
Vulnerable yet resilient: representations of migrant workers in
contemporary Chinese prose
Liu, S.

Citation
Liu, S. (2024, December 3). Vulnerable yet resilient: representations of migrant workers in
contemporary Chinese prose. Retrieved from https://hdl.handle.net/1887/4170525
 
Version: Publisher's Version

License: Licence agreement concerning inclusion of doctoral thesis in the
Institutional Repository of the University of Leiden

Downloaded from: https://hdl.handle.net/1887/4170525
 
Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if applicable).

https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:5
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:5
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/4170525


 

 

  

 

 

 

VULNERABLE YET RESILIENT： 

REPRESENTATIONS OF MIGRANT WORKERS  

IN CONTEMPORARY CHINESE PROSE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shuang Liu 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover design by Shuang Liu 

Cover illustration: the cover features an image of a river flowing between the 

countryside and the city, symbolizing the fluidity and mobility of migrant workers.  

 

Copyrights © 2024 Shuang Liu, Delft, the Netherlands. 

All rights reserved. No part of this dissertation may be reproduced or transmitted, 

in any form or by any means whatsoever without prior permission of the author.  



 

 

 

 

Vulnerable Yet Resilient: 

Representations of Migrant Workers in Contemporary Chinese Prose 

 

 

 

 

Proefschrift 

 

 

 

ter verkrijging van 

de graad van doctor aan de Universiteit Leiden,  

op                      gezag van rector magnificus prof.dr.ir. H. Bijl, 

volgens besluit van het college voor promoties 

te verdedigen op dinsdag 3 december 2024 

klokke 11:30 uur 

 

 
door 

 

 
Shuang Liu 

geboren te Henan, China 

In 1988  

 

  



 

 

 

Promotor 

Prof. Dr. Maghiel van Crevel 

 
Copromotor 

Dr. Svetlana Kharchenkova 

 
 

 
Promotiecommissie 

Dr. Eric Florence, University of Liège 

Dr. Liu Chang, Wuhan University 

Prof. Dr. Irmy Schweiger, Stockholm University  

Prof. Dr. Ivo Smits 
  



 

  I 

 

 

 

CONTENTS 

 

 

Acknowledgments……………………………………………………………. V 

 Conventions………………………………………………………………….. VI 

 

  

 

Preface 

Origins and motivations: how it all began……………………………….. 1 

 

Chapter one 

Introduction: China’s internal migrant workers and migrant worker 

literature………………………………………………………….…….…….3 

1 Background: migrant workers and migrant worker literature…………  3 

2 Research questions, theory, and method………………………………16 

3 Scholarship on Chinese migrant worker literature…………………….19 

4 Contributions of this study……………………………………………. 23 

5 Chapter outlines………………………………………………………...25 

 

Chapter two 

Essential yet overlooked: the rural narrative……………………………..29 

1 The view from the countryside…………………………………………31 

2 Memories of the countryside…………………………………………...37 



 

  II 

3 A dialogue between those who leave and those who 

stay………………………………………………………………………..44 

 

Chapter three 

The Struggle for Subsistence: City-based Migrant Couples……………...54 

 Prelude……………………………………………………………………54 

1 The temporary couple…………………………………………………..58 

2 An oppressive living space ……………………………………….……65 

3 Rural-urban marriage…………………………………………………...72 

 

Chapter four 

Exhaustion, Vulnerability, and Precarity: Factory Life ………..………..82 

1 Exhaustion: discipline and personal choice…………………………….85 

2 Vulnerability: institutionalized traps, work-related injuries, and lack of 

solidarity………………………………………………………………….92 

3 Precarity: economic globalization and the value distribution chain……99 

 

Chapter five 

Representations of migrant workers’ agency: resistance and revenge…107 

1 Violence and tragic revenge……………………………………………110 

2 Lawsuits and rights protection…………………………………………119 

 3 Successful resistance?.............................................................................127 

 

Epilogue………………………………………………………………….….136 

Works Cited…………………………………………………………………139 

Glossary………………………………………………………….………..…156 

Summary in English………………………………………………….……..162 



 

  III 

Summary in Dutch…………………………………………………………..164 

Curriculum Vitae……………………………………………………………166 

Propositions……………………………………………….…………………167  



 

  IV 

 

 

 

 

 

 

献给我的父母，刘付章和魏秀兰 

To my parents, Fuzhang Liu and Xiulan Wei 

  



 

  V 

 

 

Acknowledgements  
 

The past five years of my doctoral journey have been an incredibly rewarding experience, thanks 

to the wonderful people I have encountered in both my work and personal life. 

I extend my deepest gratitude to my two supervisors, Maghiel van Crevel and Svetlana 

Kharchenkova. Their guidance has been invaluable throughout the process of writing my thesis. 

From the nuances of word choice to the overall structure of my thesis, their feedback has 

significantly enhanced the quality of my work. What sets Maghiel and Svetlana apart is not only 

the insightfulness of their feedback but also its clarity and practicality. Their comments not only 

tell me what needs to be done but also provide concrete, actionable suggestions, making the 

process of refinement both productive and achievable. I feel fortunate to have had these two 

supervisors, who made my research journey smooth and enjoyable. 

I wish to express my gratitude to my husband, Chunxiao, for his love and support. 

Perhaps, without him, I might have completed my Ph.D. years ago. However, it is also because 

of him that I have been able to experience a completely different life, filled with excitement. I 

want to thank my son, Boyuan, who, in his first year of life, has filled my days with boundless 

joy and a renewed sense of wonder. Watching you grow has gifted me a fresh pair of eyes to see 

the world anew, a heart full of curiosity, and a spirit brimming with passion and appreciation for 

the beauty around us. May your life be filled with endless love, laughter, and discovery, and may 

you always keep a heart full of curiosity and passion. 

Finally, I would like to thank myself for my optimism and perseverance. My academic 

journey has not been smooth; I have faced interruptions due to frequent relocations. However, 

fueled by my academic passion and strict self-discipline, I have consistently sought opportunities 

amidst adversity, pushing myself to continue my studies. Throughout my doctoral studies, I 

encountered challenges and obstacles, but I persisted, completing this journey filled with both 

hardships and joys.  



 

  VI 

 

Conventions 

 

 

This study uses the Hanyu Pinyin system of Romanization for Chinese 

names and terms. Chinese characters are provided at first mention of personal and 

institutional names, important Chinese terms, and the titles of literary works. Only 

when a term or name recurs prominently at distinct intervals throughout the text 

are the characters provided more than once. In addition, all characters used are 

found in the glossary. In transcribing personal names, I follow the Chinese custom 

of placing family names before given names. 

 

All translations are mine unless otherwise indicated. 

 

 



 

  1 

 

Preface 

 

Growing up in a rural region of Henan province, the heartland of China, I kept hearing about 

dagong 打工. Dagong means to work for the boss, to sell your labor, and it often means you do 

so as a precarious worker in a place that is far away from home: in manufacturing, construction, 

service jobs, and so on. The expression felt both familiar and unfamiliar. Many individuals I 

knew, including neighbors, relatives, and high school classmates who dropped out, left their 

hometowns to dagong in the cities, as migrant workers in southern China. So I knew what 

dagong was all about: as an idea, from a distance. Then, after completing my undergraduate 

studies, I ventured to a factory in the south for two months of summer employment in my turn, in 

the summer of 2011. I became a dagong-er myself. This was an entirely new experience, and an 

encounter with the world behind the word: the hot and humid summer, the huge factory grounds, 

workshops with automatic temperature control, assembly lines strewn with electronic 

components, dustproof work clothes, the worker community—all these elements of the actual 

dagong experience were new to me.  

I worked for two months and earned nearly 5,000 yuan (around 625 euros). This income 

was considered quite high. In 2011, my annual tuition fee in college was 3,400 yuan (around 425 

euros), and the cost of my living for a year was around 2,500 yuan (around 300 euros). In other 

words, if a college student from a central province went to the southeastern coastal area for a 

summer job for two months, they could almost cover their annual tuition and living expenses. 

During that time, the most profound impressions I had of migrant labor were the economic 

benefits it brought and the differences in climate and cuisine between the southern city and my 

hometown.  

After my brief firsthand experience as a migrant worker came to an end and I returned to 

university, I continued to encounter various narratives and stories about the lives of migrant 

workers. Indeed, as someone born in rural Henan, I have come to realize that no matter where I 

am or what kind of job I do, as long as I maintain a connection with my hometown, the stories of 

migrant workers will always find their way to me—it remains a central topic of discussion 

among the people from my hometown. In our village, people would often discuss and envy the 
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newly constructed buildings owned by those who had worked as migrant workers. There were 

also occasional gossip and discussions surrounding female migrant workers, suggesting they 

might be “contaminated” by going out into the world. Particularly during the Spring Festival, TV 

programs would broadcast images and videos of migrant workers carrying bags of all sizes, 

returning home by train from the southern regions to celebrate the New Year. These diverse 

pieces of information about dagong came from different sources and offered varying 

perspectives, sometimes aligning with my own experiences and sometimes contradicting them.  

As I matured and gained more life experience, not just in China but also in the US and in 

the Netherlands, my brief migrant worker experience became increasingly captivating, 

prompting me to revisit it time and again. Why was my first job dagong-ing in the south? Would 

other opportunities have been available if I had chosen to stay in my hometown? Moreover, as I 

grew more aware of the bigger picture around dagong—one way of summarizing this would be 

global capitalism and its discontents, extending to China as the “workshop of the world”—I 

began to contemplate why my memories of that time primarily revolved around the sweltering 

heat in the south and the wages I earned, rather than the grievances voiced by my older 

colleagues. They would express concerns regarding the toll of night shifts on their health, their 

longing for their children back in their hometowns, the sacrifice required to realize their 

aspirations to save money for constructing houses or initiating businesses, and a multitude of 

other, fundamental challenges.  

In a nutshell, dagong has remained unfamiliar to me in many ways, as the stories of 

migrant workers I know and my own experience as a summer migrant worker have left many 

questions unanswered, further fueling my curiosity. But then I turned to literature to seek 

answers. In 2019, eight years after my brief migrant worker experience, I decided to study 

Chinese migrant worker literature, popularly known in China as dagong literature: a striking and 

hotly contested new genre that has quickly and firmly established itself over the last several 

decades. While this topic originated from my personal experiences and curiosity, this doctoral 

dissertation extends far beyond addressing individual questions and concerns. I hope it will 

advance our understanding of migrant worker literature and (Chinese) literature at large—and of 

contemporary Chinese society, where opportunity, hardship, and representation are entangled in 

fascinating ways. 

 


