Being Bad to Feel Good
China's Migrant Men, Displaced Masculinity, and the Commercial Sex Industry
Tsang, Eileen Yuk-ha
Published in:
Journal of Contemporary China
Published: 01/01/2020

Document Version:
Final Published version, also known as Publisher’s PDF, Publisher’s Final version or Version of Record
License:
CC BY-NC-ND
Publication record in CityU Scholars:
Go to record
Published version (DOI):
10.1080/10670564.2019.1637563
Publication details:
Tsang, E. Y. (2020). Being Bad to Feel Good: China's Migrant Men, Displaced Masculinity, and the Commercial
Sex Industry. Journal of Contemporary China, 29(122), 221-237.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2019.1637563

Citing this paper
Please note that where the full-text provided on CityU Scholars is the Post-print version (also known as Accepted Author
Manuscript, Peer-reviewed or Author Final version), it may differ from the Final Published version. When citing, ensure that
you check and use the publisher's definitive version for pagination and other details.
General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the CityU Scholars portal is retained by the author(s) and/or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and abide by the legal
requirements associated with these rights. Users may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity
or commercial gain.
Publisher permission
Permission for previously published items are in accordance with publisher's copyright policies sourced from the SHERPA
RoMEO database. Links to full text versions (either Published or Post-print) are only available if corresponding publishers
allow open access.
Take down policy
Contact lbscholars@cityu.edu.hk if you believe that this document breaches copyright and provide us with details. We will
remove access to the work immediately and investigate your claim.

Download date: 10/01/2023

Journal of Contemporary China

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cjcc20

Being Bad to Feel Good: China’s Migrant Men,
Displaced Masculinity, and the Commercial Sex
Industry
Eileen Yuk-ha Tsang
To cite this article: Eileen Yuk-ha Tsang (2020) Being Bad to Feel Good: China’s Migrant Men,
Displaced Masculinity, and the Commercial Sex Industry, Journal of Contemporary China, 29:122,
221-237, DOI: 10.1080/10670564.2019.1637563
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2019.1637563

© 2019 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.
Published online: 21 Jul 2019.

Submit your article to this journal

Article views: 972

View related articles

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 10 View citing articles

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cjcc20

JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY CHINA
2020, VOL. 29, NO. 122, 221–237
https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2019.1637563

Being Bad to Feel Good: China’s Migrant Men, Displaced
Masculinity, and the Commercial Sex Industry
Eileen Yuk-ha Tsang
City University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong
ABSTRACT

The plight of male migrant workers in China warrants critical attention
because their diminished opportunity for life success has created a
public health issue. To cope with hopelessness and despair they engage
in risky behaviors involving paid sex and drugs. This article extends
Connell ’s notion of hegemonic masculinity, linking urban migration
with a rampant ‘masculinity crisis’ engulﬁng these single migrant men.
Interviews with 100 male migrants who admitted to regularly buying
commercial sex in low-end and mid-tier bars revealed underlying cultural
tensions which drive them to use paid sex and drugs to help them cope
with their emasculated reality. This article facilitates understanding of
China’s masculinity crisis against the backdrop of the nation’s postsocialist transition in a wider social, cultural, and historical structure.

Introduction
Domestic migrants have been branded as ‘the ﬂoating population’ (liudong renkou) in China.
Government ﬁgures estimate there are between 100 and 150 million single adult males subsisting
at the bottom of the workforce.1 In 2007, in Guangdong province alone the shortage of female
labor was 1,398,579 individuals. Meanwhile, the percentage of male employees increased from 42%
in 2004 to 53.9% in 2012.2 In addition, in 2014 the gender ratio at birth was 115.88 boys born to
every 100 girls.3 In 2014, of the approximately 170,000 people aged 20–59 who were single in
China, single men outnumbered single women by 104,000 (59.6%) to 70,000 (40.4%). According to
the report, the percentages for single men aged 20–34, 35–39, and 40–45 were 67.3%, 69.4%, and
66.3%, respectively. To meet the sexual impulses of so many single unattached men, a thriving and
robust sex industry has emerged across social strata. This article focuses on clients who buy
commercial sex in the low-end market (Peach Bar) and mid-tier bar (Lotus Club).
Single-adult male migrants are rarely treated as a distinct analytical category in research
interventions in the burgeoning area of migration and sexuality. As China’s global inﬂuence
continues to rise, the interest in its sociocultural trends rises as well. The intersectionality of
masculinity, migration and sexuality in China and East Asia remains in a nascent state.
Masculinity is the broad term used to refer to the social expectations of men and boys. It
encompasses behaviors, actions, and perceptions by men, women, and institutions about what it
means to be ‘a man’4. When wealth is synonymous with success, it is also equated with strength.
CONTACT Eileen Yuk-ha Tsang
eileen@cityu.edu.hk
1
National Bureau of Statistics of China, Chinese Labor Statistical Year Book 2004–2016 (Beijing: China Statistic Press, 2016).
2
National Bureau of Statistics of China, Chinese Labor Statistical Year Book 2004–2016.
3
Huang Jingjing,‘Will More Children Save China?’, All-China Women Federation, December 30, 2015, accessed October 17, 2017,
http://www.womenofchina.cn/html/features/15122198-1.htm.
4
Robert W. Connell, Masculinities (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1995).
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Being poor, by extension, may be equated with failure, and failure implies weakness.5 Migration is
the geographical movement from one location to another6 . In the context of this article, migration
is from rural areas of China to urban areas in search of employment. Sexuality refers to physical
activities as well as attitudes and values regarding dating, intimacy, and sexual habits.7 The norm
that men have to work and provide for their families is not limited to the West, but also applies to
Southeast Asia and China.8
The male purchase of commercial sex is often neglected in studies of internal migration, labor, and
masculinity; such men typically hide themselves from researchers because of the stigma and illegality
attached to the purchase of commercial sex. Consequently, few studies examine how single-adult
migrant clients negotiate their masculinities in this context. In studying this activity in southern China,
the masculinities of China’s rural subaltern population are presented in terms of the diﬀerent social
positions people simultaneously occupy and navigate. It is important for scholars to consider the ways in
which these social categories related to the inﬂuence of power. Consequently, this study of masculinity,
focused on single male migrants. This article addresses four overarching research questions. First, this
study examines the question what are the most signiﬁcant characteristics of the ‘masculinity crisis’ among
migrant men? Second, this study examines the ways in which China’s post-socialist transition has fueled
such a crisis among migrant men. A third question is how using commercial sex helps these migrants
rebuild or assert their masculinity. Finally, this research asks in what ways are masculinities expressed to
help the migrants ﬁnd or regain their conﬁdence and self-esteem?
This article extends Connell’s and Messerschmidt’s hegemonic masculinity research and making of
masculinity in relation to the political economy of sex in China.9 Researchers like Nayak used displaced
masculinity to describe how single migrant men in Britain lost their masculinity during the period of deindustrialization and globalization that occurred in the early 2000s.10 The masculinity crisis of single
migrant men reﬂects how global economic conditions can devastate the underclass. In China’s
restructured economy, many of the low-paid service jobs are stereotyped as feminine.11 Therefore,
migrant men must contend with being branded weak and a failure simply by showing up to their work.
Each day they work in the low-paid, ‘feminine’ job, it reminds them of their displaced masculinity.
The masculinities of ‘surplus populations’ of single migrant men are under-theorized, conﬁrming
the urgent need to understand how the simultaneity of masculinities and desires are diﬀerentially
articulated and shaped by external economic, institutional, demographic, and even cultural
changes in China.12 The revalorization of single male migrants takes on a particular classed and
gendered transformation in China’s neoliberal trajectories. The trajectories of economic reform and
5

Connell, Masculinities.
Robert W. Connell, ‘Masculinities and globalization’, Men and Masculinities 1(1), (1998), pp. 3–23.
7
Eileen YH. Tsang, ‘Neither “bad” nor “dirty”: High-end sex work and intimate relationships in urban China’, The China Quarterly
230, (2017), pp. 444–463; Eileen YH. Tsang, ‘Finding hope as a “tempting girl” in China: Sex work, indentured mobility, and
cosmopolitan individuals’, Deviant Behavior 39(7), (2018), pp. 896–909; Eileen YH. Tsang, ‘Erotic Authenticity: Comparing
Intimate Relationships between High-End Bars and Low-End Bars in China’s Global Sex Industry’, Deviant Behavior 40(4),
(2019), pp. 461–475.
8
Connell, ‘Masculinities and globalization’, p. 3–23; Robert W. Connell and James Messerschmidt, ‘Hegemonic masculinity
rethinking the concept’, Gender and Society 19(6), (2005), pp. 829–859; Michael Kimmel, ‘Masculinity as homophobia: Fear,
shame and silence in the construction of gender identity’, in Theorizing Masculinities, eds. Harry Brod and Michael Kaufman,
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1994), pp. 117–141; Rebecca Elmhirst, ‘Tigers and gangsters: Masculinities and
feminized migration in Indonesia’, Population, Space and Place 13(3), (2007), pp. 225–238; Lan Anh Hoang and Brenda Yeoh,
‘Breadwinning wives and “left-behind” husbands: Men and masculinities in the Vietnamese transnational family’, Gender &
Society 25(6), (2011), pp. 717–739; Rachel Parreñas, Children of Global Migration: Transnational Families and Gendered Woes
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005); Kam Louie, Chinese Masculinities in a Globalizing World (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2002); Geng Song and Derek Hird, Men and Masculinities in Contemporary China (Leiden: Brill, 2013).
9
Connell and Messerschmidt, ‘Hegemonic masculinity rethinking the concept.’
10
Anoop Nayak, ‘Displaced masculinities: chavs, youth and class in the post-industrial City’, Sociology 40(5), (2006), pp. 813–831.
11
Eileen YH. Tsang, ‘Reciprocating Desires: The Pursuit of Desirable East Asian Femininity in China’s Commercial Sex Industry’,
Deviant Behavior, online ﬁrst, doi:10.1080/01639625.2019.1596454, (2019), pp. 1–14; Eileen YH. Tsang, John Lowe, Jeﬀ
Wilkinson and Graham Scambler, ‘Peasant sex workers in metropolitan China and the pivotal concept of money:
a sociological investigation’, Asian Journal of Social Science 46(2), (2018), pp. 358–379.
12
Deborah Cowen and Amy Siciliano, ‘Surplus masculinities and security’, Antipode 43(5), (2011), pp. 1513–61.
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globalization make them redundant, a surplus peasant population where their value—and by
extension, their masculinity—is deeply discounted.13 Therefore, scholars, policymakers, and public
health professionals must consider the behavioral repercussions of how these men address their
personal masculinity crisis.
Through the purchase of commercial sex services, they can exercise and perform masculinity in
at least ﬁve ways. The ﬁve broad categories are not mutually exclusive; individuals may combine
any or all in a given situation. First, the vigorous/macho behaviors tend toward physical acts
associated with expressing male virility. The second, suppressive/anxious, reﬂects the psychological
tension which stems from concerns about obligations to family or the breaking of cultural norms.
Fantasy/bounded is closely akin to the uninhibited indulgent id. Extravagant/competitive behaviors
are expansive, public, and self-aﬃrming. Bragging/collaborative is public, and the verbal equivalent
of vigorous/macho. These ﬁve archetypal expressions of masculinity are interactional and represent
personas adopted by men when relating to women within a speciﬁc context. For China’s single
migrant men, these archetypes must be played out through the lens of devalorization, as they have
been forced to compete with women for low-status, low-pay service jobs.

Single Migrant Men: from Industry to Service
Connell’s groundbreaking work on hegemonic masculinity is still limited as it does not address
archetypal expressions of masculinity, nor does Connell link them to macro-arguments about
political economy.14 But scholars must examine the ways an individual constructs masculinity
and how such masculinity is asserted in order to link it back to economic and political development. A masculinity crisis is emerging in China’s modernizing urban societies, driven in part by
China’s economic and hukou (household registration) reforms which Connell argues makes it
impossible for any single gender template to explain the changed hegemonic project of masculinity formation within the global south.15 The metropole-apparatus of colonial power structures
contests masculinities by allowing overseas trade and the continued exploitation of third world
nations, a parallel which can be drawn with China’s urban reform. Urban reform promotes mass
internal migration from inland provinces to the coastal cities for higher paying jobs in factories. The
result is a ‘surplus population’ with concomitant masculinities. As stated earlier, the one-child
policy created a serious gender imbalance in China, and the ensuing masculinity crisis reﬂects
tensions which are diﬃcult for single-adult migrants to escape. Thus, procuring sex services is
examined within the larger context of how migrant men address the displacement of their working-class masculinities.
Typical characteristics are to be upper-middle class and part of the racial majority. The wider
literature on masculinities point to macro-trends leading working class men to feel insecure and fail
to meet the expectation of heteronormativity. These trends include globalization and deindustrialization associated with the policies of neo-liberalism as well as the blurring of lines
between what it means to be a man and woman. Nayak notes de-industrialization of societies
has resulted in men being less likely to ‘learn to labor’ and more likely to ‘learn to serve.’16
Gendered processes cannot be set apart from economic restructuring, and creating more service
industry jobs means that working-class men must transition to accept these newly deﬁned masculine positions. As masculinities were displaced by the de-industrialization of Northern England,
Nayak found that working class men working in service industries turned to crime, body-building
and drinking as a means of regaining their ‘male street-cred.’17 This need by working-class men to
ﬁnd a means of restoring their male credibility is not unique to England.
13

Cowen and Siciliano, Surplus masculinities and security.
Cowen and Siciliano, Surplus masculinities and security.
Connell, Masculinities and globalization, p. 3–23.
16
Anoop Nayak, ‘Displaced masculinities: chavs, youth and class in the post-industrial city’, p. 814.
17
Anoop Nayak, ‘Displaced masculinities: chavs, youth and class in the post-industrial city’, p. 828.
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The relationship between hegemony and masculinities is increasingly contested due to changing structures of power in light of the decolonization of the global south5. In 1990, Cynthia Enloe
noted that ‘gender makes the world go round.’18 Her study of women’s labor found that overall
Europe paid much higher wages to women than China’s sweatshops and factories. Almost 30 years
later, we now see a strata of men in China joining what used to be women-only assembly lines,
making phones and other electronic devices. They understand both the economic as well as the
social implications of their decision, but there are few alternatives.
This article also ‘directly links the masculinity crisis to the economy and political development.’ One
aspect of the ‘China Dream’ is a preoccupation with consumerism and the trappings of prosperity19. In
their work on China’s authoritarian drive to preserve single party rule, Ortmann and Thompson
maintained that China has long been obsessed with learning from Singapore.20 The Lion City is
a small country with a majority ethnic Chinese population. Contrary to Western predictions that the
rise of a middle class would result in democratization, instead it has strengthened the hegemony of
single-party rule. In Singapore, the government sanctions a form of authoritarian capitalism which
encourages its citizens to pursue materialism and consumerism.21 Moreover, Thompson has argued
that the Singapore government uses the rhetoric of ‘Asian values’ to legitimize authoritarian rule.22 The
government projects the West as both morally and culturally degenerate, and Chinese Communist
oﬃcials continue to invoke cultural diﬀerences to justify single party rule. The Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) no longer seeks to maintain citizens’ compliance through coercion, but instead steers its
citizenry toward apolitical matters in order to preserve the status quo while maintaining their predominant position in society. These positions are often presented as ‘most reasonable’ in order to
frame discordant views as counter to the wishes of proper Chinese society.
In China, the single male adult migrants also feel forced to leave their villages to take low-skill jobs in
the city. Global and domestic demand for Chinese products, especially products like aﬀordable phones
like Oppo and Huawei in Dongguan demand cheap labor to ﬁll factory assembly lines. The peasant
men seeking better economic opportunities in metropolitan areas end up competing for jobs that are
traditionally taken by women. The hukou reform enables and promotes mass internal migration from
inland China to coastal cities. A historical factor for this emasculation of male labor is the one-child
policy, which has generated a substantial gender imbalance amongst the Chinese young rural
population. However, political and cultural diﬀerences between England and China may explain why
working class migrant peasant men in China’s factories turn to sex rather than crime as a means to
perform masculinity. Situated within the wider literature, this work takes into account the masculinity
crisis faced by China’s rural-urban migrant men, who, like the working class men in Northern England’s
de-industrialized cities, have displaced masculinities and insecure forms of male identity in need of
reparation. In China, it can also be said that the masculine identities of single and young migrants are
negatively aﬀected by the trajectories of economic changes in post-reform China. This results in
a complex interplay of masculinities which are tied to the post-socialist transition that has reshaped
China’s social structure, economy, and culture.

The Five Archetypal Expressions Masculinity
The single-adult migrants are in a desperate battle to get rid of their underprivileged class labels
because there are few opportunities for them to climb the hierarchy and improve their inter18

Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics (Berkeley CA: University of California
Press, 1990).
Michael Peters, ‘The Chinese dream: Xi Jinping thought on socialism with Chinese characteristics for a new era’, Educational
Philosophy and Theory 49(14), (2018), pp. 1299–1304.
20
Stephan Ortmann and Mark Thompson, ‘China’s obsession with Singapore: Learning
authoritarian modernity’, The Paciﬁc Review 27(3), (2014), pp. 433–55.
21
Chris Lingle, The rise and decline of the Asian Century (London: IB Tauris, 2000).
22
Mark Thompson, ‘Whatever happened to Asian values?’ Journal of Democracy 12(4), (2001), pp. 154–65.
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generational mobility. Consequently, they may turn to commercial sex services as a quick release that is
more attainable than ﬁnding girlfriends. There are ﬁve speciﬁc patterns of behavior whereby male
clients rationalize and assert their masculinity. These patterns are not ﬁrmly deﬁned static constructs.
They are more like personas adopted by men when relating to women within a speciﬁc context.
(1) Vigorous and macho (repressive and lascivious behavior such as groping, tickling, sadism and
indiﬀerent deceit), which is limited to sexually oriented activities;
(2) Fantasy and bounded (practice diﬀerent forms of intimate physical contact such as kissing
and caressing, which blur the boundaries between commercial sex and non-commercial
sex), with fantasy-oriented activities;
(3) Anxious and suppressive (reluctant displays of normative, heterosexual manliness to suppress
queer desire), with suppressive-oriented activities;
(4) Extravagant and competitive (displays of conspicuous consumption such as buying alcohol
and expensive food to make a point, and buying ﬂowers, jewelry and other rites to
demonstrate ﬁnancial power or authority);
(5) Bragging and collaborative (in terms of showing oﬀ physical attractiveness; getting VIP
rooms at the bars; excessive alcohol intake; and the ability to collaborate with the boss
and pimps to assert masculinity).

Research Methods and Setting
The article draws from 100 in-depth interviews (50 from a low-end bar; 50 from a mid-tier bar)
conducted between the summer of 2015 to the summer of 2017. Low-end bar sex charges may
average between $100–$500 yuan, while mid-tier bar charges may generally average between
$500–$1,000 yuan. Dongguan is a popular research site for ethnographic studies on rural-to-urban
migration in China.23 The city is a notorious heterosexual male ‘playground’ with countless bars
and clubs that facilitate a thriving commercial sex industry. The author worked at a bartender in
low- and mid-tier bars. She neither hide her identity as a researcher nor asked for personal
information such as oﬃcial identiﬁcation number or date of birth. She protected informants’
privacy by using pseudonyms so that no one could ascertain their true identities and positions
when this article is published. The disclosure of her identity does not constitute a problem because
she was vigilant to protect the privacy of the informants as well as her own identity in the ﬁeld as
a researcher. She did not interview anyone who seemed unstable, unsafe, or dangerous.
All interviewees came from interprovincial migration, primarily from Hunan, Hubei, Jilin, Sichuan,
Anhui, and Hebei provinces; most were born in rural communities. The ages ranged from 29 to 45
and the mean age was 32. On average, most of these men reportedly spend 200–600 yuan (US
$32–97) per visit on various sexual services such as oral sex, anal sex, penetrative sex, vaginal sex, and
VIP services at either the mid-tier and low-end bar. More than 80 of the 100 informants reported they
went to the bar twice per month. However, none of the male migrants interviewed said they ever
patronized a high-end bar due to their limited income and economic status.
The pseudonymous owners of the low-end and mid-tier bars were Henry and Kevin, respectively. They were college classmates which gave me access and assured them I was neither a spy
nor a troublemaker. In the bars I worked as an unpaid bartender for twelve hours a day, seven days
a week for four month (May-August) from summer 2015, 2016 and 2017—much like other sex work
ethnographers such as Zheng did in Dalian in north China.24 Since the informants belong to a hardto-reach population, I settled for those with whom I could have conversations and build trust.
While preparing drinks, I was able to chat casually with individuals before asking for interviews. The
Eileen YH. Tsang, ‘Neither “bad” nor “dirty”: High-end sex work and intimate relationships in urban China’.
Tian Tian Zheng, Red Lights: The Lives of Sex Workers in Postsocialist China (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press,
2009).
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informants knew I was a researcher interested in sex workers and clients’ relationship. I conducted
80 in-depth interviews and obtained additional data from 20 participants in ﬁve focus group
sessions. The individual interviews took place at the two bars or at a nearby café; the group
sessions took place in an oﬃce at the mid-end bar. At the conclusion of each individual interview,
each interviewee was given 200 yuan (US$32) as a token of appreciation for his time and
participation. For the focus group participants, each interviewee received 150 yuan (US$24) as an
honorarium for their time and participation.
There were 80 respondents identiﬁed as heterosexual and 20 respondents by accident who
implicitly or subtly suggested they are bisexual or gay. None of the respondents were married. Sixty
men completed primary school education only; 19 attended junior secondary school; and 21
received higher education. A quarter of the interviewees previously had girlfriends or they were
currently in romantic relationships at the time of the interview. The mean monthly salary of the 100
respondents ranged from 3,200–4,500 yuan (US$470–661) which is substantially lower than the
2016 median income 5,868 yuan (US$862) of city hukou residents in Dongguan.25 Almost one third
of the interviewees were factory workers in garment, electronic manufacturing, and other laborintensive industries. The rest of the single-adult men were taxi drivers, truck drivers, blue collar, and
construction workers.
The interviews were conducted in four major parts. The ﬁrst part focused on their jobs, their
experiences and reasons to buy commercial sex; the second part was about their relationships with
their parents and why their parents urged them to get married; another set of questions were
broader and referred to the meaning of political and economic reform in China to them, for
example, what does the term ‘China Dream’ mean to them? The third part was about their
relationship with the sex workers, and the fourth part was how these migrant men coped with
their insecurity and fears by regularly going to the mid-tier bar and low-end bar.
Data came from recorded interviews, in situ note taking, and post-event ﬁeld notes. The
interviews were semi-structured but open-ended and covered issues ranging from migration,
family life, marriage pressures, and purchasing commercial sex. All the interviews were recorded,
transcribed, and analyzed by using a grounded theory approach and the software package Nvivo.
An inductive methodological approach theory26 was chosen for the subsequent interpretation of
ﬁndings, with each of the interviews ﬁrst transcribed, translated then eventually uploaded into
NVivo 11.0 for the coding that would follow. The proceeding analysis was driven primarily by
a codebook. This was conceptualized through a re-reading and coding of the interview’s initial line
of questions, followed up by a separate coding of the responses obtained from the interviews
themselves. Coding discrepancies were discussed by me until resolution and agreement was
reached. A thematic analysis was then employed as it relates to the interpretation of the data in
question. Codes were applied to what researchers perceived as recurring themes and motifs within
the ﬁndings, with the more prominent quotes lifted directly from the transcripts and incorporated
where relevant. The study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of the City University of
Hong Kong (2A-75–201,502). The verbatims cited in this article were translated into English by the
author. The informants were fully assured at the outset of conﬁdentiality and anonymity and
pseudonyms were assigned. All interviewees signed consent forms and were informed they could
freely withdraw, without prejudice, at any time. To reassure them of her intent, her identity and
credentials were provided in advance.

Masculinity Crisis on the Brink: Feminization of Production Labor
The ﬁrst research question was regarding the most signiﬁcant characteristics of the masculinity crisis
among migrant men. The answer begins by discussing the feminization of production labor and tension
25

National Bureau of Statistics of China, Chinese Labor Statistical Year Book, 2004–2016.
Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, Discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative research (London: Routledge, 2017).
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produced by pressure from their parents to get married. The single-adult migrants in the more
developed Chinese cities confront three major ‘entangled’ life tensions like patriarchy family norm,
dominant discourse in urban China, and sexual desires. The single-adult migrants generate diﬀerent
archetypes of masculinities that intersect with their major ‘entangled’ life tensions. Buying commercial
sex enables them to ﬁnd the lost masculinity and speak a voice. The three tensions of the masculinity
crisis can be summarized as doing a feminine/feminized job, urgent concerns by their parents for them
to get married, and living an honorable and moral life, free from bad habits like regularly visiting with
sex workers. In China, forming a family has been a socio-political issue. In the Maoist era, young and poor
men with inferior class backgrounds were regarded as threats to the socialist revolution. The Chinese
Communist Party used certain biopolitical techniques to maintain the purity of the ‘revolutionary army’,
and created obstacles for poor men from marginalized classes to ﬁnd spouses to satisfy their sexual
desires to prevent them from ‘polluting’ the revolutionaries via reproduction.27
Jiang—a 23 year old migrant male worker from Yunnan—shares an experience with feminization that resonates with many of his peers. Originally from a small village near Lijiang, Yunnan (an
eight-hour train ride from the capital city of Kunming), Jiang ﬁnished his secondary education in
Yunnan. Upon graduating in 2010, Jiang moved to Shenzhen with ambitions of pursuing managerial work. After twelve months of searching for employment, he was unable to ﬁnd a job, even as
a sales clerk. He had intense family pressure to be the designated breadwinner for his family,
including his parents, grandparents, and brother. He was even expected to support his brother’s
university education. To meet his family obligations Jiang resigned himself to a menial factory job
in an electronic factory. Jiang reﬂects:
. . . I have to work day and night, moving and lifting heavy boxes. I always suﬀer from serious wrist and back
pains . . . I get meager pay . . . Moreover, the female line manager keeps teasing me I am garbage and
I compete with them. Those women are teasing, ridiculing, and look down upon me. My mother, sisters,
and aunties call me everyday to urge me to get married. Not having a well-paid job and still single, I feel
humiliated. These two setbacks hurt my self-esteem, pride, and masculinity. I have to use foul language against
my line manager to safeguard and protect my dignity. (Jiang, 23)

These migrants feel that doing the feminine production job is not manly. Most of them ﬁnd that
without a good career they cannot get married. They feel some shame that they are not being
a good ﬁlial son, and believe in karma.28 These single adult men are desperate to change their
status, but since their hukou is in a rural location, they cannot beneﬁt from city hukou services like
medicine, housing, and job security.29 Plagued with a limited set of options and a culture of intense
competition in Dongguan, young men are left to accept jobs considered demeaning with low pay.
Negative feelings of low self-worth are exacerbated by harsh working conditions. Male employees
are often expected to engage in physically strenuous labor such as carrying production materials or
loading boxes. The physiological and emotional toll of the daily drudgery is often disregarded. The
impact of this labor and its toll on their mental health is made worse by overtime work hours
during peak seasons. Regardless of the shared poor working conditions that men and women both
face, male migrants are quick to highlight the distinctions between their experiences and their
female counterparts. Wei—a 25 year old garment factory employee—articulates the frustration
experienced by him and his male peers:
Can you imagine I had to carry 50 kg boxes in our factory? Factory girls only have to do some light work like
sitting in front of the assembly line. They are not required to lift up heavy boxes. I am frustrated because the
women tease and laugh at me which makes me crazy because in terms of the job description we are
competing for the same job . . . (Wei, 25)
27
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These environments shape how migrant men understand and negotiate their own male identities.
As a result, many men placed in these physically draining environments are forced to develop their
own strategies to reassert their masculine identities even while they are trapped in so-called
‘female’ jobs. These men typically have low education and comparatively poor interpersonal skills.
They are not good at conversation. When in the labor setting, the men ﬁnd themselves at
a disadvantage because they are bad at asking questions, bad at following directions, and
emotionally unable to engage with customers. According to their upbringing in the rural provinces,
these skills were viewed as feminine. Masculine skills are stereotypically action-oriented such as
lifting, moving heavy objects, and using tools. In factory assembly lines they have to sit and follow
orders while accomplishing repetitive tasks. They are not encouraged or even allowed to be
assertive either in the factory or at home. Therefore, they feel they have to yell at the female
factory workers and afterward pay for cheap demeaning sex. In the factory, those migrant men
drastically lose their individual and collective control over working conditions, pay, and state
protections regarding both.30

Pressure from Parents to Get Married
Beyond the distinct culture of the factory, the priority placed on getting married and ﬁnding
a proper spouse continues to be a signiﬁcant social issue in China. Within urban China it is not
unusual to see anxious parents from rural communities assuming the role of matchmaker trying to
ﬁnd a suitable wife for their son. These parents generally cannot aﬀord the minimum fee of 8,000
yuan (US$1,194) that matrimonial agencies typically charge. So they gather at matchmaking
corners in public parks and amusement centers in cities throughout Guangdong province; they
share photos and contact information of their adult children who are colloquially referred to as
‘leftover’ unwed children. Anxious faces and exaggerated body language reveal the enthusiasm
and agitation of parents, adamant to ﬁnd a spouse for their son. Staying single into and beyond
one’s late-20s is still considered improper. Moreover, the expectation to get married and have
a family is not merely a concern between parents and their adult children; marriage remains
a signiﬁcant societal norm. Parents act as matchmakers at marriage markets and large-scale speeddating events that are now regularly scheduled in almost every Chinese city. The respondents
faced added challenges because their older ages, precarious work and low salaries made them less
desirable partners.
Fang—a 34-year-old male migrant worker from Anhui—discussed the pressures surrounding
marriage:
My mom spends all her time organizing blind dates for me. She repeatedly tells me that a son who won’t get
married in rural China is a sin and shame! Our whole family and kin will be punished. It might be that our
family has done something wrong . . . (Fang, 34)

Work place tensions faced by male migrants are exacerbated by the pressures of disavowing family
responsibilities regarding marriage and childbearing which remain dictated and enforced by
parental authority.31 This pressure is compounded by the expectation that the sole gateway
towards childbearing is through marriage. According to a 2006 nationwide general social survey,
about 50% of Chinese claimed that married people should bear children; around 45% agreed it is
necessary to have a son to carry on the family name; and 68.5 per cent agree that family happiness
was more important than individual interests.32 The notion of a loveless and primarily pragmatic
marriage is not viewed as problematic within a Chinese context; intergenerational harmony, rather
Susanna YP. Choi, ‘Masculinity and precarity: male migrant taxi drivers in south China’, Work, Employment and Society 32(3),
(2018), pp. 493–508.
Susana YP. Choi and Ming Luo, ‘Performative family: homosexuality, marriage and intergenerational dynamics in China’,
British Journal of Sociology 67(2), (2016), pp. 260–280.
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than conjugal love, is deemed essential for the family. Additionally, within rural China, marriage is
often framed as a functional step towards maintaining family inheritance.33
For many of the men I interviewed, ﬁnding a girlfriend and getting married were top priorities.
These men are expected to purchase a house, get married, and continue their family bloodline;
these markers of adulthood are part of the narrative of being a good son and therefore, a good
man. Sun, 34, an only child from Hunan, shares his stress:
I still think that failing to get married is a sign of a bad son and disrespectful to my parents. Who is going to
inherit my bloodline (xiemai)? I lose lian (face) in front of my relatives and family members in Spring Festival.
My neighbors even think my ancestors did something wrong and so my family doesn’t have oﬀspring to
prolong our bloodline. My mom asks me to get a good girl from the countryside and marry soon. The criteria
for a good girl by her deﬁnition are fertile, docile, have baby fat, and be young . . . (Sun, 34)

Failure to attain these markers of normative adult manhood do not merely reﬂect negatively on
the family unit, it also speaks to a perceived failure of one’s heteronormative male identity. The
inability to adequately participate in these heteronormative cultural rituals shapes the overall
identity of these men. This pressure reaches its zenith during New Year celebrations when migrants
return home where relatives relentlessly pry into their personal lives. Xiaodong (39)—a migrant
from Sichuan—recalls his experience:
Last year, when I go home during Chinese New Year, I rented a girl from our factory and asked her to act like
my girlfriend. I rented her service for 7 days and paid her 200 yuan (US$30) per day. My parents were very
delighted to see my girlfriend and urged me to get married soon. My mother keeps reminding me a man who
is over 39 and comes from rural China—but is still single—is a curse to my kin and ancestors . . . (Xiaodong, 39)

Furthermore, these men face an added layer of emasculation because they occupy ‘feminine jobs’.
In China, women still think men should be the breadwinner of the family. Monthly income is
a crucial social metric in China for determining whether a man can even aﬀord to get married.
According to the National Bureau of Statistics of China, in Shenzhen, a man must have a salary of at
least 15,920 yuan (US$2,341) per month; in Guangzhou it is 8,785 yuan (US$1,291); in Beijing it is
14,900 yuan (US$2,191); and Shanghai it is 12,065 yuan (US$1,774). But for migrants in China, the
mean monthly salary in 2015 was only 2,864 yuan (US$461), less than half of the 2016 median
income 5,868 yuan (US$862) of city hukou residents in Dongguan34 . Therefore, marriage-minded
women generally won’t consider the workers as possible partners. Earning only 15%-25% what
other men make migrant men know their prospects are bleak and have few options for relationships or intimacy outside of inexpensive sex workers and streetwalkers.

China’s Post-socialist Transition and the Masculinity Crisis among Migrant Men
The social and cultural changes brought on by China’s economic growth are shaping the motives
and desires of the single men. It is derived from hyper-materialism and a consumer revolution
captured by the slogan of ‘The China Dream’ .35 Moneymaking and moral vacuums have ﬁlled the
space to become the most conspicuous public values and these values have been internalized in
the individual’s everyday life practice. Getting rich and ‘moneymaking’ remain the dominant value
in China. China grew rapidly after it recovered from the global ﬁnancial crisis in 2010. The past
eight years, China has often surged in economic growth.
With the consumer revolution and the absence of moral ideologies in post-socialist China, the
single men turn to sex to regain their lost masculinity.36 The men feel upset when compared to
Choi and Luo, ‘Performative family: homosexuality, marriage and intergenerational dynamics in China’.
National Bureau of Statistics of China, Chinese Labor Statistical Year Book 2004–2016.
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lower-middle class or upper middle-class counterparts. The migrants feel trapped in their job status
because there is no chance for upward mobility. Buying commercial sex is the only solution for
them to deal with their physical and emotional frustration with life. Besides the physical pleasure, it
cognitively reinforces them in their masculinity because buying commercial sex contributes to the
political economy in today’s China. Employing between 500,000 and 800,000 people, including sex
workers, in Dongguan, the sex industry is estimated to make up 20–30% of the city’s total servicesector output. Another estimate puts the sex sector’s annual contribution at 40 billion yuan—
roughly 10% of Dongguan’s gross domestic product. Shun—a factory working in his late-30s—said
the economic prosperity in China drives him to consume more. He says,
Everyone in China consumes, buys, and has a good life now. The superrich always show oﬀ how rich they are
in the TV and how much they buy from overseas. This luxury shopping atmosphere is rampant in China. My
former girlfriend was a migrant worker. She dumped me away as she ﬁnally found a local rich guy to get
married. I think the China Dream makes me feel I have a dream too. The dream is to get married, rich, and form
a family. It turns it out this dream is unrealistic. I have to consume, no matter consume commercial sex or
buying sex service. Buying sex will help Dongguan’s economy. I don’t know how much it will help, but
deﬁnitely it helps. Most of the female migrant workers want to marry a local guy instead of me. I don’t dare to
ﬁnd the city girls. What I target is female migrant workers. However, even those girls prefer local urban hukou
men. (Shun, 39)

Patronizing sex workers is an alternative form of romantic relationship for these male migrants but
they cannot publicly admit it. Many cannot articulate where those relationships will even end up. In
addition, strained relationships due to ﬁnancial pressures were common among the interviewees.
Factory worker Xu, 36, recalled the ﬁrst meeting with his girlfriend’s parents in Chongqing during
the winter of 2014. His girlfriend’s parents asked about his salary and potential marriage plans.
When Xu informed his future mother-in-law that it was not practical for him to buy a house at that
time, she advised her daughter to end the relationship. Ye—a 32 year-old garment factory worker
—notes a common truism: ‘women cannot feed a family with just love’. He said men are expected
to provide women with material comforts and practical needs, especially a house. Jie (35) and Yiwa
(39) shared points of stress from his previous relationships:
My ex-girlfriends commonly ask questions like do you have a house or are you living with parents? What is
your job? How much did you earn? Do you have a car? Are you a professional? It is very diﬃcult to ﬁnd girls
who want to eat in KFC or McDonald’s. I have three ‘lows’, low salary, low status, and low height . . . (Jie, 35)
I recalled my future mother-in-law yelled at me that everyone in China right now make lots of money
regardless whether they are a hawker or a street vendor. They are rich. Aren’t you rich and able to give
a good life and villa to my daughter? I think you are a liability to my daughter’s marriage. Shame on you!
I won’t damage my daughter’s happiness by letting her marry you. You are such an idiot! (Yiwa, 39)

There were several interviewees who felt that normative monogamous relationships were not ideal.
Liming—a factory working in his mid-30s—said his demanding work schedule made it diﬃcult to
pursue or maintain a conventional relationship. As a result, he avoided long-term romantic
obligations and emotional attachments that reﬂected a conventional relationship.

Archetypal Expression of Masculinity
The third and fourth research questions focus on how using commercial sex helps migrants assert
their masculinities, and in what ways are their masculinities expressed to build self-conﬁdence and
self-esteem. Most if not all the interviewees agreed they purchased sex to ease the sense of
unhappiness about their jobs and the pressure from the expectations placed on them by their
families. For these men, purchasing sex from prostitutes helps them dis-identify with their emasculated professions. In the words of Butler, ‘Identities operate . . . through the discursive construction of a constitutive outside . . . of abject and marginalized subjects . . . which return to trouble and
unsettle the foreclosures which we prematurely call ‘identities.’ She states that the foreclosures
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which constitute identities ‘are phantasmatic eﬀorts at alignment’.37 This idea emerged from the
group interviews, that all the suggested archetypal expressions of masculinity are deployed to help
the factory workers dis-identify with their feminized occupations. These are not mutually exclusive
and each interviewee may manifest more than one in a given encounter.

Vigorous and Macho
The most common behaviors associated with sex were aggression, coercion, machismo, and active
suppression of emotion or empathetic care for sex workers. Over 80 out of 100 informants were
reported with pride acting vigorous and macho masculinity in the two niche markets. Most of the male
migrants called themselves ‘chicken worms’ (jichong), which literally means a man who frequently
patronizes female sex workers. There was a recurring tendency to discuss predilections toward rough
sex and sadomasochism to aﬃrm hegemonic masculinity. By purchasing sex, these men received
gratiﬁcation through acts they would otherwise not experience. Working in garment and electronic
factories, they work with women and are expected to be compliant, docile, and mostly silent. But most
of them cannot perform well when compared to their female counterparts in the factory. So outside the
factory, they compensate by acting out more aggressively with the sex workers they hire. The preferred
approach is rough and wild, not tender and sweet. These men insist on direct and tangible touching
and indicate little interest in watching web cam girls. Commercial sex is a guaranteed way to ﬁnd
release and relaxation. The pent-up frustration makes rough sex more attractive to them. They are not
thinking of sex workers as potential mates, but vessels for their pleasure. They are not interested in
webcam girls because they want the tactile experience. As Xiaodong—a 39 year old construction
worker—succinctly highlighted ‘it’s all about control and conquering’. He regularly purchased sex
services specializing in S&M (sado-masochism), rough sex or anything considered ‘extreme.’ This
included turning on the music in the MP3 and asked those girls to dance, and give him a strip tease,
a rough touch, and a massage. Among the most extreme cases, at least 15 out of 80 informants
reported that they engaged in waking up the girls by throwing cold water on them, tying them up and
hanging them from the ceiling, and forcing the girls to eat their vomit, urine, and feces. Luo (34) also
highlighted the diﬀerence between sex with a dating partner versus a sex worker:
I only want wild sex with the sex workers. I have the wildest libido and dreams that excite me. My friend called
me ‘jueqingdao’ (literally means cruelty and hungry for sex) because I have a very strong sex appetite. I use
those sex workers for pleasure and happiness . . . I tie the girl up in the ceiling and sometimes asked her to
drink my vomit, urine, and shit. What I want is thrilling sex. I am a typical ‘hit and run’ person . . . I don’t want to
have trouble . . . (Luo, 34)

Purchasing sex allowed them to make their personal wants, thrills, and desires a priority.38 For
many of these men the emphasis on their personal gratiﬁcation was directly linked to domination,
aggression, and control. Conversely, they stressed the importance of their female partner being
submissive and demure. Most of these men explored power dynamics and accessed vigorous and
hyper-masculine identities through sex. Many were reluctant to discuss sex as an emotional and
personal experience; instead, sex was framed as a drive fulﬁlling an intrinsic biological necessity.
Lihao (34) is working in garment factory. He spends 1,800 of his total 4,000 yuan (US $588) on
commercial sex each month. He goes once or twice per a month, spending around 800–1,000 yuan (US
$117–150) each time. He beamed with pride and satisfaction about his experiences. He bragged he has
hired as many as three girls over the course of one night. Lihao probably spent most of his saving each
month to buy commercial sex in these mid-tier bar. Besides his sexual prowess, the sex workers shower
him with attention. They listen to his stories attentively, laugh at his jokes and praise him. Although these
gestures may not be authentic, the interactions make Lihao (34) feel respected, admired, and masculine.
37
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In the bar, he likes to publicly fondle the sex worker by pulling her blouse up to expose her breast. When
she covers up in (feigned) embarrassment, it makes him laugh. These games enable Lihao to construct
a masculinity which distracts him from his feelings of marginalization and emasculation regarding the
other areas of his life. The sex workers in low-end and mid-tier bars pretend to be docile and capitalize
their beauty and body to get more money. Sex workers play a crucial role in helping the single-adult
migrants reinvent themselves in China. It is a calculated strategy between worker-client relationship, and
the girls treat this relationship as theatre following a script. Sex workers lie to the migrants and tell them
they are superior. Women creatively use their bodies and ﬂirtation skills to keep clients returning.

Fantasy and Bounded
The second most common type of masculinity among these middle-aged men, aged 30–45, was
fantasy and bounded masculinity. The 50 migrant men reported having girlfriends before, however,
their girlfriends typically quit the relationship because of their low status and concerns about the
future. Most of those men worked in construction, service industries like courier service, security
service or as taxi drivers. Fantasy and bounded masculinity refer to fantasy-oriented activities
between clients and sex workers that psychically create the imagined scene of stability where
masculine dominance is the norm. For these men, buying commercial sex does not solely fulﬁll
their libidinal needs and psychological loneliness, rather these exchanges are premised on satisfying the more abstract components of clients’ emotions .39 These clients foster ‘bounded intimacy,’
which is a form of intimacy that is real yet rarely crosses the boundaries of contractual exchange.
Milrod and Weitzer describe this type of client-worker relationship as a ‘paid relationship’ or ‘a
genuine but limited sexual and emotional experience40 .’ Men who embody bounded masculinity
know and enjoy the rules of this clear and bounded commercial transaction.
Ruanji is a 39-year old taxi driver. He says the sex workers he has met are docile, sexually open,
and expressive (wenyou). He ﬁnds those girls sexually arousing and says they know how to sooth
his ego and relax him. Ruanji openly admits he knows the girls lie to him just to feed his ego. They
adopt overtly submissive feminine roles and tell him he is hot, sexy, and manly. These interactions
enable Ruanji to reconstruct a self-image of powerful manliness which helps him cope with the lack
of power over his stagnant economic and social mobility. Ruanji says,
I know I shall not fall in love with Shanshan (low-end sex worker, aged 23). I could only donate my sperm but
not my love (liujing bu liuqing). I confess ‘sunken boat’ (dachenchuan, literally means there is no true love in
prostitution) is risky and dangerous. My friend told me I am an old fool and I am sinking. She is very caring and
submissive. I love licking, hugging, touching, talking and fucking with her . . . I know I have to be detached and
run away . . . one day I know I will do that . . . (Ruanji, 39)

Jianjun is a 39-year-old courier worker. He likes those girls he met. He says he could easily be
involved with an eighteen year-old young and ‘spicy’ girl [zhengmei]. He says,
I like Huifang (low-end sex worker, aged 18) and we have certain chemistry and we connect well. In gazing into
her eyes, I can lose myself . . . She is very good at cooking and I love Chinese soup. She is also good at domestic
chores, like ironing shirts, knit me a scarf, sew and amend clothes . . . She oﬀers me lots of oﬀ–the–clock
activities and special favors to me like texting me for birthday . . . it makes me feel I am a King (daye) special
and I can’t help taking this sunken boat . . . (Jianjun, 39)
Ruokang is a taxi driver, and he says,
. . . She changed a lot after being with me including her wardrobe choices and her resting time. I was broke
and she bought me beer, cigarettes, meal, and paid for my living expenses for 3 months . . . She is pregnant
Travis Kong, ‘Romancing the boundary: client masculinities in the Chinese sex industry’, Culture, Health & Sexuality 17(7),
(2015), pp. 810–824.
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and I will become a dad soon. She is trying to be a good wife, but I still haven’t overcome my hurdle to marry
a sex worker as a wife . . . She did not charge me when we have sex later . . . I only want the baby to fulﬁl my
parents’ expectation . . . (Ruokang, 37)

This fantasy indirectly encourages Wangkai, Ruokang and others to spend around one third of their
monthly salary—800–1,000 yuan (US $117–148)—at the low-end bar and remit large sums of
money with the hope of maintaining their fantasy ‘celebrity’ status. Under the romantic aura of
a so-called private relationship, the quality and performances of a sex worker not only indicate
a man’s economic power, but also convey class privilege although most of the migrants admitted
themselves were mediocre and not attractive. However, they are happy to spend their precious
monthly income to buy commercial sex premium service (diye fuwu) and their class-code masculinity. Zhenyong is a 34-year-old—sales at a grocery store—and he comes from a small village in
Sichuan. He likes sex workers in the bar who ﬂirt with him by touching his arm, pouring him drinks,
and gazing attentively at him. A substantial number (over 70%) of all the male migrant workers
interviewed wanted to have children with the sex workers. However, most of these men will not
marry low-end sex workers due to loss of ‘face.’ Zhenyong is a sales executive from a grocery store
chain. He comes from Chongqing and says those girls help him project an image of masculine
potency and sexual attractiveness when he comes to the bar. By wearing tight skinny jeans, bright
makeup, and fashionable jewelry, they help their clients achieve a sense of being ‘attractive’’ and
‘almighty’ through their interactions. They are mature and rational to have intimate relationship
with the sex workers.
In addition, fantasy and bounded masculinity included a surprising number of migrant men (21
out of 50) who admitted to having bought a sex doll online to project their bounded fantasy to
women. Ruijie—a 25-year-old male migrant worker from Zhejiang—worked in a garment factory,
and he shared his experience. He says,
I always have strong sexual appetite and desires. I cannot just be satisﬁed by seeing pornography, I like making
love with the rubber sex doll. This rubber sex doll I got from taobao (online shopping apps like Amazon in the
USA) for 800 yuan (US $117) with adjustable ﬁngers, removable head and realistic genitals. It is interesting to
fall in love and make love with those toys. The doll is incredibly real and I enjoy her company. However, I still
cannot talk, share, smile with the doll. The doll cannot stimulate an orgasm for me. I need some tangible and
sexy touch from a real woman. Sometimes, I have to masturbate at least twice per week. I either don’t have
time or I’m too broke to have a girlfriend. I know I am very weird and abnormal. But this is what I fantasize;
I project my docile and submissive image for a woman. (Ruijie, 25)

Ruijie was cognizant that sex workers often construct professional identities that match male
fantasies of a submissive woman willing to cater to male desires. Arguably, it is within these
exchanges wherein customers can purchase an experience to act out a highly normative gender
dynamic. In eﬀect, these exchanges enable men, who experience emasculation in other parts of
their life, a chance to perform a vigorous and hyper macho identity.

Anxious and Suppressive
This type of masculinity was expressed by a signiﬁcant number. There were 32 out of 100 who
admitted they were anxious and suppressed. Anxious and suppressed means the young migrants
received stress from their workplaces and families. Most of them aged 35 to 45, and worked in
factory. They are typically the only son in their family. The anxiety and suppression comes from
working in the factory and being exploited by their female line managers.41 Also, their parents who
live in the rural villages but always urge them to get married. The male migrants are associated
Jasok Kim, ‘From “country bumpkins” to “tough workers”: The pursuit of masculinity among male factory workers in China’,
Anthropological Quarterly 88(1), (2015), pp. 133–162; Xiaoli Tian and Yunxue Deng, ‘Organizational hierarchy, deprived
masculinity, and confrontational practices: Men doing women’s jobs in a global factory’, Journal of Contemporary
Ethnography 46(4), (2017), pp. 464–489.
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with active emotional suppression, anxiety, or lack of empathetic care. Jiang (23) admitted he pays
for a range of sexual activities depending upon his feeling that day—including ﬂirtation, erotic
performance (‘heavy petting’), hand-jobs, fellatio, and sexual intercourse. He agreed that these help
mask his loneliness and admits he is anxious about the precarious factory job he has in Dongguan.
During our conversation he admitted he likes the ‘cheap look’ of sex workers; low-cut tight clothes
and bright makeup. Even Jiang took advantage of his authority over sex workers to engage in
rough, usually unprotected, sexual fantasies, which they would not ask for from his former
girlfriends .42 Jiang admitted this is about suppression and the fear of being marginalized in the
marriage market. Jiang uses a biological essentialism to articulate that access to sex is
a ‘fundamental human right,’ mobilizing the aesthetic of universalism. Jiang (23) said,
I would take care of my girlfriend and make her comfortable in bed. However, by having sex with the girls in
bar, I would spend 100% of rough sex and make them feel uncomfortable. I have the wildest libido and dreams
that excite me from the girls. I ﬁnd the girls for pleasure and happiness . . . . (Jiang 23)

Luoyang—a 36-year-old bisexual factory worker who has stayed in Dongguan for four years—
discussed his desire to ‘dominate’ female sex workers as a means of releasing his anxiety about
working in a factory. He says,
I had a plastic whip, candles and plastic cuﬀs. I also wear some studded long boots . . . I love being a dominant
‘top’. I play music from my phone, and invite the girl to dance in front of me, give me a strip tease and
dance . . . It makes me wild and ﬂy (xingfen). (Luoyang, 36)
Sometimes, I am so stressed. I will pee girl’s face, pee in her mouth, ask her to drink my urine and shit
(huangjin shengshui). Sometimes, I will tie up the girl in a bed, and slap her face softly. I forget the reality of
my pain and anxiety. The violent rough sex makes me ﬂy . . . (Ji, 37)

Extravagant and Competitive
More rare than the others, this type of masculinity comes from young migrants, aged 25–35 in
diﬀerent sectors, and they were not the only son in their families and they typically don’t need to
provide money to their parents. The men come from service sectors rather than factory. There were
around 20 out of 100 informants expressing extravagant and competitive masculinity. They did not
care much about saving money. Wangkai is a 32-year-old technician and comes from Wuhan.
Although he only earns 7,000 yuan (US$1,129) per month which is higher than the mean income of
most of the migrants, he estimates he spends around one third of his monthly salary to pay for
commercial sex services. He goes to bar once or twice per month, and each time spend
1,000–1,500 yuan (US$178–220). Wangkai enjoys VIP client status in Lotus Club. Wangkai says,
I pay so much money to buy the VIP membership [US100] per month from Lotus Club. If I pay 600 yuan [US
$97], Kevin will arrange a VIP room for me to avoid the attention from the police. I feel very superior when
compared to the other men who cannot aﬀord this service. (Wangkai, 32)

Other displays of extravagance include buying brand-name handbags as gifts for the girls. Wangkai
also shows oﬀ by spending additional money to have a girl sit with him. The minimum charge to
get the table next to the prettiest girl (young, curvy ﬁgure, and with cultural capital) was 500 yuan
(US $91) in Lotus Club with a VIP room. These young men also visit sex workers in groups as
a common form of homosocial bonding and fraternity. It was observed that the migrants mostly
discussed how their participation in these spaces was tied to maintaining a class-based masculinity
in front of their peers. Their sense of pride is also elevated when paying the bill for the evening and
seeing who received the most attention from the best bar girls in the Lotus Club.
Eileen YH. Tsang, ‘Erotic authenticity: comparing intimate relationships between high-end bars and low-end bars in China’s
global sex industry’, Deviant Behavior 40(4), (2019), pp. 461–475; Eileen YH. Tsang, ‘Real men get the best bar girls:
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Jiahuan is a 28-year-old truck driver from Hunan. He described how to use alcohol or champagne to show oﬀ in front of his peer groups when buying commercial sex in a mid-tier bar.
Among his table of friends, he ordered enough bottles of extravagant and exported champagne for
a girl to deliver it with a tub of sparklers or ﬁreworks to their table. These men put on a show of
success by spending relatively large sums even though they can scarcely aﬀord it. The China Dream
advocates people to consume, spend, and compete. They really want to show oﬀ their extravagant
consumption to buy commercial sex.

Bragging and Collaborative
The least observed type of masculinity relates to those single migrant men who are young (aged
25–35), and have connection with the bosses in the two niche markets. There were around 15 out
of 100 informants whose income was up to 10,000 yuan (US $1,470) per month and they
performed bragging and collaborative masculinity. Most of them are relatively well-oﬀ and have
more disposable income to spend on buying commercial sex. They know the bosses of the mid-tier
and low-end bars in their neighborhoods. The boss Henry in Peach Bar and Kevin in Lotus Club also
maintain good relationships with the gangsters and pimps who inhabit the area. It’s a means of
protection and also keeps things running smoothly. The staﬀ members in the mid-tier and low-end
bars also keep a close eye on the police who often let them know in advance when they have to
implement the routine Yellow Crackdowns. The key is the owners of the two bars have to pay the
police more red packet money. Henry and Kevin will inform their VIP clients if the police visited
them. Those migrant men capitalize this type of bragging and collaborative masculinity to feel
more superior among their peers to win ‘consuming respect’ .43 The mid-tier bar owner rents an
apartment near the bar and reserves it for his VIP clients. The apartment is a normal house and the
sex workers are the legal renters. Before the police arrive, the VIPs just go over to the apartment.
Maintaining VIP sex work businesses that can accommodate large groups of men (usually from
a company) requires privacy, security, and upkeep; additionally, cleanliness is crucial for the clients
to feel comfortable. This demands the collaboration of several parties and stakeholders. The client
Wangkai (32) said he has rented the house for his own private group sex party and enjoyed
collaborative relationship with the mid-tier boss Kevin, staﬀs, pimps, and gangsters. What is
frequently overlooked in sex work scholarship are the ways in which male purchasers of sex are
also the ones selling the services of women to other men. However, money is crucial to avoid runins with the law. Bribe money is needed to secure whole ﬂoors at upscale hotels or houses to keep
away unwanted company and visits from policemen. The migrant men capitalize collaborative with
the bosses in the two niche markets to get their VIP room and get informed earlier if the police
practiced Yellow Crackdown. Male owners, gang members, hotel employees, and policemen
collectively take advantage of and reproduce a patriarchal structure. This structure allows them
to use women’s sexual labor to negotiate and collaborate with each other, thereby asserting
masculinity deﬁned more by exclusive homosocial bonds rather than constructing a competitive
hierarchy.
Kevin says he enjoys a good relationship with the agent who provides high-quality sex workers to
them like young, sexy, beautiful, and submissive girls. Kevin describes his network matter-of-factly:
I have to pay the police. I have to get good connections with the police, gangsters, pimps and clients.
Sometimes I have to provide high-quality girls to the police for free. The police will give our VIP clients face
and won’t give them trouble. This is how collaboration works with diﬀerent parties . . . (Kevin, 35)

The other way Kevin and Henry protect themselves is by using a dependable sex worker who
pretends to own the bar. They have appointed two sex workers to manage their bar, which allows
43
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them to do things behind the scenes. To work with men of other professions and establish
a network of male interdependency, Kevin uses patriarchal sexual relations between women and
men, providing them with girls they have ‘tested’ for quality at a discounted price. This reveals an
obvious hypocrisy to the state-mandated criminalization of sex sellers and purchasers, as many of
these establishments rely on the cooperation of policemen and the purchasing power of wealthy
government workers. Henry also has to cooperate with and oﬀer higher salaries to sex workers if he
wants a more innocuous cover for the business, and this reliance and mutual dependency
mitigates an otherwise starkly uneven power relationship. For example, known connections with
local gang members scare away most attempts by other male clients to steal or become aggressive
with sex workers. Additionally, the owners have a zero-tolerance policy for unsafe sex. This policy
maintains an atmosphere of cleanliness and respectability. By collaborating with pimps, gangsters
and the boss of each niche markets, the clients can enjoy the new type of collaborative masculinity
to assert masculinity.

Conclusion
Male migrants face multiple forms of emasculation that shape how they conceptualize and
approach their sexual identities and sexual practices. Even in today’s China, men are expected to
secure well-paid jobs and be ﬁlial sons by forming a family to extend their family bloodline. The
family and societal expectation of marriage operate as day-to-day points of stress that lead many
migrant men to feel as if their claim to desirable heterosexual manhood is in question. Beyond their
interpersonal and social lives, their status as migrant workers aggravates the sense of emasculation.
The precarious nature of employment coupled with the social pressures leads these men to
channel their heteronormative masculinity toward purchasing sex. Given their limited access to
economic capital and lack of upward career mobility, this article reﬂects that within both the microenvironments of factory spaces and the macro-context of today’s China, these men face impossible
expectations that complicate their ability to perform a seemingly acceptable and desirable form of
heteronormative masculinity.
The work of Nayak provided insights how countless single migrant men may have lost their
masculinity in post-reform China.44 Global economic conditions have created an environment
where low income is perceived as failure and weakness among men. The signiﬁcance of this
trend is that increasing numbers of men must accept work in ﬁelds that were formerly viewed
as women-only. Factory assembly lines are no longer gender-speciﬁc and reﬂect China’s restructured economy. But these men still consider their identity under threat and feel threatened by
displaced masculinities. The situation for those migrant men has deteriorated under China’s dual
inﬂuence of the China Dream and the economic growth. The China Dream emphasizes a consumer
revolution to shop and consume which deteriorates their masculinity because they cannot measure
up to the social expectations. This article helps us understand how masculinities and desire are
diﬀerentially articulated and shaped by external economic, institutional and demographic changes
impacted by heteronormative expectations. Hence, the single-adult migrants generate diﬀerent
archetypal expressions of masculinity that intersect with their major ‘entangled’ life tensions. Most
men embody vigorous and macho masculine identities to aﬃrm their proximity to hegemonic
masculinity. A signiﬁcant majority also draws upon fantasy and bounded masculinity to engage in
fantasy-oriented intimacy with sex workers. Around half of the clients interviewed engage in
anxious and suppressive masculinity through rough sex and sadomasochism. Some migrant men
visit sex bars in groups and engage in extravagant and competitive masculinity. This manifests
sexual activity almost as a spectator sport. These men watch and compete in a friendly way that
builds camaraderie and male bonding even though their salaries are not high. Finally, bragging and
collaborative masculinity provides a new masculinity for clients who collaborate with bosses,
Nayak, ‘Displaced masculinities: chavs, youth and class in the post-industrial city’.
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polices, pimps, staﬀs, and gangsters to enhance their masculinity. These men admitted the
encounters with sex workers allow them to experiment with explicit and performative feelings
and understandings of power. Migrant men become ‘insiders’ and collaborators with commercial
sex industry.
This article provides insight into how migrant men engage sex workers as an opportunity to
negotiate their own anxieties and points of stress that relate to their masculinity and normative
male sexuality. Popular discourse suggests clients who buy commercial sex are lascivious and
socially or morally deviant. This is especially true for single-adult migrants who are excluded from
the marriage market because of their age, menial jobs, unattractive looks, and meager incomes.
This study ﬁlls an important empirical gap in China’s intra-state migration research while also
contributing theoretically to masculinity studies. The encompassing body of literature on sex work
has been especially vibrant in the wake of the HIV/AIDS pandemic, including research on the
stigma of sex work as well as exposure to HIV research. Even when clients are engaged, they are
typically asked to complete surveys about the rates of use of diﬀerent services. In contrast to most
of the literature in which male clients—particularly single-adult migrants in non-Western countries
—are excluded, this article provides qualitative insights into various ‘types of encounter’ in various
‘types of context.’
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