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A migrant workers' village near the airport in Beijing
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“To be attached to the homeland is a human nature - so is
being together with our family and children.” - wrote the Book of
Han. Yet, since the mid-1980s, more rural Chinese moved away from
their home villages to work in the city, leaving behind parents, children as
well as acquainted ways of making livings, mother tongues and identities.
They have no other ways but to adopt a new set of social values and
being tagged negatively as “rural migrant workers”. | was always trying
to answer this seemingly easy question: why do they leave their homes?
Later | had chances to talk to several female workers who shed tears
everyday for missing their young children. “The farmland had become
dried and ‘smoky’ (i.e. barren)! Who would leave their children if they had
other choices,” one of them said. She reminded me the central place
her kid had in her mind. Leaving their children was a helpless choice for
livelihood. Xiaoyu, a mother in her thirties, said farming could never earn
the money needed for renovating her old home, so that her son will be
able to “marry a good wife”. | began to realize that they firmly believed
that working in big cities was the only way to bring them a complete
home. Having observed for years the two generations of rural migrant
workers, | found that the aggravatingly commercialized and commoditized
society of China and the ever growing needs for money have set a goal
which my migrant worker friends could never meet - despite all the
sacrifices they had to make. “Tottering on my way home | am stricken
with hunger and thirst” (from the Book of Songs) describes the hardship
and homesickness of a wanderer. By making a
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The first migrant village

that Xiaoyu lived
(2000)

sketch of these “homecoming” workers, | hope
to explain what they dream about and why their
dream of going home becomes a mirage.

“Rural migrant workers” is a collective name
for rural villagers who quit farming to become a
wage labourer in the city. Yet they vary largely in
age, educational level and distance from their
hometowns, as well as their reasons for leaving,
destinations and the jobs they engage in. Those |
have known for years are females from Anhui born

in the 1960-70s. They were mothers in their 20s
or 30s when they first left their homes. While they
worked as domestic helpers in Beijing, their husbands at the same
time worked in construction sites in the same city. | met Xiaoyu the
first time in 2000, only two weeks after she left her village. She was in
her nicest clothes that she got from her home when applying for the
job of domestic helper. In her thirties she had the wrinkles and tans of
a normal peasant on her face. Bewildered, she fastened her gaze on
the floor. But once she talked it was like yelling to someone over the
field. After we got to know each other better, | asked if | could visit her

temporary home in Beijing.
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The village Xiaoyu lived
(2011)
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The courtyard of Xiaoyu'’s rented home

Never did | imagine that it was a long trip of 3

hours. Starting from the northeast corner of the 4"
Ring Road, we took three bus trips and walked a long
way before reaching her lodging in the southwest outskirts of Beijing.
She lived in a typical “migrant worker village”, where the locals, originally
peasants as well, switched to sublet their Siheyuan (quadrangular
homes) to migrant workers. It is not uncommon that migrant residents
would invite more relatives and home fellows to move in and form closer
bonds. Some Anhui or Sichuan villages thus gradually emerged. We
managed to get on the sardine bus where Xiaoyu became unusually
quiet. She just smiled and nodded to whatever jokes or questions |
made. We were waiting at the bus stop at the 3 Ring Road in front of
the glassy mall of the China World Trade Center. | pointed and asked
if Xiaoyu had been there, or if she wished to browse around. She
glimpsed and said quietly, “No.” | was shocked. She explained, “I don’t
like to walk into those expensive places where people would call me a
bumpkin.” She muted again when we got on the next bus. It was not
until we took the third bus near the Military Museum and journeyed for
a while towards southwest did her smile reappear. The bus thrashed
through and passengers were getting fewer. The clanging Beijing dialect
diminished, replaced by an accent strange to me.

Around me were nearly all female commuters; they
laughed, pointed at me and jabbered loudly. Xiaoyu,
smiling tight-lipped, echoed on and off while calling
out to her friends on the bus. It was not the Xiaoyu
| knew, nor the one who struggled to open her lips
earlier that day. All at once | realized that this bus
from Beijing had crossed an invisible line and entered

the Anhui locale. Their weary faces and bones finally
unwound on this “Anhui bus”. AT 5 485 ALl S

Xiaoyu waiting for her train back

home to Anhui in the Beijing Station
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NERRBFAEN FHEBE R T B R Xiaoyu and her home rebuilt in 2004 in her
The abandoned old home of Xiaoyu's parents in the village home village, which no one had ever lived in.
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Xiaoyu's sister owns
an apartment in this
community in Hefei. It
is however left vacant as
the whole family works in

Beijing.

Xiaoyu could save more than half of the commuting time if she
had use the subway, at the cost of only two more dollars per ride. Every
cent means harsh labour and should be saved, said Xiaoyu. She would
rather leave home at 5 or 6 am and squander six hours on a Bejing
bus to save each cent. Did she have a nice saving? She said merrily
that she would buy some bricks back home during Spring Festival. A
new house would be possible if they got enough bricks. Entering the
courtyard that she lived in was a pang to me. The humble cell that
Xiaoyu and her husband dwelled in was only of 2 x 2.5m?, nothing
besides a single-sized plank bed, some clothes and a small outdoor
stove. She had me seated, and hurried outside to cook some rice in
soup. To save every single cent, she never ate out no matter how long
she worked in the day, starving until feeding herself at home. When she
was scouring the pot, her younger sister dropped by. A more persistent
and self-assertive figure, she left earlier than Xiaoyu and settled in the
same village. She caught my question and sighed, “We do look forward
to returning home for the Spring Festival, and we miss our children a
lot. Yet when we are home, we feel empty and anxious. Only in Beijing

we feel settled - when we can earn money, we feel settled.”
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Talking with Xiaoyu's sister in Xiaoyu’s humble room about how

earning money made her feel settled. (2008)

(2000)
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The courtyard where Xiaoyu'’s younger sister lived
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After this first rendezvous, for more than a decade |
have visited some other villages in Beijing that they have
resided in. Despite itty-bitty upgrades of their temporary
residences, the fattening downtown of Beijing has ousted
their dwellings from the 4" Ring to outside 6™ Ring. As
“marginalized” dwellers of the city, the advancing transport
system in Beijing does not lessen their commuting hours.
To live in the outskirts of the capital city may not be only

a matter of lower house rent: | suppose they also crave a
place with fellow workers from Anhui where they need not INE A — B A T B B »
to grovel. Their reluctance to go into “expensive places” It - e e R 5 L A DR o

Weeds grew taller than a man at the front

still haunts me. | remember an old lady recalling the days in lawn of Xiaoyu's empty home renovated in 2004,
1966 when she took free transport as a token for promoting

the Cultural Revolution, “From Xinjiang to Beijing | did not admire one
single flower. We turned our heads away whenever we saw flowers - we
didn’t do what only a capitalist would do.” The amiable old lady herself
turned into a bashful smile. “It did sound silly, right? \We were very serious
though.” She would certainly turn away if there were this haughty China
World Shopping Mall back then, | thought. The case was different in the
sense that Xiaoyu and her fellows did not avoid the mall willfully, but were
looked down by the flashy people and place. Such contradiction outlined
how China has changed through these years, and what migrant workers
who exiled and strived in the cities are actually looking for.

A few anthropologists have remarked that the Maoist Communist
Party depicted a world of material abundance; the Chinese masses
sacrificed themselves and endeavoured for the dream of this “better
world”. It still befits the twenty-first century migrant workers. They
labour to make meaning for their livelihood, and to raise their children’s
living standard to meet that of the better-off China. However, to my
understanding, the migrants’ children share a common goal of being
recognized in a new ground when

they grow up. Xiaoyu’s daughter, who
worked in a factory in Hebei after
dropping out of school, shortly eloped
with her boyfriend regardless of her
parents’ opposition. They opened
a restaurant on a high mountain in
Qinghai and started a new family. To

the migrant workers, the old home is
what they strive hard for in a distant
city, hoping to refurbish and to live in
with their children after retirement.
What an irony that this home, to their
children, had crumbled right after their J_

parents migrated. "¢ AR R B R 5 I TR 5 1

I and Xiaoyu in front of Xiaoyu's farmland.
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