts in which women talked about the future. The first was introduced by me as an 

interviewer, asking women to comment on their childhood dreams. As I go on to 

illustrate below, the notion of ‘dreaming’ about the future was dismissed as impractical 

by my participants, who emphasised the importance of the circumstances of their present 

lives as shaping both the possibilities of dreaming, and of acquiring happiness. In 

contrast, I suggest that they became much more animated when talking about having 

Bentou, i.e. concrete possibilities for making  future happiness.   

  

6.2.1 The gap between childhood dreams and reality  

When I interviewed rural female stayers, two of the key questions I asked were about 

their childhood dreams and their ideas about what  the future holds for them. When they 

were confronted with questions about their childhood dreams, the answers of rural 

female stayers are strikingly similar.   

  

Firstly, there is the answer of not having thought about the future. In other words, they 

suggested that they didn’t have dreams when they were young. As Ms. Wu explained:  

  

"My father and mother's old family had bad land so their income was low. I was 

just cooking at home and stuff, there were too many children at home, and then I 

got married at a young age ...... I didn't think much about the future at that time." 

[Ms. Wu, stay behind woman]  
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Anticipation is emotional, an orientation towards the future, an expectation of something 

to come (Ahmed, 2010). What Ms. Wu describes is the opposite of anticipation. Never 

thinking about dreams, to a certain extent, is not looking forward to the future. In fact, 

for most of the women I interviewed, describing childhood yearnings or dreams for the 

future is a relatively difficult question. When interviewing the rural female stayers, their 

first reaction to talking about childhood dreams was one of strangeness, followed by 

shyness. Actually, during my interviews, most of them were too shy to talk about their 

dreams, and Ms. Zhao's words were straightforward, "We are not like you city people, 

we don't understand these (dreams)." From Ms. Zhao's and Ms. Wu's answers, it is clear 

that the family environment of some rural female stayers when they were young was a 

difficult one, and this family situation actually exposed them to the idea that the material 

conditions of their lives did not facilitate dreaming, which to a certain extent erased their 

illusions about the future. At the same time, Ms. Zhao and Ms. Wu’s examples here 

show that dreaming and anticipation of the future may require specific life 

circumstances to be created.   

  

Secondly, there is the minority of rural female stayers, represented by Ms. He, who 

described having a clear plan for the future in her answer about childhood dreams. Ms. 

He, who is a return woman, gave a clear answer about her childhood dream, which 

reflects the views of one type of rural female stayer who participated in my interview. 

Ms. He said:  

  

"At that time, I was very young and I wanted to marry someone who has the 

urban hukou, in order not to have to suffer. I felt sorry for my mother's 

generation, seeing them suffer. But, (she eventually married a village man), there 

is no big difference in life (compared with my mother)." Afterwards, she added, 

"No life is perfect." [Ms. He, return woman]  

  

Some rural women used to wish they could get out of the countryside when they were 

children. Like Ms. He, they have now given up on their original ideas and put more 

focus on their families, especially their children. To some extent, the dreams they failed 

to realise didn't bother them too much. In one way, as they look forward to the future, 
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they have recognized the possibility of their dreams not coming true. In another, the 

conditions of the people living around them and the social milieu they belong to also 

affect their dreams. In fact, these rural female stayers’ childhood dreams are very 

practical and concrete. What happens to those around them affects not only their 

thoughts of dreams but also their judgments about the possibility of achieving them. At 

the same time, they are not averse to accepting reality. When Ms. Zhou, a return woman, 

talked about her childhood dream, she said: "At that time, I was also thinking of living 

like a city dweller, but it didn't work out. It was all just a child's imagination." In fact, in 

the interview, Ms. Zhou's opinion towards not realising her childhood dream  was 

expressed more as shyness regarding her childish ideas than regret for failed hopes. Ms. 

Zhou explicitly states her childhood dreams, her awkwardness towards talking about 

them is that they may not be using the right words. This is mainly due to the gap 

between her childhood dreams and her life now. Dreams that fail to start from reality 

lack the possibility of realisation. She is well aware that she was not able to realise the 

future she imagined as a child. Therefore, she constantly emphasises in her interviews 

her young age and the limitations of her life at the time.  

  

Ms. Qian's interview expresses her opinion towards those unfulfilled childhood dreams, 

while showing how to balance dreams with the present. Ms. Qian returned to the 

countryside because it was difficult for her to earn money in the city. In her interview, 

she took her views on childhood dreams one step further, She said:   

  

"When I was a child, I thought that the city could earn money and live well, so I 

was envious at that time and wanted to go to the city. At that time, I was too 

young to know that what I thought was unrealistic. Now we are just being 

practical and looking at the present moment to live our lives. For example, I am 

trying to save money in the hope of fixing up our house next year. And looking 

at the present moment would bring a good future." [Ms. Qian, return woman]  

  

During the interview, Ms. Qian tried to distance herself from her childhood by avoiding 

talking too much about her childhood dreams. To some extent, a focus on the present 

has strengthened her confidence in the possibility of a better life in the future. The 

implication that a childhood dream is not a realistic expectation is intended to increase 
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confidence in the achievability of her present dream (in other words - bentou). Real life 

situations and childhood dreams that are far removed from each other are contradictory. 

The acknowledgement of reality makes the participants look more at the realities of life 

and less at their hopes for the future. Even if they are not dissatisfied with their current 

situation, it may be difficult to define their current life situation in terms of happiness. 

Because they give quite specific descriptions of what they think a good life is. Although 

being in the present is never a pejorative term in Chinese culture, it is partly an 

expression of indifference to the future. When rural female stayers put too much 

emphasis on their current lives, they are to some extent refusing to think about the 

future. On the one hand, this is because the unfulfilled future of their childhood has 

reduced their confidence in their expectations of the future. On the other hand, living in 

the present means being grounded. Rural female stayers do not doubt that their efforts 

will be rewarded.   

  

To sum up, for those rural female stayers who have not been able to name their 

childhood dreams, the topic of childhood dreams may be a 'luxury' only available to 

urbanites, as imagining the future may require certain prerequisites, such as an affluent 

upbringing. On the other hand, other rural female stayers who participated in the 

interviews see childhood dreams as the unrealizable imagination of their childish selves. 

What makes them feel embarrassed about their childhood dreams is not that they have 

not been realised, but that they seem so unrealistic to them as adults. At the same time, 

they try to use their understanding of life in the present to show their thoughts on the 

present and the way they deal with things, as a way to look forward to the future. The 

idea of focusing on the present as a means of realistically realising the future is captured 

by the notion of bentou35. And bentou is more emphatic in having achievability. I will 

discuss rural female stayers and bentou in the next section.  

  

6.2.2 Bentou—A practical route to a happy future  

In northern China, bentou is often used as a colloquialism instead of the word for hope. 

Although it has a similar meaning to hope, bentou is more often used to describe a future 

 
35 Bentou originally belonged to the dialect of northern China, but with the media, movement of people and other factors, 
it gradually became known and used in more and more areas.  
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that can be pursued. What is the specific meaning of the term "bentou"? According to 

Liu’s (2014) research, during the interviews he conducted, the farmers' verbal responses 

focused on one or more of the following: having a son, in particular, passing on the 

family name to the next generation; having a good life, for example, a decent house, 

being well fed and clothed; some views emphasised the need for harmony in the family, 

and furthermore, harmony in the relationships between family members, such as a 

loving husband and wife; while others emphasised achievements in career, etc. (Liu, 

2014). Overall, bentou basically covers the specifics of every aspect of a person's life, 

and it is largely in line with what the Confucian tradition requires of most ordinary 

people. In fact, although bentou and hope have relatively similar meanings, we use them 

with a difference in tone. Simply explaining, bentou tends to be more about the 

subjective perception of a good and achievable future. Research on the topic of bentou 

explicitly has been relatively rare in recent years in academia. However, bentou was 

used by a high percentage of rural female stayers in the interviews, so I decided to use 

bentou in order to better explore rural female stayers’ understanding of their future 

dreams.  

  

In contrast to their reticence to engage with the topic of childhood dreams, rural female 

stayers became quite talkative when it came to their future plans and aspirations for life. 

For most of them, what they imagine for their future lives is not an unrealistic fantasy, 

but more of a plan of action. Most of the descriptions of their future lives are based on 

their children, especially if they have a son.  

  

6.2.2.1. Dreaming of the future through one’s children   

Ms. Wu, a stay behind woman, has some clear aims for the future. When talking about 

plans, she smiled and said:   

  

"I don't care what others like to say. Children and family are important. I feel 

very happy now, and I don't have a lot of pressure in my own life. My plans (are) 

all for my children ...... I don't think about myself. I want to provide for my child 

(young son) to study. I study less myself, so I hope that I want my child to study 

more. In the future, if I can work, I will go out and do some work ...... actually 

for the sake of the children. I think about earning some money for my children, 
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and I don't need this for  my own life. I don't think about myself." [Ms. Wu, stay 

behind woman]  

  

When rural female stayers plan or imagine their future, they normatively put their 

children first. Rural female stayers who become mothers place their children at the 

centre of their plans for the future and they map out their future according to the 

direction they have planned for their children. This is partly due to the fact that many 

rural female stayers neglect their own needs and partly due to hitting a plateau in their 

own life situation. This so-called reaching a plateau situation is hard to overcome and 

nobody knows how long it will take to overcome it. This plateau period is often 

described as a time when life does not seem to see the slightest noticeable change 

despite much hard work. As Ms. Wu says, "My life as a whole will just be the way it is 

now and not change much more." So when planning for the future, rural female stayers 

tend to put their hopes in their children, who are not yet set in their lives, and hope that 

their plans will lead to a better life for their children. Rural female stayers hope to enable 

their children to have a "successful" life and then make their family's lives better.   

  

In addition, planning for rural female stayers’ future with their children in mind also 

gives those rural female stayers who are not happy with their current situation an extra 

dimension of expectation. Ms. Zhou, on her return to the rural areas, worked in her 

brother's agricultural cooperative. And Ms. Zhou’s interview offers a new perspective:   

  

"My husband is away from home so I have a lot of work to do, and it causes me 

often feel exhausted ...... I don’t have enough time to rest. But when I think about 

my child and plan for them, I feel a bit more relaxed and feel that my life has 

bentou." [Ms. Zhou, return woman]  

  

Taking care of parents in-laws, as well as children, doing housework and even work on 

the land, rural female stayers’ daily lives are not only physically tiring, but also mentally 

taxing. When rural female stayers are under stress, children are part of the source of 

their stress, but they are also a factor in relieving it. As I have explained in Chapter 4, 

Chinese families are child-centred and therefore children have become a spiritual 

support for rural female stayers. The expectations they have of their children's future 
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also make their own lives seem more promising. With this child centred approach, rural 

female stayers’ bentou is actually completed through their children and they are able to 

achieve a higher level of happiness through their imagination of the future by placing 

their happiness in their children. Having expectations for their children's future not only 

makes rural female stayers feel happy now, but also gives them confidence in the future. 

Bentou expresses the possibility of a realisable future, so it is focused on future good 

results, not the present situation, which can be improved and overcome by hard work 

and planning.   

  

Ms. Wu‘s husband works in the city for most of the year, and she has to take care of her 

youngest son in the rural area. Her eldest son works in the city and plans to stay there. 

When I asked Ms. Wu what she thought of life and whether she was happy, she replied:  

  

"It's good, he (her husband) earns a salary every month; the main pressure for me 

is the apartment my family bought for my son in the urban area and it left us in 

debt, but we have enough money to live in the rural area. (The oldest son) has a 

lot of expenses in the city, and now that we have bought the apartment, we can 

prepare for his marriage. We have made something of it."  

 

And she added that:  

 

"I am just trying to save as much money as I can with my husband, even though 

my son is not thinking of getting married for the time being, but I have to think 

about it as a mother and have to prepare him for the Caili36 and the amount of 

money he will need in the future." [Ms. Wu, stay behind woman]  

  

Ms. Wu's  dreams revolve around her son and she demonstrates the common 

phenomenon of being a mother who needs to plan for the long term future of her son. In 

the case of a child-centred approach to their own future, the sex of the child also 

determines how long the parents will plan for their child. It is interesting to note that if 

the child of a rural female woman is a boy, even after he has finished school, the mother 

 
36 Caili, this refers to the money and goods given by the man and his relatives to the woman and her relatives, mainly 
in accordance with custom, when the marriage is formed.  
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will still try to plan everything for them and place his needs at the top of her own goals 

for the future . When young couples are ready to get married, preparing the house is the 

responsibility of the groom (and his family) (Hu, 2013). Owning one's own home is a 

commonly pursued goal and dream in China (Hu, 2013).  Buying an apartment has put  

Ms. Wu under a lot of pressure  but it has also brought her Bentou. Under the influence 

of Chinese culture, the man needs to provide a house for the marriage (Lian and Zhao, 

2017). As marriage is highly normative in China, it is a step in life that parents can plan 

ahead for their children, and buying a house has always been on Ms. Wu's wish list. So, 

when the event actually came to fruition, the happiness she gained was greater, far more 

than the stress of carrying a mortgage. The family will prepare everything their son 

needs, and this is due to the deep-rooted cultural practice of men being able to pass on 

the family name under the influence of patriarchy (Li, 2012). As I have elaborated 

earlier, one of the meanings of bentou is to have a son, and these rural female stayers 

consider it normal, as much as a duty, to take on all the future needs of their sons as their 

own. On the one hand, this is because the male child will inherit the family, but on the 

other, there is an implicit expression of the cultural phenomenon of old age. Sons will 

typically assume the task of supporting their parents. Ms. Chu’s expression is more 

direct: "I can only live well if my son lives well." This expresses the mother's emotions 

for her children, but also illustrates the fact that her own future  depends on her own son. 

Therefore, to a certain extent, when rural female stayers regard their sons' future as a key 

factor in their  plans, they are also planning for their own future and old age, their own 

bentou.  

 

6.2.2.2 Other future plans of rural female stayers  

Ms. Zhou is a return woman who lives with her daughter and whose husband works in 

the urban area. Ms. Zhou's face was still full of longing when she talked about her 

dreams for future, saying:   

  

"I am always full of illusions about the future of life. As an example, I wanted to 

live in a building where at least I don’t need to make a fire by myself or suffer 

the cold weather. I have this idea about all aspects of food and drink, and I also 

want to save some money. I hope that I can have a fixed salary without worrying 

about money, and there is labour at my home who can help me with housework. 
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My illness is also mainly due to mental stress, so my health is not good. I think 

it’s good to have a unit, people are not idle, some sources of income, all aspects 

can be better, I hope that every day there is a place I can go to for support…… to 

reflect my own value." [Ms. Zhou, return woman]  

  

It is easy to see that Ms. Zhou's imagining of the future is extremely specific and 

comprehensive, an inevitable aspect of everyday life. However,, when we analyse Ms. 

Zhou's dream word by word, it is actually based on two main factors: income and health. 

Ms. Zhou mentioned her friend who is working in the urban area, "my friend was able to 

work in the city with her husband, and her family had built a new house (in the 

countryside). Because two people earned money. You should know that if I could earn 

money, my life would be the same as my friend’s". Ms. Zhou tried to use her friend's 

example to show how much this income would have helped her family if she had had it. 

She does not specify how much she wants to earn, but she can imagine that a second 

income would greatly enhance the quality of her family's life, and this imagination 

makes her feel satisfied and happier, while ignoring the work stress that can lead to 

health conditions. Ms. Zhou's descriptions paint a picture of what she imagines her 

future life to be like, and they are more specific. Despite Ms. Zhou's clear statement that 

this is unrealistic and a fantasy, part of it does serve as a bentou for rural female stayers 

to work towards.  

  

For the sake of bentou, some return women did present new options for future plans in 

which they try to make plans for themselves. Ms. He who is a return woman, said that:   

  

"I'm still thinking of going to the city to find a job. But in the future, I will 

always have to go back to the rural area. We are rural people and we are more 

adapted to rural life".  [Ms. He, return woman]  

  

Many return women want to go back to the city to earn money and then return to the 

countryside for their old age. It is worth noting that Ms. He does not mention her 

children in her future plans, as she has only one daughter who is no longer studying. 

Because of patriarchal traditions, daughters are often seen as leaving their birth families 

to join their husbands' families, so these rural parents rarely put their daughters' futures 
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in the context of their own bentou. Therefore, for rural female stayers with only 

daughters, this may be seen as good news, as they can put their own needs more at the 

centre of their future planning. For example, Ms. Xu, who only has three daughters, also 

talks about this, "When my daughters finish their study, my responsibility for them ends. 

And it’s time to plan my rest life." Although they will still not hesitate to offer help 

when their daughters need it, for example by taking care of their children. As was seen 

in Ochiai's (2008a) study, Chinese parents are by default expected to help their children 

take care of their children, especially the parents of their daughters. However, this help 

is mostly considered temporary and does not interfere with the rural female stayers’ long 

term plans, as their daughters are not taken into account when they plan their future. In 

addition, although rural female stayers acknowledge that the quality of life in the city is 

better, they invariably choose to return to the countryside to retire after abandoning their 

quest for higher wages. This is partly because it is difficult to earn money in old age, but 

also because they recognize that life in the countryside is more comfortable, with 

familiar surroundings and less stress, and that if they have savings from a part-time job, 

life in the countryside can be extremely happy.  

  

Rural female stayers achieve happiness by imagining their future lives in quite concrete 

ways. Even if only through their imagination, rural female stayers get to feel hope about 

what could be. Their future is described as relatively concrete, which gives them a 

direction to work towards, which is bentou. On the other hand, their bentou also appears 

to be more practicable because it is specific.   

  

6.3 The impossibility of happiness talk  

Although for many rural female stayers, happiness is a distant topic and not on their 

radar, most are not averse to talking about it. They may not use happiness to evaluate 

their present lives or imagine their future lives, but they still maintain a positive view 

and imagination of the direction of their lives. However, among the rural female stayers 

I have interviewed, there are a small number who think they do not have the possibility 

of happiness.  
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Ms. Wang is a stay behind woman, with two sons, the youngest of which is studying in 

the primary school in her village. Neither her parents nor her parents-in-law live with 

her, and do not even live in the same village. She said of her daily life:   

  

"Every day, I mainly take care of my children (second son), but I can't do 

anything else. I am not in good health, I have a heart condition, I can't do any 

other work, I mainly rely on medication to maintain myself. I am young, but I 

can only cook at home ...... not like others who are my age. Others would go out 

to work and earn money. I not only can't work, but also have to spend money on 

medication. My husband doesn't have any training, so he is only doing manual 

labour, which doesn’t bring in a lot of money." Then, she added, "I am the one 

who wants to show my strong and positive energy to others, but now under this 

condition, I can only be barely alive." [Ms. Wang, stay behind woman]  

  

It is financial and physical factors like these that literally make talk about happiness 

irrelevant to some rural female stayers. As Ms. Wang, who is in poor health and under 

financial pressure, put it: "My life is barely living ...... can't talk about happiness." The 

rural female stayers’ husbands are the breadwinners of the family and they are 

responsible for the upbringing of their children. For these rural female stayers, planning 

the family's income and expenditure is their greatest responsibility and survival is still 

their main problem, making it very difficult for them to think and talk about happiness.  

  

Ms. Jiang has two daughters and has returned home to care for her eldest daughter due 

to her daughter’s bad health. When talking about her life, she said:  

  

"My daughter is chronically ill and this puts a lot of pressure on me. Even though 

the government gives us subsidies, we are still not financially well off. But the 

most important thing is my daughter's health, I don't know if she will get well 

and I feel like I can't see a future. It's stressing me out." [Ms. Jiang, return 

woman]  

  

The sense of powerlessness brought on by her daughter's medical condition has left Ms. 

Jiang tied up in knots, and the burden caused by her anxiety about the future makes it 
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difficult for her to evaluate how her life is going. Before the interview ended, Ms. Jiang 

said that "The truth is that if my daughter is able to regain her health then I will feel a lot 

more relaxed." The powerlessness of feeling bound by circumstances beyond control 

was expressed in the interview with Ms. Jiang. When rural female stayers who put their 

children first encounter a situation that is detrimental to their children, hope for 

happiness seems to disappear when the reality of the situation hits. Ms. Jiang's story 

illustrates another factor that makes it impossible to discuss happiness, the health of a 

child. When the health of the child becomes an unpredictable and unknown situation, 

rural female stayers as mothers are under enormous pressure. To a certain extent, their 

expectations of their own and their children’s future lives are shattered and the present 

situation is distanced from their own expectations. It is also difficult to discuss happiness 

when rural female stayers are too far away from what they expect. Especially when rural 

female stayers feel powerless to improve their life circumstances.  

  

Although the examples of Ms. Wang and Ms. Jiang are not common, I do not want to 

ignore the existence of these few rural female stayers. Their descriptions reflect 

circumstances  that cannot be ignored: both are in a more difficult financial situation 

than the other participants and have relatively poor health to deal with, either their own 

or that of their families. Regarding the health factor, although the government provides 

benefits37 to alleviate the financial burden on the family, this may not fully cover the full 

cost of treatment due to other realities38. Both Ms. Wang and Ms. Jiang face high levels 

of psychological stress due to their own or others’ health problems, which makes it 

difficult for them to think about happiness or discuss what it means to live a happy life. 

Secondly, there is the financial pressure. Whether it is a lack of income for the family or 

a difficult financial situation due to health reasons, the fact is that it is difficult for these 

rural female stayers to talk about happiness in this situation. Therefore, for rural female 

stayers, there are certain prerequisites for discussing happiness, such as having a 

financial income that can support their daily lives or being in good health. Throughout 

my interviews, these two things do not need to be established at the same time. To 

 
37 The government provides medical benefits to residents, such as reimbursement of medical expenses. However, access 
to these benefits is limited to public hospitals.  
38 For example, Ms. Jiang's daughter began to visit private hospitals regularly after she had been ill for some time. The 
expenses incurred at the private hospital are not reimbursed, and this also places a greater financial burden on Ms. 
Jiang’s family.  
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explain further, if the financial situation is good, then happiness is not seen as 

completely hopeless. On the other hand, good health can be a key factor. What is meant 

here is not only the health of the rural female stayers themselves, but also the health of 

their families, mainly the health of their children. As I have explained above, rural 

female stayers see their children as their own bentou, and therefore the children become 

an important indicator of how they measure their lives. If their own health is an indicator 

of their ability to create a better living environment for their children, their children's 

health is an indicator of their hopes for the future. It is often the case that the health of 

the children is valued far more than their own health.  

  

Ms. Zheng's story, on the other hand, is one of the more common situations. Ms. Zheng, 

who is a return woman, looks after her large family in the countryside. She lives with 

her youngest daughter, her father-in-law, her son, her daughter-in-law and their child. 

Her husband works outside the rural area and the family income comes mainly from her 

husband. Ms. Zheng is in poor health, but still needs to look after both the land and the 

household chores. Her assessment of her happiness in life is straightforward, she said:   

 

"I can't say whether I'm satisfied or not, and I'm too busy to think about 

satisfaction. There's nothing I can change if I'm not satisfied. When I'm having a 

hard time, I just know it in my heart and don't say it out loud, and I don't tell my 

children. I don't want them to feel the pressure. All I do is think about the life in 

front of me and try to overcome those difficulties." [Ms. Zheng, return woman]  

  

The choice for many is to live in the present. The future is an excessively distant topic, 

as the reality of life is an inescapable part of it. At the same time, the difficulties of real 

life have left some rural female stayers with no time to focus on the topic of happiness. 

These rural female stayers are more concerned with their own lives, whether they are 

happy with their lives is not on their mind. For this group of rural female stayers, living 

in the moment may be the true meaning of life. They trust that the difficulties and 

pleasures of life will pass, but living each day with care will certainly make their lives  

better and better. The approach of most rural female stayers when faced with a situation 

in their lives that is not as good as they would like it to be, is that they will persevere for 

a little while longer and that the difficulties will be overcome. These rural female 
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stayers’ insistence seems not to have a very clear goal. They try to ignore the uneasiness 

caused by the good or bad outcome of the future by focusing on the current situation. To 

a certain extent, this allows them to express happiness about their lives. But this is not 

enough to give them the confidence to recognize that they have a chance to be happy. 

Ms. Zheng's response also shows another aspect, which I analysed earlier, that rural 

female stayers see their family's happiness as their own and that they achieve happiness 

through others. They also refuse to tell their children about the stress because they fear 

that this will cause their children to feel the same difficulties that make it difficult for 

them to be happy. At the same time, this concealment is an act to protect themselves and 

their children's mianzi, as the loss of it  puts their children at a disadvantage in 

comparison with others, which may become a burden for their children and make them 

feel unhappy. This demonstrates once again that rural female stayers are putting the 

interests of their families ahead of their own.  

  

6.4 Conclusion  

Rural female stayers are often able to fulfil the expected gender roles at the centre of 

their descriptions when talking about the possibilities of a happy life. As rural female 

stayers are more dependent on their families, rural female stayers’ happiness is reflected 

in their relationships with family members. They are more willing to give of themselves 

and have a more sacrificial spirit. When there is a conflict of interest, family members 

often come first. Rural female stayers thought that such dedication also leads to a sense 

of happiness, in other words, they see the happiness of other family members as their 

own. On the other hand, being able to make their own decisions about family matters 

and being recognized for them makes them feel happier. Rural female stayers’ happiness 

is closely related to their daily life. Income, children and marriage are often mentioned 

as priorities.   

  

As I have illustrated throughout the thesis, the experience of living in the city makes the 

return women unique and they have a different perception of happiness. Some return 

women suggest that a happy life could involve more emphasis on self-fulfilment and 

autonomy, which highlights the ways in which migration can lead women to embrace 

the disruption of gender norms. On the one hand, the experience of living in the city 

boosts the self-confidence of return women and helps them to recognize their 
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contribution to their families, thus enhancing their sense of happiness. On the other 

hand, the enormous stress of life in the city challenges  them physically and mentally, so 

returning to their homeland therefore becomes the first step towards a happy life for 

them. It is important to highlight how these effects might in some cases be temporary, 

for example, if return women lose their status as economic contributors when they return 

to the rural area.   

  

As well as looking at these depictions of a happy life, I have considered some of the 

temporal dimensions of happiness in women's accounts. For rural female stayers, 

childhood dreams are a scarce resource. As children, some of them did not imagine the 

future and did not have a clear idea of their own future. For others, clear dreams and 

unfulfilled realities are part of their daily life. On the one hand, they are happy to 

remember their childhood dreams, on the other, they are not depressed by the gap 

between their dreams and reality. In particular I have demonstrated how rural female 

stayers relate to the future most in terms of concrete plans or realism (bentou) and that 

the children are most often mobilised as the key resource for achieving bentou. Their 

imagination of a better future for their children is a source of happiness that does not dry 

up. Bentou is the future direction of the lives of rural female stayers, it is not about their 

thoughts and satisfaction with their current lives. As Matthyssen's (2018) research 

shows, the Chinese understanding of life is characterised by a culture of patience and a 

belief in destiny. On the one hand, rural female stayers believe that if they can persevere, 

happiness will be within their reach. This description of life gives the rural female 

stayers hope for the future, and is seen as a way forward for them. For most of the rural 

female stayers who participated in my interviews, a "happy" future is foreseeable; in the 

present, even by imagining the future, their happiness is increased. These rural female 

stayers in fact anticipate that they will encounter a happy future; their efforts to live each 

day are a promise of future happiness.  

  

Finally, I have emphasised throughout the chapter the centrality of material 

circumstances in rural female stayers’ accounts of the possibilities of happiness. This is 

perhaps shown most starkly through the accounts of women who rejected the language 

of 'happiness' as irrelevant to their current lives due to the difficult material 

circumstances in which they lived.   
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In this chapter I have explored how rural female stayers discuss the idea of  

‘happiness’ in the context of their own lives. Overall, I have demonstrated that paying 

attention to what rural female stayers say about happiness has the potential to both 

illuminate the rules of being a good woman in this context, as well as to illustrate ways 

in which these rules might be disrupted. For example, when return women start talking 

about seeking out pleasure more individually and at the same time realise that paying for 

something 'non-essential' for themselves is worth it. Their descriptions subvert the 

stereotypes of how we used to describe happy lives, and in their descriptions of their 

understanding of happiness, they show their own understanding of what a happy life is, 

while counteracting other people's definitions of their lives. They try to describe their 

understanding of happiness by showing their own state of life, for example, when 

talking about bentou, their faces are often full of hope, and their language is positive and 

energetic. At the same time, the happiness described by rural female stayers is more a 

template for happiness that conforms to social norms, and their descriptions of these 

happy lives articulate social norms that, in turn, these social norms limit their 

possibilities for happiness. To explain further, for example, one of society's stereotypical 

criteria for a happy life is for the child to be 'successful', so they may be obsessed with 

'directing' the child's life, thus neglecting other possibilities for their happiness. Because 

it is difficult for them to escape these rules. Furthermore, we cannot ignore the weight 

and influence that economic aspects have on the way they talk about happiness. Their 

expressions offer new insights into the academic study of happiness, for example, that 

the experience of living in the city may have influenced rural female stayers' perceptions 

of happiness. At the same time, their understanding of happiness may also break with 

past stereotypes, especially in the description of bentou, which shows a more positive 

outlook on their future lives. This is because bentou shows the possibility of future 

happiness.  
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Chapter 7 Conclusion   

7.1 Overview  

The thesis began with an introduction describing my reasons for undertaking this 

research quest to explore the issue of rural female stayers’ life experience. I interpret this 

research journey as the logical outcome of the collision of a new perspective that 

intruded into my humdrum life and my own perceptions. Having lived a life surrounded 

by media news, I have noticed many negative portrayals or speculations about the lives 

of rural female stayers in the media, and these were an important reason for me to begin 

this research. The urban-rural dichotomy has led to inequalities between urban and rural 

areas in many ways, such as income, educational resources and health services (Zhou 

and et.al, 2014). These inequalities have influenced  rural people to aspire to the city, 

and the superiority of the city has influenced society to discriminate against rural areas, 

and this discrimination has caused people living in rural areas to suffer prejudice (Zhang 

and Lin, 2019). Although I did not set out to disrupt the socially constructed image of 

the rural female, I did want to find out whether the experiences of rural female stayers 

differed from society's perceptions in the face of social change. For example, with the 

promulgation of a number of poverty alleviation policies in rural areas by the 

government, and social changes such as more rural women having access to urban jobs 

in the process of urbanisation, the living conditions of rural women have also been 

affected by these changes, so it was possible to have options that were not available 

before. Throughout this project these collisions have always led me to reflect on my own 

academic approach to researching rural female stayers and my concern for their 

everyday lives. I wanted to explore how rural female stayers make sense of their 

everyday experiences and how they understand the good life or happiness.  

  

Rural areas in China are often an important topic of sociological research and have 

attracted the attention of many sociologists (Ye, 2018; Christiansen, 2007; Ye and Wu, 

2008; Murphy, 2021; Jacka, 2014). Some of these studies have focused on so called stay 

behind women and have illuminated some of the difficulties they face (Jacka, 2014; 

Huang, 2018), for example, Jacka's research (2014) focuses on the agency and well-

being of elderly left behind women; others have emphasised the emotional experiences 
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of rural female stayers and gender relations (Xu, 2010; Ye and Wu, 2009),for example, 

Xu's study (2010) used the survey data of more than 1,000 rural women to study the 

marital stability of rural left behind women. In addition, for return women, much of the 

research has focused on their husbands (Bai and He, 2002; Tian, 2012), with rural 

female stayers themselves often receiving less attention. In contrast to these previous 

studies, my thesis builds on previous research by focusing more on the experiences of 

rural female stayers, and by presenting their accounts of their experiences from different 

perspectives inside and outside the home. Furthermore, although past research has 

provided insightful analysis into the domestic lives of rural women there are still some 

unanswered questions, among which is the lack of detailed information on rural 

women's family roles. Given the developments and changes in China's social 

environment and economic conditions over the years, I have suggested that it is valuable 

to understand the contemporary  lives of rural female stayers and analyse how they 

understand their daily experience. In addition, past studies focusing on rural women 

have mostly focused on the southern regions of China, with just a few focusing on the 

northern regions, such as Shanxi province (Ma, 2018) or Gansu province (Niu and Kang, 

2018). I also want to try to illustrate how I have engaged with this in my thesis, for 

example, what it tells us about the future plans of rural women in northern China, as 

southern China have the different social environment with northern, it’s worth to 

analysis.  

  

Before starting my research, I read a lot of the literature, including media news reports 

about rural areas, and I watched some documentaries about rural areas. My previous 

preparation enriched my understanding of rural female stayers, and this project builds on 

that understanding. In writing about the methodology and research process of this study, 

I presented the planned and expected parts of my research process as well as the 

unexpected and unanticipated ones. The original proposal and design of this study 

underwent constant revision and refinement both before and after the fieldwork. Both 

the conceptualization of research ethics and the relationship between the participants and 

the researcher became fundamental pillars in the revision process. Indeed, this process of 

interaction was a challenge for me at every turn, starting from the recruitment of 

participants through to the conduct of the interviews. For example, I needed to keep an 

open mind about what these women are talking about and give them the space to tell 
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their stories. And I also needed to ensure that my thought did not influence the 

interviewees' thinking during my conversations with them. At the same time, the 

unpredictable and unexpected situations encountered during the interviews took into 

account time and again the complexity of ethical issues and individual differences, for 

example, the unexpected situation of a respondent crying that I talked about in the 

methodology chapter. Although I used the same interview outline for the same group of 

people, the uniqueness of the participants reminded me of the uniqueness of each 

interview, and that while there were clear themes across the interviews, every woman 

had her own story to tell.  

  

In my conversations with these participants, in addition to verbal communication, I was 

able to harvest information such as expressions and gestures, which became part of my 

research data. At the same time, given that my interviews were conducted in Chinese 

and my thesis would be written in English, I also went through the ponderous task of 

converting the audio recordings to text and translating them after completing the data 

collection. I thus have multiple identities in my research, as a collector of data, a 

translator, and a researcher. This, on the one hand, made me more attentive to my own 

identity as an urban woman and 'outsider' and careful about my position, and also 

strengthened my reflective spirit towards the data. In addition, in the course of the 

fieldwork, I tended to first draw closer to the interviewees in order to put them at ease, 

and through this effective method I was able to obtain a great deal of vivid and detailed 

data. The fieldwork was conducted in the context of my relationship with the 

respondents and my reflection on the data, which also became the initial stage of my 

data analysis.  

  

Analytic chapter summaries  

My discussion of data analysis in this thesis has been divided into three chapters. First, I 

analysed how rural female stayers perceive themselves in terms of their roles within the 

family in Chapter 4. Through the participants' descriptions of their daily lives, I have 

argued that rural female stayers are given responsibilities that the family requires of 

them, often because of their femininity. The patriarchal and social environment requires 

women to take on more of the work within the family, for example, the responsibility of 

caring for children or the elderly is often taken on by rural female stayers, as men are 
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often asked to take on the 'outside'. However, the standard of measuring contribution 

within the family (e.g. in financial terms) means rural female stayers’ contribution to the 

family is often not recognized. In this case, rural female stayers have limited chances to 

acquire financial resources, and they have to face the disadvantage that gender limits 

their choices in the division of labour. However, according to the descriptions of my 

participants, rural female stayers maintain a positive view of this and try to show their 

enthusiasm and efforts in life by explaining their roles as mothers, daughters or wives 

and the responsibilities that come with those roles. At the same time, the participants 

also expressed their own definition of what a 'good' mother, daughter or wife is, and how 

they gained status by doing these various forms of work well.  

  

In Chapter 5, I discussed mianzi culture, which reaches into all aspects of everyday life 

and affects the daily lives of rural female stayers in a number of ways. Through the 

participants' accounts, my research illustrates the ways in which rural female stayers 

actively protect their mianzi and resist others' prejudices. For rural female stayers, the 

main way to protect their mianzi is to show the positive side of their lives. For example, 

stay behind women emphasise that their contribution to caring for their families at home 

is in line with the demands of society and the family, and that this is the right thing for 

them to do. While defending their own mianzi, rural female stayers also implicitly 

express their views about other rural women whose life experiences are different from 

their own, often in the context of defending their mianzi. In my analysis of return 

women, I found the experience of city living to be a point worth noting. The experience 

of urban life has created more life choices and possibilities for return women, and their 

recognition by the people around them also makes it easier for them to maintain their 

mianzi. In addition, I further discuss the issue of mianzi and decision making power. My 

returning interviewees also talked about having a stronger voice in family affairs as they 

gain more recognition in the process of maintaining mianzi.   

  

In the final part of my data analysis, Chapter 6, I shifted the topic of discussion to the 

question of happiness. I have analysed how rural female stayers describe their 

happiness; their responses demonstrate their own understanding of happiness, often 

placing the fulfilment of the desired gender roles at the centre of their descriptions, and 

they also attempt to show how their future happiness will be attained (bentou). At the 
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same time, their descriptions of a happy life fit into a socially constructed template of 

happiness, which to some extent limits their possibilities for an 'alternative' happy life, 

for example, by recognizing the priority of children and the elderly and therefore tending 

to neglect their own needs. On the other hand, rural female stayers also break down 

some of the ways in which others define their lives by demonstrating their understanding 

of what it means to be happy, for example, they try to negate the prejudices of others 

about stay behind women by showing that their husbands who work in the city bring 

more income to the family and thus improve their living conditions. At the same time, 

my participants also provided a new perspective that urban life experience enables return 

women to better recognize their own contribution, which also provides them with a new 

perspective on how to describe their happiness. For example, some return women 

recognize their contribution to the family and think that they deserve some unnecessary 

expenses, and such affirmation of their own value is portrayed as happiness by them. 

Finally, based on the descriptions of rural female stayers, it is worth noting that the 

description of happiness is conditional and that economic status and health conditions 

has an intuitive impact on the way they describe their happy lives and their opinions. It 

is further explained that a certain economic basis may be a condition for them to 

associate their life with happiness, because the impact of economics on family life is 

clear and direct.  

  

7.2 Contribution of the research  

This study utilised a snowballing method to recruit participants and semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with 25 rural female stayers, thus providing a new and rich 

source of data for the research field. This thesis explores a gap in the sociology of rural 

life in China, looking at the daily lives of rural female stayers and how they view 

themselves in relation to the people around them. The analysis illustrates how they 

understand their life experience, and highlights their resourcefulness and their courage to 

overcome difficulties that they face.   

   

First, my study develops research concerning rural female stayers, which has tended to 

focus on their problems or difficulties. This thesis is novel because it includes a 

discussion of happiness in relation to rural female stayers' lives. I demonstrate the value 

of beginning from rural female stayers' own accounts of happiness, and how they can 
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actually provide concepts for sociologists to think about happiness differently. In 

particular the idea of bentou suggests different ways of orienting to the future (in 

comparison to Western and urban Chinese accounts of happiness). The rural female 

stayers' depiction of bentou expresses a different way of thinking about the future and 

shows a new perspective on a type of happiness that is rooted in practicalities, realisable 

goals. The rural female stayers also expressed their understanding of happiness as 

something that can be attained through supporting the lives of others, for example, by 

planning the future for their children and thus trying to attain their own happiness. My 

discussion about what some rural female stayers couldn’t say or understand about 

happiness illuminates the problems involved in imposing particular cultural 

understandings of happiness even when both participants are speaking the same 

language. For example, as I am an urban woman, my interviewees and I have different 

understandings and descriptions of happiness.  

  

Second, my study counters the negative depictions of female rural stayers in a lot of 

media discourse (Xinhua, 2019; Huang, 2006; SoHo, 2019) and in some academic 

literature (Li, 2018; Qiao, 2019; Jiang, 2011), by beginning from the perspective of 

female rural stayers themselves and conducting an in depth qualitative analysis of how 

they make meaning about their lives. Rural female stayers show their hard-working side 

in the process of discussing their daily life, and at the same time they show how they can 

use their agency to face the difficulties of life. These analyses refute the stereotype of 

people in need of help expressed by rural female stayers in the past media. On the other 

hand, throughout the thesis I have shown both how women’s lives are shaped by 

dominant ideas about gender and also the active ways that they are involved in making 

meaning about themselves and their lives. For example, they try to gain the approval of 

others and protect their mianzi, and they show how they describe their bentou through 

planning their children's future. Also, they showed the versions of agency that are 

available to them.  While they try to do their best to service their family on their own, 

they also sometimes negotiate seeking outside help.  

  

Third, while there has been relatively limited research on return women in previous 

studies, this study highlights the return women’s perspective while demonstrating how 

to include rural female stayers and return women in the analysis, illustrating aspects and 
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differences between the two experiences through comparison. For example, I analyse 

separately how return women and rural female stayers maintain mianzi. Through the 

comparison, the impact of urban living experiences on rural female stayers is 

highlighted, which offers new insights into the phenomenon. At the same time, I show 

how people’s experiences of gender and the discourse of filial piety in daily life are 

intertwined with migration histories. Qi’s (2015) research shows that women in urban 

China are dealing with tensions between Western individualism and more traditional 

gendered notions of filial piety. In my research, I am showing the return women who 

have had contact with urban areas are importing (in a sense) more individualised notions 

into daily life when they return, and I suggest that the experience of living in the city has 

enriched the daily life experience of return women and provided them with a new 

perspective on their self-worth and contribution. For example, return women 

acknowledge that it is their responsibility to make personal sacrifices for their parents, 

but they also acknowledge their contribution and value to their families, and some say 

they are worth the 'unnecessary' expenditures that they choose to make just for 

themselves (such as buying a dress that they "don't need" just because they like it).  

  

Fourth, my research extends the focus of previous research which, in considering 

women's daily experience and agency, has tended to focus on urban women. This study 

breaks this pattern by taking female rural stayers as the subject of the study and 

revealing the daily lives of women in rural households through the presentation of their 

everyday concerns and activities,  while understanding how they exercise their own 

agency. Although a heavily agricultural and patriarchal culture still exists in the context 

of rural life, this study avoids the male-dominated, male-centred narrative and allows 

women to emerge as individuals. The advantage of this is that the perspective of women 

is highlighted, and they are placed at the centre of the environment as storytellers, 

thereby helping to show their connections to other aspects. By examining how rural 

female stayers present their daily life, I am placing women at the heart of analysis at a 

time of social change. Rural female stayers are also interacting frequently with their 

matriarchal families, for example, daughters may also be the primary caregiver for their 

parents. Given that the impact of these changes on rural female stayers is also of great 

interest, my research shows these new changes and provides new and up-to-date 

information on the field.   
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Fifth, my research offers new perspectives for understanding women and agency in rural 

China. Within the context of a patriarchal cultural environment, my research 

demonstrates that rural female stayers exert agency within the household and with those 

around them, for example by gaining decision-making power over household matters, 

given the limited space available to them. This suggests that rural female stayers have a 

certain amount of space for expanding ways of doing gender. It is important to note, 

however, that agency is adapted to the cultural context, in other words, the existing 

social and cultural structures are not broken by these expansive acts. Rural female 

stayers still need to follow the gender expectations given to them by society, although 

agency does provide them with a certain amount of space to do gender in slightly 

expanded ways. 

 

Finally, my research offers empirically novel qualitative research about northern China's 

rural areas. Most of the existing sociological research on rural women has been 

conducted with data from southern China (Murphy, 2021; Wang and Ye, 2020). Due to 

the large size of China, there are large differences between the north and the south.39 

Firstly, taking the example of Inner Mongolia where I conducted my fieldwork, this area 

is relatively sparsely populated40, and because it is located in the northern part of China, 

this area has long winters and is therefore not suitable for growing crops all year round 

despite the vast land. Secondly, there are fewer factories or companies that need a lot of 

workers in the north than in the south, so it can be more difficult for migrant workers in 

the north to find relatively stable jobs in the city. In my interviews, some of the 

interviewees mentioned that one of the reasons for not considering working in the city is 

that it is difficult to find a job. Digging into the reasons why it is difficult for them to 

find a job, although the educational level is an influencing factor, the lack of large, 

personnel-intensive factories around is also a major reason. Meanwhile, the use of the 

phrase bentou is another northern regional feature. My study adds the use of the dialect 

 
39 One the geographical divide between the north and the south of China:, there are differences between them but the 
nature of these partly depends on the different ways in which the divide is made. In this case, I use the geographical 
boundary between the north and the south, which is the line along the Qinling and Huai river, i.e. the 800mm equivalent 
precipitation line. The northern area is north of the Qinling and Huai river, while the southern area is  south of the 
Qinling and Huai rivers.  
40 The rural population of Inner Mongolia is 7.63 million in 2021, accounting for 1.5% of the country's rural population 
(National Bureau of Statistics, 2022).  
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bentou as a concept through which to understand the meaning of future happiness in 

northern China. In fact, through my respondents' accounts, the use of bentou provides a 

template for our understanding of how rural female stayers understand happiness. 

Although knowledge of the term is not restricted to the northern region, it is indeed used 

mainly by the northern region. Therefore, if the fieldwork had been conducted in the 

southern region, the description of a happy life  might have made use of different 

linguistic concepts. A valuable direction for future research would be to explore to how 

happiness is described in the southern regions of China, and what understandings of both 

happiness and the future are produced through alternative forms of language. Given 

these differences between the northern and southern regions, it is important to use the 

rural areas of the north within  fieldwork.  

  

7.3 Limitations of my research  

I am aware that the findings of this study do not provide a clear or complete answer to 

how rural female stayers understand themselves. My sample was quite small, although 

this is common in qualitative research. At the same time, I recruited candidates from 

several rural women with whom I was initially familiar, and with their help, the 

snowballing recruitment method allowed me to reach out to more potential participants. 

I contacted and recruited all the potential participants directly and identified the final 

sample. By investigating the backgrounds of my participants, I was able to find some of 

the same key factors influencing them. The fact that my participants came from villages 

in the same area, the environment in which they lived and their educational status meant 

they  had similar backgrounds and faced similar life situations, which in turn led them to 

have similar perspectives. This could mean my data is too concentrated on the same 

angle, ignoring the existence of potential other angles. Therefore, the stories shared 

could not be used as data to study the full range of rural female stayers’ everyday 

experiences.  

  

In addition, I divided the participants into two groups based on whether they had 

experience living in the city: return women and stay behind women. When recruiting 

participants I found it relatively difficult to recruit rural women who had no experience 

of urban life at all, and although I tried to keep the ratio of these two at one to one, the 

end result was that nearly two-thirds of my data consisted of return women. As I explain 
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in the methodology chapter, this is due to the fact that the area is near the city as well as 

the age limitation. Since the villages where I did fieldwork are close to the city, most 

rural women are actively trying to find work in the city, and they also have more 

chances to go to the urban area. At the same time, I wanted my interviewees to be in the 

age group that has more choice, not too young ( and therefore limited by their family of 

origin), and not too old (as this group may find it more difficult to get work in the cities 

and may have more health problems than the young). This also became a limitation in 

the research, however, it is also worth considering whether this means that the number 

of so-called stay behind women in the area is declining as urbanisation takes place.  

  

While I acknowledge the limitations of this study in terms of representation, I believe 

that it nevertheless offers a limited but specific scope of exploration, and this is its 

strength. My participants shared their everyday lives, and these stories not only vividly 

illustrate their life experiences, but also describe the dilemmas in their lives and how 

they have faced them. My participants are kind-hearted, unassuming rural women, and 

despite their direct way of speaking, it is their detailed and vivid descriptions that in fact 

reveal the subtle details that are easily overlooked. My main role as a researcher is to 

discuss these stories analytically. However, this could not have been done without the 

help of my participants. At the same time, it is not my intention to generalise the whole 

of the lived experience of rural female stayers and this means that I agree that women's 

experiences are potentially more diverse than those considered here. Although the scope 

of this study is very limited,  it is also specific. In other words, this study may be just a 

splash of colour in a large painting, but it is also an important and meaningful part of the 

viewer's understanding of the whole picture.  

  

I would like to emphasise that the lived experiences shared by my participants should 

not be taken as a timeless testimony of their lives. The analysis for this study is based on 

interview data generated from the interactions between me and my participants. The 

fieldwork done under the influence of space and time created the conditions under which 

I collected the data. The daily lives of my participants and their understanding of 

themselves will continue after my interviews are completed. There is reason to believe 

that as the social environment and their living conditions change, they will have new 

thoughts and develop new understandings of their lives. In fact, several of them kept in 
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touch with me after I had finished the interviews. In my interactions with them, they 

would tell me about the new changes in their lives and how these new changes had 

affected them. Through these conversations, as time passes and more research is done 

with rural female stayers, I need to recognize that my research is one of many that focus 

on rural women and what I have here is a snapshot of these rural female stayers' lives, 

and in future research it might be nice to do more longitudinal work.  

  

7.4 Research themes with potential for the future  

Although this thesis presents some new ideas and fills in the gaps of previous research, 

there are still some issues related to rural female stayers that have not been fully 

explored. Therefore, I have proposed a number of possible future research themes 

below.  

  

7.4.1 Future plans and back to the urban area  

According to the answers of my interviewees, staying in or returning to rural areas is not 

their only option and if they have returned, this does not mean the end of their urban 

lives. Some of my respondents indicated that their children would be living in the city, 

and would implicitly express the possibility that they might also return or go to live in 

the city as a result. Their aim was to take better care of their children. One of the focuses 

of this study was to explore the everyday experience of rural female stayers living in 

rural areas, hence my participants are women who are currently living in rural areas and 

have no plans to relocate to urban areas in the near future. Therefore, I excluded women 

who were moving to urban areas from the selection of respondents. When future 

researchers wish to focus on the lives of rural female stayers, it is possible that women 

who are moving to the city again would be a good subject to study, which would fill a 

gap in the current research. In the literature on migrant women, future researchers could 

focus on the changes in the lives of rural female stayers after re-entering the city and the 

comparison of the twice urban lives. Also, the impact of these different choices on other 

women in the rural areas deserves to be discussed in future research.  
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7.4.2 Rural female stayers and their mothers-in-law  

Although I discuss the role of rural female stayers as daughters-in-law in my analysis in 

Chapter 4, I also analyse how rural female stayers understand what it means to be a good 

daughter in-law and how this understanding is reflected in their daily lives. In fact, rural 

female stayers’ understanding of their role as daughters-in-law leads them to follow the 

decisions of the male members of the family, or in some cases  the decisions of the 

female elders, and consequently there is less room for them to exercise their agency. 

This finding reflects that such unequal female relations within the family are also worth 

discussing. Given that my study focuses more on how rural female stayers understand 

their own lives, I have not considered how the lives of the two adult women within the 

family are related in depth. In fact, the relationship between mother-in-law and 

daughter-in-law is very subtle under the influence of patriarchy and filial culture. Both 

the rural female stayers and their mother-in-law have a low level of decision-making 

power in the family, while the mother-in-law consciously emphasises the need for her 

daughter-in-law to be subservient to her. Therefore, future researchers could try to 

explore the perceptions of agency of daughters-in-law’s relationship with their mothers-

in-law and how these perceptions are reflected in their family life.  

  

7.4.3 The impact of the relaxation of the one child policy on daughters  

Although I have talked about the importance of children to the family and the 

relationship between rural female stayers and their children in Chapters 4 and 6, I have 

also talked about the reluctance of young rural female stayers to have a second child in 

order to be a 'good' mother. Much of the existing research shows that under the one child 

policy, daughters are receiving more family resources, such as increased investment in 

education, as a result of having fewer children in the home, and daughters also have 

stronger relationships with their families of origin. However, with the gradual 

liberalisation of the one child policy, the willingness of rural families to have children 

may also change. How young rural female stayers cope with this change will in fact 

become an interesting new issue. For example, whether they will be given sufficient 

space to follow their idea of having only one child, and secondly, whether the status of 

daughters in the family will revert to that of the past when there is more than one child 

in the family. As my research focuses more on the lives of rural female stayers 
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themselves, I have not explored the topic of contact and communication between stay 

behind mothers and their daughters in any great detail. Neither have I explored whether 

there is a conflict between parents influenced by patriarchy and young rural female 

stayers who have been exposed to new ideas and have experienced urban life. Future 

research could therefore attempt to establish whether the lives of these rural female 

stayers change when the one child policy is abolished and whether this causes changes 

in their perceptions of the gender division of labour.  

  

7.5 Final reflections  

During the first year of my PhD, I was often asked about my research by friends and 

acquaintances. I tried to present my research simply and easily so that they would find it 

at least interesting to listen to. From the feedback of my listeners, I have to admit that 

my descriptions were probably so common that they found it difficult to separate the 

research from everyday life. It was only then that I realised that perhaps ‘ordinary’ was 

the right word to define my research. This is not to say that my research is ordinary or 

bland in value, but rather that our everyday lives hold a thin veil of what is called the 

ordinary, and it is the theorization of social interaction that helps us lift that veil.  

  

This PhD will probably be my first step on the academic path, a path that loops around 

the need to keep lifting the veil of the ordinary, and I am keen to find a word to define or 

guide me on my way. I have realised that actually “not knowing” might be very 

appropriate. This phrase came up several times in my interviews and was used by 

different participants to answer different questions. When my participants found my 

questions difficult to understand or when they were unsure whether the answers they 

thought matched the questions, they often started their responses with a “not knowing”. 

In fact, in the chat that prompted me to start this research, my grandmother's 

housekeeper also answered "not knowing" several times, and although I didn't have a lot 

of experience at the time, I thought t her attempt to use not knowing to emphasise that 

her next words might not be the same as mine. Looking back on my research’s 

interviews, when the answer began with “not knowing” what these questions had in 

common was that rural female stayers would more or less lift a little of the veil that had 

been placed over their faces. The so-called 'not knowing' maybe a key word to the 

researchers. It reminds us as researchers to pay attention to knowledge that is unknown 
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to us in the midst of interaction, and it shows that our knowledge is generated in 

collaboration with participants. These were the points that led me to question my own 

assumptions as a researcher, and their presence prompted me to be careful about what 

the participants said later. Because when this phrase comes up, the answers that follow 

tend to be more cautious, and I need to be more focused and cautious about possible 

follow-up questions. At the same time, academic research is also a process of 'not 

knowing', a word that can also remind me of the fact that you don't know enough. So 

'not knowing' is the perfect keyword, and I would like to make this word the motto of 

my academic career in order to maintain a spirit of reflection and curiosity about 

existing research.  
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Appendices  

Appendix 1 Project Information Sheet (English version )  

What is the project about? 

 

I am a sociology PhD student who is studying at University of York in the U.K. In 

order to better understand the living conditions of stay behind women in rural area, I 

would like to invite you to take part in this research interview. This interview is 

anonymous. I will give you a fictional name to ensure that your participation remains 

confidential. It takes about 1 hour to complete this interview. The interview will only 

be attended by two people, you and the interviewer (Shiyuan YIN). And interviews 

would take place in your home or a quiet corner in village’s café. 

 

What will be involved in participating in this project? 

 

Participating in this interview means sharing with me your personal experience of 

daily life, your feelings and views on staying in rural areas. All of the data I collect 

through interviews will inform my doctoral research thesis. However, in some cases, I 

may ask you if it is ok to contact you for a follow-up interview in which I will make 

more detailed inquiries about your life situation you mentioned in your first interview 

in order to better understand your life and thoughts. This is because I want to include 

some in-depth case studies of women’s experiences of daily life and their views on 

staying behind. In order to record your interview completely and accurately, our 

conversation will be audio recorded, if you give permission for this.  

 

Who will be invited to participate in this interview? 

 

According to my research requirements, participates must be rural women aged 

between approximately 30 and 45 years. Rural women are including  stay behind 

women and return women41.  

 
41 Return women means rural women who was migrated to urban area and return back to rural area. 
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Do I have to take part? 

  

No, participation is optional. If you do decide to take part, you will be given a copy of 

this information sheet for your records and will be asked to complete a consent form. 

If you change your mind at any point up to 6 weeks after the interview you will be 

able to withdraw from the study. You do not have to provide a reason for 

withdrawing. 

 

How will my information be used and stored? 

 

The information collected from interviews will be used for the research proposes 

outlined in this information sheet. It will be written up as research publications, 

reports, web pages and other research results. Your participation will be kept 

confidential and any information you give me will be anonymized when I write up the 

findings. Also, you are free to request a copy of the research finding. Records of 

interviews will be stored in a secure way, and no one can access them except me 

(Shiyuan YIN) and my supervisors. 

 

Ethical review 

 

This research has been ethically reviewed and approved by the ELMPS Committee at 

the University of York. If you want to raise any issues about the study you can contact 

the Chair of the Committee at tony.royle@york.ac.uk (Professor Tony Royle), my 

supervisors Dr Xiaodong Lin (xiaodong.lin@york.ac.uk) and Dr Sian Beynon-Jones 

(sian.beynon-jones@york.ac.uk). 

 

How to contact the researcher? 

 

If you have any questions before or after the interview, please feel free to contact me 

at: 

Email: sy1175@york.ac.uk 

Tel: +44(0)7529148381(UK) 
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   +86 13848190636(China) 

You may contact my supervisors Dr. Siân Beynon-Jones and Dr. Xiaodong Lin at: 

sian.beynon-jones@york.ac.uk 

xiaodong.lin@york.ac.uk 

 

If you agree to be interviewed, please read and finish the Informed Consent Form. 

Thank you for your support and cooperation! 

 

Appendix: Further information   

On what basis will you process my data? 
  
Under the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), the University has to identify 
a legal basis for processing personal data and, where appropriate, an additional 
condition for processing special category data. 
  
In line with our charter which states that we advance learning and knowledge by 
teaching and research, the University processes personal data for research purposes 
under Article 6 (1) (e) of the GDPR:    
  
Processing is necessary for the performance of a task carried out in the public 
interest  
  
Special category data is processed under Article 9 (2) (j): 
  
Processing is necessary for archiving purposes in the public interest, or scientific and 
historical research purposes or statistical purposes 
  
Research will only be undertaken where ethical approval has been obtained, where 
there is a clear public interest and where appropriate safeguards have been put in 
place to protect data. 
  
In line with ethical expectations and in order to comply with common law duty of 

confidentiality, I will seek your consent to participate where appropriate. This consent 

will not, however, be my legal basis for processing your data under the GDPR. 

 

Will you transfer my data internationally? 

Possibly. The University’s cloud storage solution is provided by Google which means 

that data can be located at any of Google’s globally spread data centres. The 

University has data protection compliant  arrangements in place with this provider. 

For further information see, https://www.york.ac.uk/it-services/google/policy/privacy/ 
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How long will you keep my data? 
  
Data will be retained in line with legal requirements or where there is a business need. 
Retention timeframes will be determined in line with the University’s Records 
Retention Schedule.    
  
What rights do I have in relation to my data? 
  
Under the GDPR, you have a general right of access to your data, a right to 

rectification, erasure, restriction, objection or portability. You also have a right to 

withdrawal. Please note, not all rights apply where data is processed purely for 

research purposes. For further information see, https://www.york.ac.uk/records-

management/generaldataprotectionregulation/individualsrights/ 

 

Questions and concerns 

If you have any questions about this participant information sheet or concerns about 

how your data is being processed, please contact Shiyuan YIN in the first instance. If 

you are still dissatisfied, please contact the University’s Acting Data Protection 

Officer at dataprotection@york.ac.uk.  

 

Right to complain 

  

If you are unhappy with the way in which the University has handled your personal 

data, you have a right to complain to the Information Commissioner’s Office. For 

information on reporting a concern to the Information Commissioner’s Office, see 

www.ico.org.uk/concerns.   
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Appendix 2 Project Information Sheet(Chinese version)  

这是什么项目？ 

本人是英国约克大学在读的社会学博士，为了更好地了解留居农村妇女的

生活状况，我想邀请您参加参加本项研究采访。本次采访是匿名的，我会给您

一个假名，以确保您的参与的隐私性。完成这次采访大约需要 1个小时的时

间。面试只会有两个人参加，您及采访者（尹诗媛）。采访将在您的家中或村

咖啡馆的一个安静的角落进行。 

 

参与这个项目将涉及什么？ 

参加这次采访，就是和我分享您的个人生活经历，您对生活在农村的感受

以及看法。我通过采访收集的所有数据将用于我的博士论文。在某些情况下，

我可能会问您是否可以联系您做后续的采访。后续的采访仍旧是以采访的形式

进行，我会针对您第一次的采访针对您所谈到一些生活状况进行更加细致的询

问，以便更好的了解您的生活和想法。这是因为我想把生活在农村妇女的日常

生活和她们的想法作为案例，进行深入的探讨。为了完整准确地记录您的采

访，如果您允许，我们的谈话将被录音。 

 

谁会被邀请参加这项访谈？ 

根据本人的研究要求，受访者必须是留居在农村，年龄介于 30 到 45 岁之

间的农村妇女。这些妇女将包括：留守妇女和返乡妇女。 

 

我必须参加吗？ 

不，参与是可选的。如果您决定参加，我们会给您一份本信息表的副本，

供您记录，并要求您填写同意书。如果你在参加后 6周内的任何时候改变主

意，你都可以退出研究。你不必提供退出的理由。 

 

如何使用和存储受访者的信息?  
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访谈收集的信息将用于本信息表中概述的研究建议。它将被写作出版物、报告、

网页和其他研究结果。在我的研究中，您的参与将被保密，当我记录下调查结果

时，您给予我 的任何信息都将被匿名。另外，你可以自由索取研究结果的副本。

采访记录将以安全的方 式存储，除了我(尹诗媛)和我的导师之外，没有人可以访

问这些记录。  

 

伦理审查 

此项研究已经得到（英国）约克大学的 ELMPS 伦理委员会的伦理审查和批

准。如果您有任何关于本项研究的问题，可以联系委员会主席 Tony Royle 教授

(tony.royle@york.ac.uk)以及我的导师 Xiaodong Lin博士

(xiaodong.lin@york.ac.uk)和 Sian Beynon-Jones博士 (sian.beynon-

jones@york.ac.uk)。 

 

 

如何联系研究人员？ 

如果您在面试之前或之后有任何问题，请随时联系我： 

邮箱：sy1175@york.ac.uk 

电话：+44（0）7529148381（英国） 

+86 13848190636（中国） 

您还可以联系我的导师 Siân Beynon-Jones博士和 Xiaodong Lin博士，邮

箱如下： 

sian.beynon-jones@york.ac.uk 

xiaodong.lin@york.ac.uk 

如果您同意面试，请阅读并填写知情同意书。感谢您的支持与合作！ 

 

附录：更多信息 

你将在什么基础上处理我的数据? 
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根据《一般数据保护条例》(GDPR)，大学必须确定处理个人数据的法律依据，并

在适 当情况下确定处理特殊类别数据的附加条件。  

根据我们的章程，即我们通过教学和研究来提高学习和知识，大学根据《全球发

展政 策》6(1)(e)为研究目的处理个人数据:  

对于执行为公共利益的任务，处理是必要的。 

根据 9(2)(j)条处理特殊类别数据: 出于公共利益，科学和历史研究目的或统计

目的，处理是必要的。 只有在获得伦理批准、有明确的公共利益以及有适当的保

障措施来保护数据的情况下，才能进行研究。 根据道德要求，为了遵守普通法中

的保密义务，我将在适当的情况下征求您的同意。  

然而，此同意将不会成为我根据 GDPR 处理您数据的法律依据。  

你会把我的数据传送到国际吗?  

可能。大学的云存储解决方案由谷歌提供，这意味着数据可以位于谷歌全球分布

的任何数据中心。大学与该供应商签订了符合数据保护的协议。有关更多信息，

请访问:http s://www.york.ac.uk/itservices/google/policy/privacy/  

你会保存我的数据多久? 

数据将根据法律要求或研究需要保留。保留期限将根据大学的记录保留时间表确

定。  

我对我的数据有什么权利? 

根据 GDPR，您拥有访问数据的一般权利、更正、删除、限制、反对或可移植性

的权利。你也有权退出。请注意，并非所有权利都适用于纯为研究目的处理数

据的情况。有关 更多信息，请参阅:https://www.york.ac.uk/records-

management/generaldataprotectionregulation/individualsrights/  

问题和顾虑  
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如果您对本参加者信息表有任何疑问或对您的数据处理方式有任何疑问，请首先

联系尹诗媛。如果您仍然不满意，请通过 dataprotection@york.ac.uk 联系大学

的代理数据保护官。  

投诉权  

如果您对大学处理您个人资料的方式不满意，您有权向信息专员办公室投诉。有

关向信息专员办公室报告问题的信息，请参阅 www.ico.org.uk/concerns。  
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Appendix 3 Informed Consent Form（知情同意书）  

Notice: This form is for you to state whether or not you agree to take part in the study. 

Please read and answer every question. If you sign your name on this form, it represents 

that you understand what is involved in participating in interviews and you’d like to 

take part in this research. If there is anything you do not understand, or if you want 

more information, please ask the researcher.  

（告知：此表供您说明是否参加本项研究。请阅读并且回答每个问题。若您在

这个表上签名意味着您已经知晓参加访谈的风险并且同意参加访谈。如果在下

列问题中有您有任何的疑问或者您想了解更多的信息，请向研究人员进行咨 

询。）  

  

Please tick the answer of your choice for each question  

（请根据回答进行勾选）  

  
Have you read and understood the information 

leaflet about the study?  

（请问您是否阅读并了解此研究的信息？）  

  

  

Yes（是）   No（否）  

 Have you had an opportunity to ask questions 

about the study?  

（请问您是否有机会对这项研究提出问题吗？）  

  

  

  

Yes（是）   No（否）  

 Do you know that the interview will be 

anonymous?  

（请问您是否了解采访将匿名进行？）  

  

  

Yes（是）   No（否）  

 Do you understand that the information you 

provide will be held in confidence by the 

researcher?  

（您是否了解您提供的相关信息会被研究者保密？）  

  

  

  

Yes（是）   No（否）  
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Do you understand that you are free to refuse to 

answer any questions and you can withdraw your 

interviews for any reason within 6 weeks of 

participating?  

(请问您是否了解您可以拒绝回答任何问题并且可以在参加

采访的 6周内以任何理由撤回您的采访？)  

  

  

  

  

Yes（是）   No（否）  

 Do you understand and agree that you may 

be contacted about taking part in a  follow 

up interviews?  

（请问您是否了解并且同意将可能接受后续采访？）  

  

  

  

Yes（是）   No（否）  

 Do you understand that your participating 

is voluntary?  

(请问您是否了解您是无偿参与这项研究的吗？)  

  

  

Yes（是）   No（否）  

 Do you agree to take part in the 

study?  

（请问您是否同意参加这项研究？）  

  

  

Yes（是）   No（否）  

 If yes, do you agree to your interview 

being recorded?  

（如果您的回答为同意参加采访，请问您是否同意您的采

访将被录音？  

  

  

  

Yes（是）   No（否）  

 Can I contact you with information about 

the research findings?  

（请问您是否需要我联系您并提供一份研究记录？）  

  

  

  

Yes（是）   No（否）  
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Your name (in BLOCK letters)（您姓名的拼音，请使用大写字母） Your 
signature（您的签名）  

                                                             

  

Interviewer’s name（采访者的名字）  

                                                             

  

Date（日期）  
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Appendix 4 Check list for Personal information（个人信息检查表）  

  
Items(项目)  Check(检 

查)  

age and marriage time  

年龄和结婚时间  

  

education level  

教育程度  

  

Migration experience  

迁移经验  

  

the situation of the children in the family(age, sex, education level, 

marriage,)  

家庭中孩子的状况（年龄、性别、教育程度、婚姻状况）  

  

the living conditions of now and past (self/family/--)  

现在和过去的生活条件（自我/家庭/--）  

  

the main occupations currently engaged (agriculture/pure 

household/non-agricultural/other)  

目前从事的主要职业（农业/纯家庭/非农业/其他）  

  

Health condition  

健康状况  

  

sources of family income (husband - migrant workers / agriculture / 

other)  

家庭收入来源（丈夫-农民工/农业/其他）  

  

Husband’s situation (physical condition, income, work etc.)  

丈夫的情况（身体状况、收入、工作等）  

  

Relatives (like parents in-laws)   

亲戚（如公婆）  

  

the elderly support (several elderly, whether they need to take care)  

赡养老人（几个老人，是否需要照顾）  
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Appendix 5 Outline of Interview questions (English Version )  

Questions for return women 

 

1. What is a typical day like (What is your daily life)? 

And the follow-up questions:  

1) Are there parts of your daily life that you particularly enjoy? 

2) Is there anything you find difficult about your daily life? 

3) What is the most stressful thing in your daily life? 

4) What is the most enjoyable thing in your daily life? 

 

2. Could you tell me a bit about how you decided to come back to the rural area and 

how do you feel about coming back here? 

 

3. Which place do you prefer, rural or urban? And why ? 

If the answer is urban, I would like to ask them is there a plan to migrate to urban? 

 

4. Can you tell me something about the impact of your experience in the urban area 

on your current life?  

And the follow-up questions:  

1) What do you think about these experience? 

2）And comparing with life before your migration, is there any changes in your 

current life?  

 

5. Does your husband return to the rural area with you? How do you feel about this?   

If the answer is no, ask them: 

1) If there are any influences on them when their husband decide not to return rural 

area with them? 

2) How does long-term separation from your husband affect your life?  

3) How do you keep the relationship between husband and wife? 

 

6. How do other people(your family members) regard your decision to return the rural 

area? 
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Ps: the family members means people who are living together with them. 

 

7. Do you have friends who had never migrant to the urban area?  

And the follow-up questions:  

1) And what do you think about them? 

2) How other people think about them? For example, do people talk about them? Do 

their families approve? Please tell me some examples and stories about them.  

 

8. What do you think of migrants, especially the migrants women? 

 

9. Do you know people who were return to rural area?  

And the follow-up questions:  

1) And what do you think about their decision of return?  

2) How other people think about them? For example, do people talk about them? Do 

their families approve? Please tell me some examples and stories about them.  

 

10. Generally speaking, who is the person who makes the decisions in your family? 

 

11. Can you talk about the issue of family contributions (your value for your own 

family)?  

1）What do you think you have contributed to your own family?  

2）And what contribution does the other members of your family have? 

Ps: the family members including the people she living together. 

 

12.Are you satisfied with your current life? 

If their answer is no, the follow-up question: which part do you think needs to 

improve? 

 

13. What did you imagine your life? And when you were a child, do you have any 

dreams and aspiration about your future? 

 

14. Did your mother was migrated? 
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15. Have you know some news from TV or newspapers about women who are in 

same situation with you? 

If their answer is yes, the follow-up questions:  

1) What the content of news? and do you agree with the content of it? 

2) What do you think after hearing the news? 

 

16. If you have ever seen some news about left behind women, what kind of news is 

it? What do you think(or your attitude) after hearing the news? 

 

17. Do you ask for help when you are in trouble (for example your child get ill or too 

much farm work to do)?  

If their answer is yes, the follow-up questions:  

1) Who are you usually asking for help?  

2) why that person? 

 

Questions for stay behind women 

 

1. What is a typical day like (What is your daily life)? 

And the follow-up questions:  

1) Are there parts of your daily life that you particularly enjoy? 

2) Is there anything you find difficult about your daily life? 

3) What is the most stressful thing in your daily life? 

4) What is the most enjoyable thing in your daily life? 

 

2. Can you tell me something about husband’s migration?  

And the follow-up questions:  

1) Can you tell me how you’re feeling about husband’s migrating?  

2) And how do you feel about staying in rural area?  

 

3. What do your friends/relatives say about your husband having migrated?  

 

4. Does long-term separation from your husband affect your life?  
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5. How do you keep the relationship between husband and wife? 

 

6. Do you have any plans to migrate to the urban area and live with your husband in 

the future? Why or why not? 

 

7. Do you have any friends who are living separate from their husband like you?  

And if the answer is yes, the follow-up questions: Do you keep in touch with them? 

Why or why not?  

 

8. Do you know someone who is living in the countryside with her husband?  

And the follow-up questions:  

1) What do you think of them?  

2) Is there any difference in your life, comparing with them? 

 

9. Do you know someone who are return women?  

And the follow-up questions:  

1) What do you think of them  

2) How other people think about them? For example, do people talk about them? Do 

their families approve? Please tell me some examples and stories about them. 

3) Is there any difference in your life, comparing with them? 

 

10. Do you have friends who had migrated to the urban area?  

And the follow-up questions:  

1) What do you think about them? 

2) What do other people think about them? For example, do people talk about them? 

Do their families approve? Please tell me some examples and stories about them. 

 

11. Can you talk about the issue of family contributions (your value for your own 

family)?  

And the follow-up questions:  

1) What do you think you have contributed to your own family?  

2)And what contribution does the other members of your family have? 

Ps: the family members including the people she living together. 
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12.Generally speaking, who is the person who makes the decisions in your family? 

 

13.Are you satisfied with your current life? 

If their answer is no, the follow-up question: which part do you think needs to 

improve? 

 

14. What did you imagine your life? And when you were a child, do you have any 

dreams and aspiration about your future? 

 

15. Have you know some news from TV or newspapers about women who are in 

same situation with you? 

If their answer is yes, the follow-up questions:  

1) What the content of news? and do you agree with the content of it? 

2) What do you think (or your attitude) after hearing the news? 

 

16. If you have ever seen some news about return women, what kind of news is it? 

What do you think after reading the news? 

 

17. Do you ask for help when you are in trouble (for example your child get ill or too 

much farm work to do)?  

If their answer is yes, the follow-up questions:  

1) Who are you usually asking for help?  

2) why? 
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Appendix 6 Outline of Interview questions (Chinese Version )  

返乡妇女—采访问题大纲 

1.典型的一天是什么样的（你的日常生活是什么）？ 

以及后续问题： 

1）你的日常生活中是否有你特别喜欢的部分？ 

2）你觉得日常生活中有什么困难吗？ 

3）你日常生活中最紧张的是什么？ 

4）你日常生活中最愉快的事情是什么？ 

 

2.你能告诉我你是怎么决定回到农村的吗？你觉得回到这里怎么样？ 

 

3. 你喜欢农村还是城市？为什么呢？ 

如果答案是城市，我想问他们是否有计划迁移到城市？ 

 

4.你能告诉我你在市区的经历对你现在生活的影响吗？ 

以及后续问题： 

1）你觉得这些经历怎么样？ 

2）与移民前相比，你现在的生活有什么变化吗？ 

 

5.你丈夫和你一起回到农村了吗？你对此是怎么想的？ 

如果答案是否定的，问他们： 

1）丈夫决定不和他们回农村，是否对他们有影响？ 

2）与丈夫长期分居对你的生活有何影响？ 

3）如何保持夫妻关系？ 

 

6.其他人（你的家人、朋友等）如何看待你返回农村的决定？ 

 

7.你有没有从未到城市打过工的朋友？ 

以及后续问题： 
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1）你觉得他们的生活怎么样？ 

2）别人怎么看他们？例如，人们谈论他们吗？他们的家人赞成吗？请给我讲一

些例子和故事。 

 

8.你怎么看移民，尤其是移民妇女？ 

 

9.你认识返回农村的人吗？ 

以及后续问题： 

1）你认为他们的返回决定如何？ 

2）别人怎么看他们？例如，人们谈论他们吗？他们的家人赞成吗？请给我讲一

些例子和故事。 

 

10.一般来说，在你的家庭里谁是做决定的人？ 

 

11.你能谈谈家庭贡献（你对自己家庭的价值）的问题吗？ 

1）你认为你为自己的家庭做出了什么贡献？ 

2）你的其他家庭成员有什么贡献？ 

附：家庭成员包括她生活在一起的人。 

 

12.你对现在的生活满意吗？ 

如果他们的答案是否定的，那么接下来的问题是：你认为哪些方面需要改进？ 

 

13.当你还是个孩子的时候，你是怎么想象你的生活的？你对自己的未来有什么

梦想和抱负吗？ 

 

14.你的妈妈去过城市打工并且生活过吗？ 

 

15. 你读过电视或报纸上关于和你处境相同的妇女的新闻吗？ 

如果他们的回答是肯定的，那么接下来的问题是： 
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1）新闻内容是什么？你同意它的内容吗？ 

2）听到这个消息后你觉得怎么样？ 

 

16.如果你看过一些关于留守妇女的新闻，那是什么样的新闻？听到这个消息

后，你认为（或你的态度）如何？ 

 

17.当你有困难的时候（例如你的孩子生病或有太多的农活要做），你会寻求帮

助吗？ 

如果他们的回答是肯定的，那么接下来的问题是： 

1）你通常向谁求助？ 

2）为什么会这样？ 

 

留守妇女—采访问题大纲 

1.典型的一天是什么样的（你的日常生活是什么）？ 

以及后续问题： 

1）你的日常生活中是否有你特别喜欢的部分？ 

2）你觉得日常生活中有什么困难吗？ 

3）你日常生活中最紧张的是什么？ 

4）你日常生活中最愉快的事情是什么？ 

 

2.你能告诉我一些关于你丈夫移民的决定吗？ 

以及后续问题： 

1）你能告诉我你对丈夫移民的感觉吗？ 

2）你觉得留在农村怎么样？ 

 

3.你的朋友/亲戚对于你丈夫移民了怎么看？ 

 

4.与丈夫长期分居会影响你的生活吗？ 
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5.你如何保持夫妻关系？ 

 

6.你有没有计划将来移居市区和你丈夫住在一起？为什么或者为什么不？ 

 

7.你有没有像你这样和丈夫分开生活的朋友？ 

如果答案是肯定的，那么接下来的问题是：你和他们保持联系吗？为什么或者

为什么不？ 

 

8.你认识一个和她丈夫住在乡下的人吗？ 

以及后续问题： 

1）你觉得他们的生活怎么样？ 

2）与他们相比，你的生活有什么不同吗？ 

 

9.你认识一个归乡妇女吗？ 

以及后续问题： 

1）你觉得他们怎么样？ 

2）别人怎么看他们？例如，人们谈论他们吗？他们的家人赞成吗？请给我讲一

些例子和故事。 

3）与他们相比，你的生活有什么不同吗？ 

 

10.你有移居到市区的朋友吗？ 

以及后续问题： 

1）你觉得他们怎么样？ 

2）别人怎么看他们？例如，人们谈论他们吗？他们的家人赞成吗？请给我讲一

些例子和故事。 

 

11.你能谈谈家庭贡献（你对自己家庭的价值）的问题吗？ 

以及后续问题： 

1）你认为你为自己的家庭做出了什么贡献？ 
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2）你的其他家庭成员有什么贡献？ 

附：家庭成员包括她生活在一起的人。 

 

12.一般来说，在你的家庭里，谁是做决定的人？ 

 

13.你对现在的生活满意吗？ 

如果他们的答案是否定的，那么接下来的问题是：你认为哪些方面需要改进？ 

 

14.当你还是个孩子的时候，你是怎么想象你的生活的？你对自己的未来有什么

梦想和抱负吗？ 

 

15.你读过电视或报纸上关于和你处境相同的妇女的新闻吗？ 

如果他们的回答是肯定的，那么接下来的问题是： 

1）新闻内容是什么？你同意它的内容吗？ 

2）你听到这个消息后有什么想法（或态度）？ 

 

16.如果你看过一些关于返乡妇女的新闻，那是什么样的新闻？你看了新闻后觉

得怎么样？ 

 

17.当你有困难的时候（例如你的孩子生病或有太多的农活要做），你会寻求帮

助吗？ 

如果他们的回答是肯定的，那么接下来的问题是： 

1）你通常向谁求助？ 

2）为什么会这样？ 
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