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Introduction

Sitting in a bubble tea house, Wei, a single woman in her late 

twenties and a civil servant in the city of Fuzhou, ordered a tofu 

dessert for herself and insisted on buying one for me. Wei is con-

sidered a “leftover” woman because of her “failure” to secure a 

marriage at this age. In China, if a woman is unmarried by the 

age of twenty-seven, people may see her as a leftover product in 

the market that no one is interested in purchasing. When we were 

discussing the pressure she felt to get married, Wei stopped, star-

ing blankly at her dessert, and asked me whether I had heard of 

the Chinese proverb, “When a woman is in her twenties, she is 

like a flower in blossom; but if she is in her thirties, she is like 

soy pulp [女人二十一枝花，女人三十豆腐渣].” “Soy pulp” is the insol-

uble parts of soybean that cling to the cheesecloth left over from  

the process of making soy milk or tofu.

Before I figured out how to respond in a respectful way, Wei 

continued, “Many people I know still believe that only those 

women who ‘have problems,’ either physically or mentally, will 

remain single in their thirties and beyond.” Wei was uninterested 

Introduction
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in romantic relationships and recognized that marriage would 

bring a double burden. She preferred to remain single, and even-

tually she would like to have children on her own or perhaps raise 

them with her close friend. But at the same time, Wei was wor-

ried that if she did not manage to enter a heterosexual marriage 

by the age of thirty, she and her parents would be buried in gos-

sip and criticism. While she did not care about her nosy relatives,  

she felt extremely guilty about the pressure her parents had to 

face because of her leftover status. Wei confessed that if the pres-

sure imposed on her parents became unbearable once she entered 

her thirties, she would probably surrender and get married to 

relieve her parents of this pressure.

Since she turned twenty-six, Wei had attended more than ten 

matchmaking events arranged by her relatives, but she never 

started a relationship. Her parents kept reminding her of the 

importance of attending these events out of their concern about 

the limited opportunities for working adults to meet potential 

marital partners. Wei’s close relatives were actively connecting 

her with men they believed were a good fit as a way to help Wei’s 

family “solve the problem.” It was difficult for Wei to turn them 

down. “You must at least go to meet the guy to avoid consequences. 

I mean, if you don’t pretend to put in the effort, those gossipy rela-

tives will say that you are being too picky and no wonder you are 

left over in the marriage market,” Wei explained.

Knowing that her parents were worried about her leftover sta-

tus mainly because she might not be able to support herself and 

perhaps a child in the future, Wei planned to work hard so she 

would earn a promotion and salary increase. “With a success-

ful career and financial independence,” Wei said, “I am hoping 

to prove to my parents and other people that I can still have a 

decent life without a marriage and that I can have enough money 
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to support a child on my own, in which case I think my parents 

won’t be worried so much about me.” Yet the law is standing in 

her way: childbearing outside marriage is prohibited under Chi-

na’s current legal framework, a reflection of China’s commitment 

to the institution of heterosexual marriage. Her desire to get a 

promotion was part of her preparation for evading the law. If she 

could earn enough money, Wei would consider pursuing assisted 

reproductive technology services across the border, in the United 

States. At the same time, however, Wei knew little about how her 

plan would work out for her, as she had difficulty finding a role 

model who had gone down that path. Thus, Wei was not optimistic 

about her future. Throughout the interview, she emphasized sev-

eral times that her resistance would probably falter.

Wei’s struggle is not unique. There are approximately 

seven million so-called leftover women in China. The stigma-

tizing term “leftover women,” which is pervasive in every-

day conversations in China, refers to women in their late 

twenties and beyond who have never married. The derogatory 

label suggests that these women have failed to sell themselves 

in the marriage market at the best time and hence have become 

“leftover” products that depreciate rapidly. Chinese women 

arrive at their leftover status for different reasons: some pre-

fer to remain single, some are not heterosexual, and others are 

still waiting for the right marital partner. These women strug-

gle against parental expectations, social stigma, and legal con-

straints, all of which emphasize the importance of marriage  

and childbearing.

Parents often try hard to urge their daughters to get married 

during the “best” childbearing years. Some parents actively look 

for marital partners for their daughters by asking around, going 

to matchmaking events to meet parents of potential sons-in-law, 
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or arranging matchmaking events for their daughters. Others 

push in a relatively subtle but still powerful way by displaying 

weakness and trying to instill guilt in their unmarried daughters, 

for example, by attributing their deteriorating health to the anxi-

ety resulting from their daughters’ leftover status. To make sense 

of their anxiety and efforts to push their beloved daughters into 

marriage, we need to understand the consequences of having a 

daughter who is considered left over in the marriage market. The 

stigma attached to such a daughter causes parents shame as rela-

tives, neighbors, and colleagues consider it a failure of the whole 

family and keep asking the parents whether and when their 

daughters are going to get married. The Chinese state’s promo-

tion of marriage and stigmatization of unmarried women in the 

media in the past two decades further reinforce social stigmas.

Complicating this societal ostracization, under China’s current 

legal system, women cannot have children outside marriage, nor 

do they have access to assisted reproductive technology services in 

China. The country’s denial of same-sex marriage also means that 

nonheterosexual women have no hope of having children legally 

either on their own or with their same-sex partners. In other words, 

entering a heterosexual marriage is the only path for any woman 

to give birth legally in China. Given the law’s denial of unmarried 

women’s reproductive rights, parents of leftover women may end 

up having no one to continue the family line and visit their graves 

on the anniversary of their death. This is devastating for Chinese 

families, as descendants have the moral obligation to ensure the 

perpetuation of the family line so that ancestor worship continues  

in perpetuity.1

At the outset of this study, I was interested in how leftover 

women understood and dealt with the law’s denial of their rights to 

become single mothers or choose same-sex marriage in mainland  
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China. Shortly after I started my fieldwork, I realized that left-

over women cared more about the expectations and interests of 

their parents than what the law stipulated. Thus, I went on to ask: 

How are leftover women’s strategies to deal with legal constraints 

shaped by intergenerational relationships and their filial obliga-

tion? What do their strategies tell us about ordinary citizens’ rela-

tionships with the law? The more interviews and focus groups I 

had done to answer these questions, the more I realized that the 

broader community’s expectations play a significant role in shap-

ing leftover women’s perceptions of parental expectations and 

thereby affecting the ways in which they relate to the law. This 

book demonstrates that leftover women tailor their strategies to 

deal with legal constraints according to their perceptions of their 

obligations within their families, communities, and society.

Leftover Women in China joins recent relational legal con-

sciousness studies to reveal the process of co-constructing legal 

consciousness and the significant impacts of our close relation-

ships on our legal consciousness. It associates itself with some of 

the most recent legal consciousness research that explores how 

people’s thoughts and actions are shaped collectively with the 

thoughts and actions of those with whom they interact. “Legal 

consciousness” generally refers to the ways in which people expe-

rience, understand, and act in relation to law.2 It is a concept that 

is much broader than legal awareness or legal knowledge, as peo-

ple’s decisions to turn to or against the law are both important 

subjects of legal consciousness scholarship.3 In the law and soci-

ety literature generally, relational studies of legal consciousness 

are an emerging framework for analysis. Building on critical 

analysis of Chinese family relations, research on gender and sex-

uality in China, multidisciplinary studies of leftover women, 

debates about “human quality” (suzhi), socio-legal studies of the 
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relational self, and legal consciousness scholarship, this book  

aims to (1) facilitate a better understanding of the pattern of  

parent-child interactions that relies heavily on the sense of obli-

gation and guilt; and (2) develop the concept of relation-based 

legal consciousness to capture how our sense of obligation result-

ing from relationships shapes our decisions to follow, evade, and 

even manipulate the law.

This book argues that our close relationships affect our legal 

consciousness not only through love and emotional intimacy 

but also through our sense of obligation and guilt. It is through 

a detailed analysis of the sense of obligation and the feeling of 

guilt resulting from leftover women’s perceived failure to live up 

to their obligations as filial daughters that we can make sense of 

leftover women’s strategies to deal with legal constraints. To facil-

itate a better understanding of leftover women’s obligations and 

guilt, I now provide an overview of the political, legal, and social 

environment within which leftover women interact with their 

parents and relate to the law.

U N D E R S T A N D I N G  L E F T O V E R  W O M E N ’ S  

O B L I G A T I O N S  I N  C H I N A ’ S  P O L I T I C A L ,  

L E G A L ,  A N D  S O C I A L  C O N T E X T

Despite the enormous pressure imposed on her by her parents, 

Wei was grateful for their support throughout the years. She 

had great sympathy for her parents and other parents of leftover 

women, seeing them as victims of China’s strict implementation 

of the one-child policy and the lack of institutional support for the 

elderly. Wei planned her life, including her strategies to deal with 

the legal constraints of unmarried women’s reproductive rights, 
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according to what she believed to be her obligations as a filial 

daughter born and raised under the one-child policy.

The One-Child Policy and the Human  

Quality Discourse

Chinese families have been significantly reshaped by China’s pop-

ulation policies in the past few decades. All the leftover women 

who participated in my research were born and raised under 

the one-child policy. It is impossible to understand leftover wom-

en’s legal consciousness and their parents’ concerns without dis-

cussing the role of these laws and policies in constructing family 

relations, shaping parental and societal expectations, enhancing 

marriage and childbearing as the only acceptable option, and 

imposing and sustaining inequality among leftover women with 

diverse backgrounds. Three decades of the implementation of the 

one-child policy have significantly changed family relations and 

the ways in which Chinese families function as a whole to deal 

with everyday tasks.

The one-child policy was first introduced in 1979 in China to 

curb population growth when the Chinese leadership was eager 

to develop the national economy after ending decades of polit-

ical turmoil and international isolation.4 At that time, China’s 

large population was considered a barrier to economic growth. It  

led the leadership to introduce a nationwide one-child policy to 

control population growth and improve the “quality” of the popu-

lation.5 Under the one-child policy, with very few exceptions each 

couple in urban areas was allowed to have only one child, and in 

rural areas and among ethnic minorities a married couple could 

have a second child if the first one was female or disabled.6
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In 2015, the universal two-child policy replaced the one-child 

policy, allowing all married Chinese couples to have two children. 

In May 2021, China announced the three-child policy, permitting 

couples to have up to three children to boost the birthrate. While 

the one-child policy is no longer effective, it has significantly 

shaped ordinary people’s identities, social relationships, and 

Chinese family structures.7 Scholars including Deborah Davis, 

Vanessa Fong, Harriet Evans, Esther Goh, Francine Deustch, and 

Peidong Sun have all touched on the influential role of the one-

child policy in shaping Chinese family relations and the identi-

ties of both generations. Virtually all leftover women in my study 

mentioned that their identity as someone born and raised under 

the one-child policy led to feeling responsible to care for their 

parents and live up to parental expectations. Yunxiang Yan, an 

anthropology professor and Chinese family relations expert, con-

siders the one-child policy a prime example of the statist nature 

of China’s family laws and policy.8 Yan introduces the concept of 

the “statist model of family policy making” to highlight the fact 

that the nation-state is entitled to control the economic and social 

lives of its people, as the interest of the state should be prioritized 

over that of citizens, individual families, and other communities.9

From the one-child policy to the current three-child policy, the 

law was never intended to grant unmarried individuals repro-

ductive rights. Under China’s population policies, only married 

couples are allowed to have children and access to assisted repro-

ductive technology services, and at the time of my fieldwork the 

violation of the policy could lead to out-of-plan birth fines and 

other severe penalties.10 Across China, medical professionals are 

prohibited from providing assisted reproductive technology ser-

vices to unmarried individuals. An announcement posted on the 

State Council’s website in April 2023 confirms that a marriage 
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certificate must be presented for assisted reproductive technol-

ogy services on social, ethical, and legal grounds.11 Even if an 

unmarried woman managed to conceive using more accessible 

approaches such as at-home self-insemination with the sperm of 

known donors, she would still face barriers registering her child 

as a Chinese citizen and thus qualified for public education and 

healthcare.12 In urban Xiamen in 2016, for example, an unmar-

ried mother had to pay approximately 90,000 yuan (US$12,284) 

for her violation of the law before she could register her child.13 

Those who worked at public institutions could get fired for violat-

ing the family planning laws and policies.14

Because of these legal constraints, emergent feminist move-

ments promoting single women’s reproductive rights in China 

in the mid-2010s emphasized the connection between the law’s 

denial of unmarried women’s reproductive rights and the diffi-

culties Chinese women faced to choose alternative family struc-

tures.15 These feminist activists and LGBTQ lawyers put forward a 

joint report advocating legal changes to grant unmarried women 

the right to assisted reproductive technologies, as well as exemp-

tion from paying social maintenance fees, that is, the out-of-plan  

birth fine under China’s population policy.16 But legal con-

straints are only one piece of the puzzle when it comes to the one-

child policy’s impact on leftover women’s choices of alternative  

family structures.

China’s one-child policy has had a long-lasting impact on the 

ideal of families and motherhood, especially through the suzhi 

discourse. As a political keyword stemming from China’s eugen-

ics campaign during the promotion of the one-child policy, the 

term “suzhi” was officially designated to attribute China’s fail-

ure to catch up with developed countries to the low quality of its 

population, especially in rural areas.17 At that time, the Chinese 
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government considered the country’s population “too large, too 

rapidly growing, too rural, too ill-educated, and too uneven in 

age structure.”18 The solution, according to the Chinese state, was 

to produce and foster superior children who would grow into a 

high-quality labor force.19

To ensure the “quality” of the coming generations, the Chi-

nese state put forward the eugenics campaign, which empha-

sized improvement of the genetic makeup, health, and education 

of children to meet the nation’s needs.20 The responsibility of 

nurturing high-quality children mainly fell on mothers: a good 

mother should sacrifice her own interests for her children and 

“follow the prescriptions of the latest science in conceiving, giv-

ing birth to, and rearing a high-quality child.”21 This emphasis on 

the mother’s responsibility to ensure the quality of children has 

had a long-lasting impact on the criteria for qualified mothers in 

Chinese society.

At the same time, the suzhi discourse plays a role in justify-

ing differential treatment among citizens with different back-

grounds and resources. By the early 1990s, Chinese citizens’ lack 

of suzhi had become “a general explanation for everything that 

held the Chinese nation back from achieving its rightful place 

in the world.”22 This is based on the assumption that the popula-

tion in developed countries has higher suzhi than that of develop-

ing countries and that people who are considered to have higher 

suzhi will contribute more to the development of the country 

than those who are perceived to be of “low quality.”23 Since then, 

concerns about suzhi have pervaded everyday life and informed 

a wide spectrum of discourses and debates in Chinese society.24

In today’s China, the suzhi discourse has become an indis-

pensable part of social attitudes guiding people’s behavior and 

their perceptions of others. In general, people use the term “high 
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quality” to refer to elite and middle classness and to express their 

approval and respect for them. The term “low quality” is invoked 

to show disparagement or disapproval of others and describe 

so-called uncivilized behaviors.25 The focus on the individual’s 

suzhi shifts ordinary people’s attention from the uneven distri-

bution of resources and leads to the belief that people must com-

pete with one another fiercely to accumulate suzhi in order to 

deserve more rights.26

Unsurprisingly, the suzhi discourse is effective in shaping left-

over women’s legal consciousness regarding the law’s denial of 

unmarried individuals’ reproductive rights. Influenced by this 

discourse, ordinary people in China, including parents and left-

over women themselves, tend to divide unmarried women into 

“high-quality” women who deserve to have children on their own 

and “low-quality” women whose right to choose alternative fam-

ily structures must be denied. As Wei’s story demonstrates, left-

over women generally believe that having a successful career and 

a good income is crucial if they want to raise a child on their own. 

Wei is in a much better place than most leftover women I inter-

viewed in terms of financial status and educational background. 

Having a decent job as a civil servant and a bachelor’s degree 

qualifies her as a so-called high-quality woman, preventing her 

from being accused of not understanding her own decisions if 

she decides to evade the law by turning to cross-border or under-

ground reproductive care to become a single mother.

This emphasis on human quality has further reinforced exist-

ing inequality among leftover women of different backgrounds. On 

the one hand, it enables leftover women who have more resources 

in terms of education and money to believe that they have the 

right to ignore the law and choose alternative family structures. 

On the other hand, so-called low-quality women have the extra 
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burden of justifying their decision to have children on their own. 

This book connects the human quality discourse with Michael 

Katz’s theory of the undeserving poor to discuss how the empha-

sis on suzhi in Chinese society pushes some leftover women to 

comply with the law but leads others to evade or even manipulate  

the law.

The Phenomenon of Leftover Women

In the past few years, China has been promoting heterosexual 

marriage and childbearing, aiming to find a solution to its rap-

idly aging population resulting from the one-child policy. The 

current literature generally suggests that leftover women are suf-

fering from enormous pressure to marry due to the state-media 

campaign that has stigmatized leftover women since the 2000s, 

as well as existing patriarchal cultures and gender norms in 

China.27 In Leftover Women: The Resurgence of Gender Inequal-

ity in China, Leta Hong Fincher argues that the state-sponsored 

leftover women media campaign “serves as a state program to 

upgrade ‘population quality’ by pressing educated, ‘high qual-

ity’ women to marry and have a ‘high quality’ baby for the good 

of the nation.”28 Fincher further connects the Chinese state’s pro-

motion of marriage with its concern about the danger of having 

a large number of men who remain single involuntarily, as they 

could be “a threat to social stability.”29 Indeed, there has always 

been an assumption in Chinese society that men who fail to get 

married may turn to antisocial behavior and crime, linking them 

to the spread of violence, prostitution, sexually transmitted dis-

eases, and the trafficking of women.30 At the same time, Fincher 

suggests that the Chinese state uses the media to intimidate sin-

gle women into marriage by promoting the idea that children 
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born to women over thirty years old may have a higher risk of  

health problems.31

While the Chinese state’s promotion of marriage has been one 

of the most important factors in pressuring leftover women to 

marry, it cannot work without the help of existing gender norms 

and patriarchal expectations in Chinese society. Sandy To, author 

of China’s Leftover Women: Late Marriage among Professional 

Women and Its Consequences, accuses Chinese men of subscrib-

ing to a feudal, outdated, and patriarchal ideology and constrain-

ing leftover women’s choices in marriage and childbearing.32 She 

argues that the root cause of Chinese professional women’s left-

over status is patriarchal constraints in the marriage market: 

leftover women’s professional and educational accomplishments 

are the greatest obstacle to marriage because their achievements 

have put too much pressure on their suitors, who are expected  

to have better careers and higher incomes than women.33

At the same time, the current literature on leftover women and 

media coverage of their dilemma tend to depict parents of left-

over women as enemies and oppressors, accusing them of impos-

ing patriarchal expectations on their daughters. To, for example, 

suggests that parents are constraining leftover women’s marital 

choices because of their somewhat conservative, traditional, and 

backward beliefs, or what To calls “intergenerational differences 

in values.”34 According to To, parents, most of whom are tradi-

tional, continue to exert considerable control over their daugh-

ters’ marital choices in China today.35

Leftover women are by no means merely victims of the 

state-sponsored media campaign and patriarchal culture, nor 

are they stereotypically stuck or desperate.36 They contest gen-

der norms by creating new identities and roles as independent 

women.37 According to Yingchun Ji, a sociologist at Shanghai  
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University, leftover women are innovative actors who respond 

strategically to constraints and cultural disapprobation to con-

struct a blend of modernity and tradition in their daily lives.38 

Many of them use their financial power to fight the stigma of 

being single and build legitimacy for an alternative lifestyle.39

Nevertheless, we should not assume that all leftover women 

are affected in the same way and to the same extent by China’s 

laws and policies and its promotion of marriage. Despite the 

insightful discussions of the factors contributing to the phenom-

enon of leftover women, the existing literature’s focus on auton-

omy and agency of heterosexual leftover women with successful 

careers marginalizes the voices of those who do not fall squarely 

within the category of high-quality and heterosexual women. 

Bringing the literature on the relational self and the discourse of 

suzhi into the picture and featuring the voices of leftover women 

from diverse backgrounds, this book offers a detailed analysis 

of how the law and social pressures disproportionately affect 

“high-quality” and “low-quality” women, as well as heterosex-

ual and nonheterosexual women. More importantly, it calls for 

more attention to the role of parents in shaping leftover wom-

en’s choices. It places leftover women’s relationships with their 

parents and their sense of obligation as filial daughters and 

responsible citizens at the center of the discussion of their lived 

experiences and legal consciousness.

Social Pressure and Anxious Parents  

in the One-Child Nation

The struggle of leftover women’s parents has received little atten-

tion from scholars and the media. Aware of the struggles of my 

parents, I feel obligated to go beyond the assumption that they 

are merely traditional or conservative and instead situate their  



Introduction  /  15

anxiety within the social, legal, and political environment. I can-

not turn a blind eye to the support Chinese parents offer their 

children and the efforts they have made for their children’s edu-

cation and future, nor can I think of my parents as my enemies. My 

interest in leftover women’s intergenerational relationships and 

legal consciousness came directly from my experience and the 

stories of many other leftover women around me when I was in  

my late twenties.

As the only child in my family, I used to be very close with my 

parents and grandparents and all my relatives. I called my parents 

every day and was happy to share with them every detail of my  

life and listen to their advice. Things changed when I reached  

my late twenties. I no longer enjoy my conversations with them as 

much when they take every opportunity to remind me of my sta-

tus as a leftover woman. My grandmother lectures me every time 

I am on the phone with her, suggesting that I am supposed to bring 

a husband to show her as soon as possible. She keeps emphasiz-

ing that she is in her late eighties and cannot wait for long. I find 

myself reluctant to talk to her now, as the conversations are get-

ting stressful. As a result, she blames my parents for not guiding 

me in the right direction. Many relatives and family friends share 

her opinion that my parents are responsible for my leftover sta-

tus because it is their obligation to make sure that I have a happy 

family, namely, a husband and at least one child. Despite my edu-

cational and career achievements, my parents now feel a sense of 

shame among their relatives, friends, colleagues, and neighbors. 

Their friends and relatives always remind them that they should 

put more pressure on me to go down the “right” path.

To be fair, our relatives, friends, and neighbors are not  

necessarily making my parents uncomfortable out of bad 

intentions. They are aware of the cultural, political, and legal 

environment they live in, an environment that significantly  
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disadvantages single women and their parents. After three 

decades of implementation of the one-child policy and the privat-

ization of childcare and old-age support in China, it is a reality 

that the two generations must stick together to deal with everyday 

tasks for the best interest of the whole family.

The retirement age in China is among the lowest in the world 

as of 2024, letting women retire as early as fifty and men at sixty.40 

This allows grandparents time to devote to their multigenera-

tional families.41 Typically, the older generation who recently 

retired will provide childcare for their adult children who are 

busy with careers.42 If their daughters forgo or delay marriage 

and childbearing, they cannot follow this timeline and plan their 

retirement life accordingly, which leads to a sense of uncertainty. 

Unsurprisingly, the importance of the so-called best childbearing 

age is among one of the most common reasons given by parents 

when they urge their daughters to marry before it is too late, an 

idea that has been reinforced in the media and everyday conver-

sations.43 After all, parents are aware that the only way to have 

children legally is in a heterosexual marriage. If their daughters 

keep delaying or even forgoing marriage, they may end up with 

no grandchild to carry on the family line. In addition, given the 

busy schedule of the younger generation and the lack of social 

support for the elderly in Chinese society, it is understandable for 

parents to want a son-in-law as additional old-age support.

R E L A T I O N - B A S E D  L E G A L  C O N S C I O U S N E S S

To make sense of leftover women’s strategies to deal with legal  

constraints, this book presents the concept of relation-based  

legal consciousness, which captures both the impact of family 

relations on leftover women’s legal consciousness and the pro-

cess of the co-construction of legal consciousness in everyday life. 



Introduction  /  17

It builds on existing studies of relational legal consciousness to 

articulate how leftover women tailor their strategies to deal with 

legal constraints on alternative family structures according to 

their perceptions of parental expectations.

Relation-based legal consciousness shares the commit-

ment to revealing the relational nature of legal conscious-

ness with two other key concepts in existing law and society 

scholarship: relational legal consciousness and second-order 

legal consciousness. The notion of relational legal conscious-

ness has been adopted by law and society scholars to refer to 

the relational approach to legal consciousness, the relational 

process of the formation of legal consciousness, and the legal 

consciousness resulting from this relational process.44 Second- 

order legal consciousness, a concept introduced by Kathryne 

M. Young, focuses on the process of the co-construction of legal  

consciousness. It refers to “a person’s beliefs about the  

legal consciousness of any individual besides herself, or of any 

group whether or not she is part of it.”45 Second-order legal con-

sciousness, according to Young and Hannah Chimowitz, is a 

subset of relational legal consciousness. They suggest,

We can think about relational legal consciousness as an umbrella 

term referring to any way that Person A’s legal consciousness is 

shaped by their relationships to another person or group. This might 

include group membership, family dynamics, culturally con-

structed beliefs, and so on. In contrast, second-order legal conscious-

ness can be understood as a more specific term that refers to how 

Person A’s legal consciousness is shaped by Person A’s perceptions  

of Person B’s or Group B’s legal consciousness—not simply by Person 

A’s relationships to a person or a group generally. In other words, 

second-order legal consciousness refers to the processes via which 

Person A’s legal consciousness is shaped by Person A’s beliefs or 

impressions about the beliefs, attitudes, impressions, and inclina-

tions of Person B (or any group) with regard to law.46
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Relation-based legal consciousness represents another subset 

of relational legal consciousness that incorporates the import-

ant process captured by second-order legal consciousness but at  

the same time emphasizes the influential roles of relationships  

in shaping the individual’s legal consciousness.

Current studies of the impact of relationships on legal con-

sciousness have demonstrated that our close relationships tend 

to have a more powerful influence on our legal consciousness. In 

her discussion of how group identity interacts with law to moti-

vate individuals to comply with the law, Janice Nadler suggests 

that often individuals are more concerned about what members 

of their in-group think than what most other people think, mean-

ing that the most influential are those from the groups to which 

they have a strong desire to belong.47

Leisy J. Abrego argues in her article on the legal conscious-

ness of US citizens in mixed-status families that “the narratives 

and experiences of loved ones are particularly meaningful—

especially for those whose relatives are targeted by harsh laws 

and enforcement practices.”48 This relational nature of legal 

consciousness has been supported by my previous studies on 

how people in the same household and village help one another 

resist the one-child policy in rural China, as well as Hsiao-Tan 

Wang’s studies on how Taiwanese family members make deci-

sions regarding whether or not to invoke the language of law in  

family disputes.49

Relation-based legal consciousness draws on these studies 

and goes one step further by trying to capture the processes by  

which the individual’s legal consciousness is shaped by these close  

relationships. To this end, I emphasize the need to define  

close relationships broadly to include closeness in terms of obliga-

tions. The sense of obligation is often a product of the individual’s  
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evaluation of the broader community’s and the close ones’ expec-

tations regarding how an individual should behave: the individ-

ual constructs a version of obligation based on her interpretation 

of external information. The individual also participates in shap-

ing these expectations in her everyday interactions with close 

ones and other members of her community.

As a subset of relational legal consciousness, relation-based 

legal consciousness acknowledges the highly relational nature  

of legal consciousness and at the same time focuses on the process 

during which the individual picks up cues and signals from daily 

interactions with family members and other people to construct 

her version of their expectations. This process involves being 

aware of social norms and expectations, reading between the 

lines, attending to both what has been said and what is left unsaid 

by close ones, and, more importantly, processing all the informa-

tion through the lens of family interests to come up with what the  

individual believes to be the expectations of her close ones.  

The individual constantly refers to the broader community’s 

expectations to evaluate what works best for her close ones and 

avoids bringing trouble to them.

Throughout this book, I use “broader community” to refer to 

unspecified people who participate in shaping the social norms 

and collective expectations in society and groups to which the 

leftover woman belongs. It is an abstract community. It has 

fluid and flexible boundaries, depending on who the leftover 

woman has in mind when she is trying to construct her version 

of parental expectations: it can be as narrow as people who live in  

the same neighborhood but can also be countless people from the 

past, present, and future in an abstract sense as long as the left-

over woman believes that these people play a role in shaping and 

maintaining the moral standards of the larger society.
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At the same time, a shared perception of the broader commu-

nity’s expectations is created through leftover women’s interac-

tions with specific people in their network of connections, such as 

relatives, neighbors, friends, and colleagues. The influential role  

of the broader community’s expectations prompts me to use  

“relation-based” instead of “family-based” to describe leftover 

women’s legal consciousness. As I show later, the broader commu-

nity’s expectations significantly affect leftover women’s under-

standing of parental expectations and can sometimes trump what 

their parents have explicitly expressed.

Focusing on obligations enables a detailed analysis of the 

processes of the co-construction of legal consciousness. When 

it comes to leftover women and alternative family structures, it 

is crucial for these women to refer to the broader community’s 

expectations of how a particular individual should relate to the 

law to be considered a responsible citizen; at the same time, in 

order to fit in and gain respect, individuals in Chinese society 

must demonstrate respect for the Chinese culture’s emphasis on 

filial duty. Living up to the broader community’s expectations 

in these two respects is essential; failing to do so entails conse-

quences for their family’s reputation and the interests of their 

parents. It is leftover women’s strong desire to protect their par-

ents and family interests that makes it extremely important to 

live up to the broader community’s expectations. Thus, leftover 

women tailor their strategies to deal with legal constraints to 

ensure that their family relations and the reputations of their par-

ents remain unharmed.

This book focuses on three strategies adopted by leftover 

women, namely, compliance with the law, evasion of the law, and 

manipulation of the law, all of which cannot be understood with-

out foregrounding intergenerational relationships. For leftover 
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women who decide to comply with the law and have children by 

entering a heterosexual marriage, the decision usually has little 

to do with their agreement with the law’s denial of unmarried 

women’s reproductive rights or their fear of legal consequences. It 

may merely be a by-product of their efforts to live up to the expec-

tations of the broader community and parents.

Evasion of the law is closely related to and dependent  

on the legal consciousness of the broader community. As mem-

bers of the broader community are generally willing to toler-

ate high-quality women’s decision to have children on their own 

despite the law’s denial of childbearing outside marriage, it rein-

forces leftover women’s belief that their primary task is to accumu-

late resources and suzhi in order to be qualified to evade the law 

rather than advocate for unmarried women’s right to have chil-

dren. Their understandings of the law and how to evade it, there-

fore, are shaped by the broader community’s legal consciousness.

“Legal evasion” in this book describes strategies adopted by 

leftover women to avoid all contact with the law or even resist 

it. As of this writing, legal evasion has attracted little attention 

from law and society scholars.50 There is no clear definition of 

legal evasion. In general, law and society scholars consider eva-

sion a form of small resistance, which is consistent with James 

Scott’s definition of everyday forms of resistance.51 Ignoring 

the law’s imposition of license requirements and selling things 

on the streets is a typical example of legal evasion.52 Building 

homes on land not officially designated for residential purposes 

or occupying public space illegally for personal use is another 

example. For leftover women, legal evasion includes turning 

to cross-border reproductive care and using underground and 

illegal reproductive services for the purpose of having chil-

dren as a way to resist the law’s denial of their rights to have 



22  /  Introduction

access to assisted reproductive technology services legally in  

mainland China.

“Legal manipulation” describes the strategy of using the law 

to one’s advantage by manipulating it for its imprimatur, which 

is typically appealing to nonheterosexual leftover women. Those 

who adopt the strategy of legal manipulation resist the law by 

entering into a heterosexual marriage with the purpose of get-

ting out of it. Specifically, some nonheterosexual leftover women 

turn to “nominal marriage” (xinghun),53 that is, a legal mar-

riage between a gay man and a lesbian for the purpose of hav-

ing children and pleasing their parents. Xinghun is essentially a 

performance to live up to one’s filial obligation and the broader 

community’s expectations. It is especially common among les-

bian women who have decided not to confront their parents with 

their sexual identities.

Throughout this book, I discuss how parent-child interactions 

based on obligations and guilt lead to the lack of effective commu-

nication and thereby push leftover women to develop strategies to 

deal with the law’s denial of alternative family structures.

R O A D  M A P

The remaining chapters of this book build on one another to 

demonstrate how leftover women pick up cues from every-

day interactions with their parents and constantly refer to the 

broader community’s expectations to tailor their strategies to 

deal with legal restrictions. Chapter 1 discusses parents’ anxi-

ety that is caused by the social stigma attached to leftover women 

and how this anxiety prompts them to push their daughters into 

marriage. Three decades of strict implementation of the one-child 

policy in both rural and urban China has led to a high level of  
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intergenerational interdependence among family members, as 

well as a strong sense of obligation among the younger genera-

tion to repay their parents’ continuing support. Failing to live up 

to parental expectations and protect the family’s reputation often 

gives rise to a feeling of guilt among leftover women. The chap-

ter argues that the downflow of family resources, from the older 

generation to the young, in terms of housing and childcare pro-

vides the justification for parental intervention, while at the same  

time the sense of obligation and guilt among leftover women mar-

ginalizes their personal desires and jeopardizes effective com-

munication between the two generations.

Motivated by the sense of obligation and guilt, leftover women 

are reluctant to confront their parents with their preference to 

remain single, have children outside marriage, or enter a same-

sex partnership. This means that what leftover women describe 

as parental expectations are in fact constructed by these women 

rather than clearly articulated by their parents. This constructed 

perception of parental expectations then shapes leftover wom-

en’s strategies to deal with legal restrictions. Chapter 2 introduces  

the concept of relation-based legal consciousness to understand the  

process whereby the broader community’s expectations of  

the obligations of responsible citizens and filial daughters affect 

leftover women’s legal consciousness through intergenerational 

relationships. It explains the reasons for the lack of interest in 

advocating for rights among ordinary citizens in relation-based 

societies and points to the importance of the broader communi-

ty’s expectations in figuring out parental expectations.

Chapters 3 and 4 focus on leftover women’s resistance to the 

law through legal evasion and legal manipulation. When there 

is little hope of benefiting from challenging the law directly, left-

over women develop strategies to either work around the law 
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or use the law to their benefit. Chapter 3 analyses leftover wom-

en’s desire to accumulate resources so that they are able to evade 

the law and obtain cross-border and underground reproductive 

care. It discusses how the political discourse of human quality, or 

suzhi, has significantly shaped leftover women’s understandings 

of the law’s denial of unmarried women’s reproductive rights. It 

goes on to challenge the myth of suzhi by analyzing how so-called 

high-quality leftover women often end up with less ability to 

maneuver around the law’s constraints because they are hemmed 

in by their prominent families’ emphasis on reputation.

Chapter 4 discusses a subtler but powerful strategy adopted 

by nonheterosexual women to deal with the law’s denial of  

same-sex marriage and unmarried women’s reproductive rights. 

These women have either gone through or are considering the 

legal process of entering xinghun to live up to parental and soci-

etal expectations. It argues that the legal system’s silence about 

homosexuality and the lack of both exit and voice options for 

leftover women lead to their manipulation of the law.54 Stories of 

nonheterosexual women’s use of the law to their advantage by 

entering xinghun enrich current studies of legal resistance and  

call for more attention to people’s manipulation of the law for  

its imprimatur.

The concluding chapter summarizes the key contributions 

of this book and discusses the broader relevance of its findings 

for relational legal consciousness and parent-child interactions. 

By cultivating a relation-based approach to making sense of  

leftover women’s strategies to engage with the law, I hope to pro-

vide sociolegal scholars with an innovative framework to study 

the relational nature of legal consciousness by bringing the  

co-construction of perceptions of the law into conversation with 

the impact of close relationships on our legal consciousness.



25

C H A P T E R  O N E

Anxious Parents  
and Filial Daughters  

in the One-Child Nation

On a humid Saturday morning, I went to the Magpie Bridge, a 

renowned matchmaking corner for parents located at the foot 

of Yu Mountain in Fuzhou. Such places exist in all major cities in 

China, attracting anxious parents who are eager to find a good 

match for their children. At around 8:30 a.m., parents from across 

Fuzhou started to gather. Hundreds of parents were busy read-

ing basic information on young men and women, such as age, 

height, income, occupation, education, place of origin, and family 

background and assets, written on pieces of red and green paper 

clipped to string tied between trees. Parents walked around and 

exchanged information, trying to find a potential marital partner 

for their son or daughter.

“Hi, girl,” a mother approached me, “you must be looking for a 

husband for yourself.” Before I could respond, she tucked back my 

hair and started to examine my face. After I explained that I was 

a researcher conducting a study on leftover women, she imme-

diately turned her back and walked away. I did not deserve her 

attention, as she preferred to spend her time on matchmaking. 

Anxious Parents and Filial Daughters
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Later, a few matchmakers tried to sell the contact information of 

male candidates to me, while others gave me business cards with 

information about their matchmaking services.

A few minutes later, Meng mama, a well-dressed woman 

in her early sixties, walked through the crowd to warn me of 

the danger of dealing with those matchmakers. Meng mama 

shared with me horrifying stories about how they took advan-

tage of the enormous anxiety leftover women’s parents were 

experiencing by selling them fake contact information or even 

hiring fake male candidates. “Some parents spent thousands 

of dollars only to find out it was nothing more than a scam,” 

said Meng mama. According to her, approximately 80 percent 

of parents at the Magpie Bridge were looking for husbands for 

their daughters.1 Meng mama was one of those parents until 

six months ago, when she managed to find her daughter a good 

match through her connections at the Magpie Bridge. Despite 

her success, Meng mama still came to the site every week to 

hang out with leftover women’s parents and offer advice, hop-

ing that her experience would be helpful to parents who were 

new to matchmaking.

What motivated Meng mama to come every week was her 

sympathy for anxious parents who had to work hard to “solve 

the most urgent problem of the whole family resulting from the 

one-child policy.” Meng mama and her friends took it for granted 

that it was their obligation to help them with the dilemma. Meng 

mama emphasized, “It is the most basic responsibility of parents. 

We have to make sure the next generation has a partner and a 

child to take care of them when they are old.” According to her, 

parents also had to take on the responsibility of caring for their 

grandchildren and provide housing for their adult children, both 

of which were impossible tasks without their help. In return, they 
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expected their children to stay close, keep them company, and 

help out whenever necessary in their old age.

There are millions of parents in China who share this opinion 

with Meng mama. When their daughter is left over, they see it as 

a problem for the family to solve together. They believe that the 

entire family should work together to deal with challenges and 

tasks to ensure their survival and prosperity. Indeed, there are 

unbearable consequences for the entire family if the younger 

generation falls behind in marriage and childbearing. Parents of 

leftover women risk becoming targets of gossip and marginaliza-

tion within their social networks. Having a daughter who is con-

sidered left over in the marriage market reflects badly on parents. 

As a result, parents become anxious and do whatever they can to 

find a good match for their daughters.

Not surprisingly, the vast majority of leftover women are 

against the idea of parental matchmaking and try their best to 

prevent their parents from “selling them in the marriage market 

like cheap goods.”2 When leftover women show their reluctance to 

participate in matchmaking events their parents have arranged, 

the parents complain about the younger generation’s ingratitude. 

Meng mama believed that her daughter, Yun Meng, an editor at 

one of the leading media companies in the city, was too spoiled  

and naive to understand the unbearable consequences of  

delaying marriage and missing the best childbearing age. After 

fighting with Meng mama for three years, Yun finally surren-

dered and started dating a man Meng mama found for her.  

Despite her distaste for the man, Yun agreed to marry him just  

six months after they first met, which elated her mother.

In this chapter, I provide a detailed analysis of the tremen-

dous pressure imposed on leftover women by their parents and 

explain why it is inescapable. The chapter discusses the pattern 



of parent-child interactions based on obligations and guilt in 

Chinese families. It starts with the reasons for the parents’ pro-

nounced anxiety concerning their daughters’ leftover status 

and the importance leftover women place on meeting what they 

understand as their parents’ expectations. It then illustrates the 

strategies adopted by parents to urge their daughters to get mar-

ried. Drawing on narratives of leftover women and their parents, 

I demonstrate that effective intergenerational communication 

remains difficult in Chinese families. The moral duty of each fam-

ily member to prioritize the interests of the entire family gives 

rise to a sense of guilt when the younger generation stresses indi-

vidual desires and preferences that are likely to affect the family. 

This is especially the case when parents have done whatever they 

can to ensure that their daughters have a good education, hous-

ing, and childcare support. I challenge the conflation of the flow  

of resources from the older generation to the young and the  

lack of patriarchal power in Chinese families in the existing 

literature and call for a more nuanced understanding of Chinese 

intergenerational relationships. I argue that the intergenera-

tional interdependence characterized by the downflow of family 

resources has marginalized the desires of leftover women within 

their families and jeopardized effective communication between 

the two generations about alternative family structures.

W H Y  D O  P A R E N T S  P U S H ,  A N D  W H Y  S H O U L D  

L E F T O V E R  W O M E N  C A R E ?

At a law and society conference a few years ago, I mentioned to 

a North American feminist legal scholar that leftover women 

worried more about parental expectations than legal constraints 

on their reproductive rights. She found it extremely difficult 

to understand why leftover women should care so much about  
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parental expectations. She asked, “Why don’t leftover women 

tell their parents to shut up and leave them alone? Why can’t 

they ignore their parents and do whatever works best for them-

selves?” The idea of confronting parents or ignoring their expec-

tations had never occurred to me, nor had it been mentioned by 

leftover women during my fieldwork. To feminist scholars who 

attach great value to autonomy, ignoring the pressure parents try 

to impose on them seems to be the solution for leftover women. 

However, parental expectations are inescapable in Chinese fam-

ilies when it comes to marriage, childbearing, and other per-

sonal choices that have the potential to affect the interests of the  

whole family.

To make sense of the extremely powerful influences of parental  

expectations on leftover women’s legal consciousness, we need 

to understand why parents are so anxious when their daughters  

delay or forgo heterosexual marriage, as well as how Chinese 

family members depend on one another to deal with tasks and 

challenges in everyday life. The social stigma attached to left-

over women has put enormous pressure on parents to urge 

their daughters to get married and have children. In addition, 

interdependence in multigenerational Chinese families result-

ing from the lack of affordable housing and childcare sup-

port in today’s China further ties parents and their daughters  

closely together, making it extremely difficult for leftover women 

to ignore parental expectations.

Social Stigma Attached to Leftover Women  

and the Impact on Parents

Remaining single carries a deep social stigma in China because 

marriage affords social and familial recognition that is other-

wise unattainable.3 People consider parents of leftover women 



“losers.” If their daughter remains left over for a long time, peo-

ple may accuse them of being irresponsible. This is because par-

ents are supposed to be responsible for raising and guiding their 

children until they get married.4 As Elisabeth Engebretsen sug-

gests, in China, being single is widely seen as a personal failure 

that reflects badly on one’s family and therefore comes at an emo-

tional and material cost that is simply too high for most people.5 

Anyi, a feminist researcher who participated in my research 

to share both her own experience as a leftover woman and her 

understanding of gender relations in China, explained, “Having a 

daughter who is left over is similar to the scenario in which your 

friends’ children all have offers from prestigious universities, but 

your daughter has not even been accepted to a community col-

lege.” Central to Anyi’s metaphor is the tendency of Chinese par-

ents to compare the achievements of their children with others. 

It is a competition among friends, relatives, and colleagues, as the 

achievements of sons and daughters are generally considered suc-

cesses of the parents. In fact, adult children’s achievements serve 

as a source of self-esteem, respect, social status, and reputation 

for Chinese parents.6

Parents’ conversations with friends and acquaintances about 

their daughter who is left over often induce anxiety, guilt, and 

self-doubt. Two years after my initial interview with Huang 

mama, she phoned me and complained about her experience 

at a reunion with classmates she had not seen for years. Huang 

mama had a successful career as a human resources manager 

in a state-owned company. Her daughter, Xuan Huang, had 

attended the best high school in town and a top university in 

China, after which she had gone to North America for graduate  

school and started her career there. Huang mama used to feel 

confident when seeing her old classmates given her daughter’s  
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academic achievement. Things suddenly changed when Xuan 

Huang reached her late twenties: Huang mama’s friends and  

relatives started to ask about Xuan Huang’s marital status.

At the reunion, Huang mama was criticized by the whole group 

shortly after her classmates found out that her daughter was still 

single. “My classmates accused me of not being a responsible 

mother. They told me that it was a big mistake for me to let my 

daughter go overseas. Some guys even told me to ask my daughter 

to come back immediately to get married in order to relieve our 

stress,” said Huang mama. She described the party as a “denunci-

ation meeting [批斗会],” a term that was used during the Cultural 

Revolution in China to refer to public gatherings held for the pur-

pose of criticizing, denouncing, and mocking people in front of 

thousands. Others at the reunion reminded Huang mama of the 

risk of having no grandchild if she failed to take action to urge her 

only child to give birth during the best childbearing age. “You are 

going to miss the joy of grandparenting. And no one will carry on 

your family line and visit your grave in a few decades from now,” 

Huang mama’s classmate warned her. Huang mama felt that her 

whole family was under attack because of her daughter’s leftover 

status. The experience was so painful that Huang mama decided 

that she would not attend another class reunion until her daugh-

ter got married.

Sun mama, mother of a thirty-four-year-old woman, had  

a similar experience. Sun mama used to participate in Chinese  

square dancing in her neighborhood with a group of middle-aged 

and retired women after dinner almost every day. They danced 

to songs played on a brick-sized portable music player in a park 

and would chat during the break. Sun mama decided to quit after 

constantly being asked about her daughter’s marital status. Sur-

rounded by those who were always bragging about their lovely 



grandchildren and their daughters’ happy marriages, Sun mama 

felt a strong sense of shame whenever those women asked whether 

and when her daughter was going to get married. Uncomfortable 

conversations about a daughter’s leftover status can happen 

anywhere with anyone—at the dinner table with relatives and 

friends, in an elevator or hallway with colleagues or neighbors, 

and even in grocery stores when bumping into acquaintances.

I can imagine the North American feminist legal scholar ask-

ing me why Huang mama and Sun mama had to care so much 

about what other people thought about their daughter’s marriage. 

Why not just ignore them or ask them to change the subject? To 

answer this question, it is necessary to discuss the importance of 

“face” in front of members of their family and community. “Face” 

can be loosely defined as the recognition by others of an indi-

vidual’s social standing and moral reputation.7 It is what a per-

son feels about her image as seen through the eyes of others.8 No 

one will deny the significance of having face to an individual’s  

dignity and the unbearable consequences of losing face in  

Chinese society. Fei Wu, author of Suicide and Justice, notes, “Face 

is important not only because it is a symbol of personhood, but 

also because it is the essence of human dignity.”9 As I have argued 

elsewhere, dignity is a relational concept in China; it is highly 

dependent on other people’s attitudes.10 People who are immersed 

in collective cultures tend to rely on other people’s assessments 

of whether they have fulfilled social obligations so as to gain and 

maintain dignity.11

If a person is looked down on in the community, she cannot 

possibly maintain good guanxi with others.12 Guanxi, loosely 

translated as networks of social connections or ties,13 is linked 

internally to face. Yanjie Bian, author of Guanxi: How China Works, 

defines the term as “a dyadic, particular, and sentimental tie that 
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has the potential for facilitating the exchange of favors between 

the two parties connected by the tie.”14 Ordinary people’s desires 

to maintain good guanxi make having face crucial in their every-

day lives: severe loss of face places the individual and their family 

in a despised and isolated position, which reduces the opportu-

nities for both the individual and their families to use social net-

works to obtain resources.15 As Lawrence Hsin Yang and Arthur 

Kleinman suggest, the cultivation and maintenance of face are 

key to allowing individuals membership in guanxi networks in 

China, which determines the resources these individuals can 

mobilize within these networks.16 The importance of having face 

in maintaining guanxi pressures individuals to do whatever they 

can to avoid losing social recognition and endangering estab-

lished guanxi networks. Thus, people must constantly adjust 

their behavior and thoughts according to dominant social norms 

in order to fit in with the rest of the group, whether dancers or  

former classmates.

At the same time, as I discussed in the introduction, friends 

and relatives do not necessarily comment on parents’ unmarried 

daughter out of bad intentions. Some may genuinely be concerned 

that the parents could lose face and social connections because of 

their daughter’s failure to get married. Leftover women’s parents 

are supposed to respect people’s “good intentions.” Even if the 

parents suspect that others might be simply using their daugh-

ter’s leftover status to tease or shame them, the importance of  

face and guanxi pressures them to always appear to be grateful 

for “good intentions.”

The social stigma attached to leftover women has a significant 

impact on the everyday lives of their parents. As we learned from 

the stories of Huang mama and Sun mama, their daughters’ left-

over status took away their confidence and face in front of other 



people, as social gatherings can be easily turned into “denunci-

ation meetings.” The sense of losing face forces these parents to 

give up social activities they used to enjoy and isolate themselves 

in order to avoid unpleasant conversations about their daughters’ 

leftover status.

Seeing their parents suffer from social pressures, some leftover 

women decided to change their timeline and criteria. Sun mama’s 

daughter, Hangyan Sun, felt obliged to settle down shortly after 

Sun mama quit the square dance group. She made the decision 

to marry her current husband in just one month, even though 

she felt he was not good enough for her. While Hangyan did not  

care about what the dance group members said, she was con-

cerned about her mother’s mental well-being and wanted to ease 

her worries. It was Hangyan who told me about Sun mama’s expe-

rience. She used the story to explain why she felt so guilty about 

causing her mother stress, considering the years of care, love, and 

support she received from her. After getting married, Hangyan’s 

husband moved in, and the two generations lived together in her 

parents’ house. This arrangement has become increasingly more 

common in China as most adult children have to rely on their par-

ents for housing and childcare.

The Downflow of Resources in Chinese Families

Three decades of the implementation of the one-child policy 

challenged the traditional notion, “the more children, the better  

[多子多福],” and made small families the norm for most Chinese 

people. In these small families, the only child often receives all 

the love and attention of parents and even grandparents.17 Most 

family resources tend to flow downward to the child, and the 

focus of the whole family shifts from worshipping the ancestors 
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to caring for the younger generation.18 Many low-income parents 

sacrifice their own needs by skimping on necessities or working 

long hours to support their children.19 Even after the younger gen-

eration grows up and has its own nuclear families, Chinese par-

ents continue to feel responsible to help their adult children with 

housing and childcare.20 As of my fieldwork in the late 2010s, most 

leftover women I interviewed were still financially dependent on 

their parents.

The extreme unaffordability of housing in urban China makes 

it almost impossible for the younger generation to purchase a 

home without the help of parents. Parental financial help was 

common among young home owners across China.21 At the same 

time, as inflexible work schedules and overtime have been the 

norms in China, grandparenting is crucial to the career develop-

ment of the younger generation.22 For most Chinese families, the 

only way to survive is to work as a team to gather resources to buy 

homes for the young couple and care for their offspring.

Guan mama, a delivery driver for a state-owned fac-

tory, bought a two-bedroom condo for her daughter in a new 

community on the edge of the city of Xiamen in 2015. Guan 

mama and her husband, a salesman in the food industry,  

saved every penny and sold their old home to buy the place for 

their only daughter. They wanted to make sure that she would 

at least have a home if she had difficulty finding a husband who 

could provide housing. Guan mama complained, “A condo in 

Xiamen usually costs around 5 million yuan (approximately 

US$690,000). It is impossible for the younger generation to buy 

one without parental support. Our generation must help our sin-

gles purchase homes because we don’t want our only child to suf-

fer.” Guan mama’s daughter worked as a court clerk in urban 

Xiamen, which was considered a decent job. However, with her 



monthly income of approximately 7,000 yuan (approximately 

US$970), buying a home would be unthinkable without parental 

support. Guan mama did not blame her daughter; she understood 

that the housing crisis in China was too big a social problem for 

her daughter to handle on her own.

Lufang, a thirty-year-old bank clerk, was one of many leftover 

women who laughed when I asked whether they were support-

ing their parents financially. Lufang said, “Nowadays, parents 

don’t expect financial support from us, nor do we have the capac-

ity to support them. My income can barely cover my own living 

expenses in a city like Xiamen. It is me who always ask them for 

help.” Lufang had never thought of being able to afford a condo in 

Xiamen, let alone buy one for her parents. She had been evicted 

from rentals seven times within two years since she moved to the 

city in 2014. It was a period when the housing market was strong, 

and owners seized the opportunity to sell their properties.

Seeing Lufang move from place to place, her father decided to 

borrow from the bank to speculate on the stock market in order 

to give her a down payment. They got lucky, and Lufang happily 

bought a small condo near her workplace. Looking back, Lufang 

realized how risky it was for her father to have such a crazy plan 

that could easily ruin his retirement. However, that was not the  

first time her family took a risk for her. Lufang recalled that in  

the early 1990s, her parents spent all their savings so she could 

attend the best elementary school in town. She was grateful that 

her parents did whatever they could to support her without asking 

anything in return. She felt it would be inappropriate to ignore their 

expectations considering the support she had received from them.

Recent studies find that many parents subsidize their children’s 

purchase of a home and renovations in order to strengthen the  

sense of intimacy with their children: some parents provide  

the down payment; others pay in full.23 These parents, as Xiaohui  
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Zhong and Shining He suggest, support their children’s purchase 

of a home in the hope of “communicative intimacy” with their 

children.24 This type of intimacy emphasizes constant commu-

nication and involvement in one another’s everyday lives and 

continuing exchange of material and financial support when-

ever needed.25 According to Suowei Xiao, “By willingly provid-

ing financial resources, parents capture the chance to take part 

in their children’s family affairs and to cultivate a relationship 

characterized by emotional exchange, respect, and close ties.”26 

The downflow of resources in terms of housing support, therefore, 

motivates many adult children like Lufang to repay their parents. 

As Jieyu Liu argues, “The increase of both emotional affection and 

the material interest reinforce, rather than weaken, children’s fil-

ial obligation towards their parents.”27

In addition to housing support, providing childcare is another 

common strategy used by parents to nurture a sense of filial obli-

gation in their adult children and maintain emotional bonds 

with them.28 Indeed, most leftover women expect their parents to 

provide childcare in the future due to their busy schedules and 

the lack of reliable and affordable childcare services, since day-

care is a for-profit industry in China. Almost all leftover women I 

interviewed agreed that it would be impossible for them to keep 

their jobs without relying on grandparenting. Complaints about 

the incompatibility of work and childcare in China came up fre-

quently in my interviews with leftover women. In fact, grand-

parenting is an increasingly common practice in both rural and 

urban China; it is widely considered a key adaptive strategy to 

maximize the well-being of the extended family.29

Grandparenting used to be provided primarily by the hus-

band’s parents due to China’s long history of patrilineality. 

Maternal grandparents are commonly referred to as “outside 

grandmother” and “outside grandfather,” indicating that maternal  



grandparents are more distant from their grandchildren than 

are paternal grandparents.30 However, the one-child policy has 

made the 4-2-1 pattern one of the most common family struc-

tures in China: a married couple who are both only children have 

one child and four parents (including parents-in-law).31 “Outside 

grandparents” without sons, therefore, can devote their time to 

their daughter’s child. As the wife is expected to be the primary 

caregiver for the child, many outside grandparents consider 

grandparenting a way to help reduce the burden of their daughter 

who is occupied with work.

Almost every mother I interviewed mentioned concern about 

the difficulties of their daughters’ living with the mother-in-law; 

therefore, they were willing to help with childcare if their health 

allowed.32 When I was conducting a focus group with mothers of 

leftover women in Aunty Hong’s teahouse, Aunty Hong, who was 

making tea for us, casually warned the group of the danger of 

relying on mothers-in-law for childcare: “My daughter disagreed 

with her mother-in-law about how to take care of the little one. The 

overbearing mother-in-law kept accusing my daughter of being 

ungrateful in front of the whole family. In the end, my daughter 

chose to divorce.” Mothers who participated in the focus group 

were all willing to shoulder the responsibility of childcare for the 

best interests of the whole family. This also contributes to the anx-

iety among leftover women’s parents, as they are genuinely wor-

ried that their deteriorating health may not allow them to care for 

their grandchildren if their daughters delay childbearing.

In summary, social stigma leads to tremendous pressure on 

the whole family to work together to get rid of the daughter’s left-

over status. The housing crisis and the need for grandparenting 

further reinforce intergenerational interdependence. When the 

whole family is under attack, family members feel obliged to work 

together and prioritize family interests over individual desires. 
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Thus, the boundary between individual desires and familial 

needs becomes blurry and fluid. As I discuss in the next section, 

parents actively ask their daughter to get married as soon as pos-

sible; and the failure to prioritize family interests often leads to a 

profound sense of guilt among leftover women.

P A R E N T - C H I L D  I N T E R A C T I O N S  B A S E D  

O N  T H E  S E N S E  O F  G U I L T

Given that parents are willing to sacrifice their own interests 

for a better life and the future stability of the younger genera-

tion, adult children often feel compelled to surrender their per-

sonal desires to family interests. I heard one leftover woman 

after another express their strong desire to repay their parents’ 

support, as well as a profound sense of guilt for failing to fulfill 

their filial obligations. I propose that the downflow of family 

resources and the younger generation’s dependence on grandpar-

enting have further marginalized the personal desires of leftover 

women. When the idea of prioritizing the whole family’s interests 

dominates their conversations, it jeopardizes effective communi-

cation between parents and daughters and can sometimes trans-

form into moral blackmail. The difficulties of having effective 

conversations push some leftover women to consider evading or 

manipulating the law to live up to parental expectations.

Strategies to Instill Guilt and Urge Filial Daughters  

to Get Married

I identified two common strategies adopted by leftover women’s 

parents, which I refer to as “pushing bluntly” and “displaying 

weakness.” Both strategies put pressure on leftover women to 

enter a heterosexual marriage for the interest of the family.



1. Pushing bluntly.    Parents who adopt the strategy of pushing 

bluntly actively participate in matchmaking or explicitly remind 

their daughter of her filial duty to get married and have children. 

To some extent, participating in parental matchmaking is a way 

for some parents to express their love, care, and support, as most 

of them are genuinely worried about their daughter’s future. As  

Jun Zhang and Peidong Sun suggest in their research on parental 

matchmaking, parents who are active at the matchmaking cor-

ners are driven by their sense of duty and responsibility to help 

their children find a suitable spouse.33

Their aggressive and confrontational approach, however, 

inevitably jeopardizes family relations and reduces the chance 

of effective communication between the two generations. When 

parents have no luck at the matchmaking corner, they tend to take 

out their frustrations on their daughters. When I met with Meng 

mama’s daughter, Yun Meng, she complained about Meng mama’s 

aggressive matchmaking in the past three years. She said,

You have no idea how much pressure my mum had caused. We quar-

reled a lot. Before I found my partner, I did not have any space to take 

a break from all her craziness. She forced me to spend all my time on 

matchmaking and asked me to reduce the time spent on “irrelevant”  

things such as hanging out with friends and playing piano. She was 

very stubborn and refused to listen to me. Now I have found a part-

ner, and she is finally happy. And I am relieved—I have gained more 

than ten pounds in the past few months.

Unfortunately, given the large number of anxious parents at the 

marriage corners across China, Yun’s experience is not unique. 

Confronted with extreme aggressiveness, many leftover women 

find it impossible to reason with their parents.

Some parents even equate the younger generation’s delay 

of marriage with being unfilial. Guan mama, the mother who 

bought a condo for her daughter, was one of them. She described 
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women who remained single at the age of thirty as “selfish and 

self-centered daughters who don’t mind hurting the feelings of 

their parents.” My status as an unmarried woman did not dis-

courage Guan mama from openly expressing her disdain for left-

over women. Later in the interview, she even started lecturing me 

by emphasizing the need to fulfill my filial obligation instead of 

focusing on my own life. It turned out that the very fact that I left 

my parents to go overseas did not sit well with her either. Guan 

mama urged me to be filial by putting myself in my parents’ shoes 

and staying closer to them.

While I appreciated that she might have good intentions, I 

could not help but wonder whether Guan mama’s criticism of 

the younger generation’s delay of marriage had affected her 

daughter’s decision. If Guan mama kept lecturing her daugh-

ter this way, her aggressive approach would have much in com-

mon with Meng mama’s strategy and should count as pushing 

bluntly, even though Guan mama had never gone so far as to par-

ticipate in parental matchmaking. Guan mama’s belief reflects 

a prevalent misunderstanding of leftover women’s intentions in 

Chinese society. In fact, most leftover women care about their 

parents and are trying their best to fulfill filial obligations. 

The more filial they are, the more stressed they feel when they 

remain single.

In a Starbucks near the Xiamen railway station, I met with 

Shanna, a twenty-seven-year-old single woman with large eyes 

and tanned skin. Shanna’s mother was among the most active 

participants at parental matchmaking events across the city and 

was a typical parent who pushed bluntly. Shanna’s mother spent 

at least two days a week attending these events, even during heat 

waves and on cold winter days. She often came home feeling dis-

appointed and started scolding Shanna for being unfilial and self-

ish. Throughout the interview, Shanna told me repeatedly that 



she was on the brink of a mental breakdown because her mother 

had put so much pressure on her to find a partner.

Shanna was far from unfilial, irresponsible, or emotionally 

immature. She took every opportunity to express her love for her 

mother. However, all her efforts turned out to be futile because 

her mother was so preoccupied with finding a good match for her. 

Shanna said:

I have suggested many times that we should spend the weekend 

doing something fun together, such as going hiking and visiting a 

local park. I also offered to take my mother out for dinner. However, 

she always refuses by saying that her primary task is to go to the 

matchmaking corners to find me a husband. Whenever I suggest 

that she should at least take a break, she always says that she does 

not want to miss any opportunity.

Shanna felt guilty that she was not able to save her mother the 

trouble of spending all her free time at matchmaking corners. She 

tried to make up for it by volunteering to do all the housework. 

However, her mother never seemed to be satisfied. In the months 

prior to the interview, Shanna found herself spending more and 

more time in the gym, consciously or unconsciously avoiding 

going home to be under the same roof with her mother. Going 

to the gym was one of the few activities her mother approved of, 

as girls with good figures were considered more desirable in the 

marriage market.

To deal with her mother’s blunt pushing, Shanna had deve

loped a series of tactics to resist: she agreed to attend the match-

making events her mother arranged but tried to keep a “resting 

bitch face” all the time; she told her mother that she was busy 

attending matchmaking events when she was actually hanging 

out with friends; she ignored the messages from people she met 
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via matchmaking and told her mother that those guys thought she 

was not good-looking enough to be their wife. Through these tac-

tics, Shanna could occasionally take a break.

When parents push bluntly, they are unintentionally but inev-

itably pushing their beloved daughters away. This aggressive 

approach leaves little room for effective communication between 

the two generations. Some anxious parents, such as Meng mama 

and Shanna’s mother, translate their daughter’s lack of interest 

in matchmaking into her reluctance to fulfill her filial obliga-

tions and prioritize family interests. It is as if her other achieve-

ments and contributions to the family do not matter at all. Under 

these circumstances, parents may even interpret their daugh-

ter’s efforts to express her own desires as confronting them with  

her selfishness.

2. Displaying weakness    Not all parents are as persistent and 

aggressive as Meng mama and Shanna’s mother or as candid as 

Guan mama. Most parents adopt strategies that seem subtle to 

convey their expectations and pressure their daughters, which I 

refer to as displaying weakness. They often emphasize their dete-

riorating health and attribute it to their daughter’s marital status. 

Within this category, there are various types of strategies.

The most common strategy parents adopt is to express their 

eagerness to help their daughters with childcare and emphasize 

that they will not be able to offer as much support when they get 

older. Gao mama and Gao baba had both retired a few months 

before my interview with their daughter, Jiani Gao, a single 

woman in her late twenties who was enthusiastic about further-

ing her career as a barista. Gao mama and Gao baba asked Jiani 

to give them a grandchild to keep them busy. Jiani did not see 



anything wrong with being frequently reminded of the need 

to have children: “They are just getting bored after retirement 

and want to contribute something to our family. They hope I give 

birth when they are still energetic so that they can help with 

childcare and leave me more time to focus on my career develop-

ment.” Indeed, as Esther Goh’s research on childcare under the 

one-child policy in Xiamen documents, many retirees believe 

that caring for grandchildren is the best thing they can do  

after retirement.34

Some parents focus instead on the possibility that grandchil-

dren will bring them energy, optimism, youthfulness, and a 

sense of purpose. Linying, a single woman in her early thirties, 

felt responsible for her father’s depression in recent years. Her 

father enjoyed spending time with young children and wanted a 

grandchild badly. He kept reminding Linying that he would feel 

much happier and healthier if she gave him a grandchild, citing 

recent studies to suggest that intimacy with grandchildren could 

reduce depression and lead to the grandparent’s greater longev-

ity. “Sometimes I feel bad seeing him depressed and think I am 

responsible for his poor health. At times, I feel I should probably 

rush into marriage and have a child just for my father,” Linying 

said. She continued, “When they are so worried about my marital 

status, nothing can make them happier than seeing me get mar-

ried and have a kid.”

Along the same lines, some parents attribute their insomnia, 

high blood pressure, and gray hair to their anxiety about their 

daughter’s leftover status, with the intent to guilt them into mar-

riage. By displaying weakness, these parents use their daughters’ 

filial piety and genuine love for them to urge their daughters to 

get married and have children. It is, according to some leftover 

women, “moral blackmail in the name of love.”35
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It may seem that displaying weakness is a better strategy than 

pushing bluntly. A nonconfrontational approach, however, does 

not necessarily mean less pressure on leftover women, especially 

those who are eager to appease their parents. For leftover women 

like Linying, although her father had never gone so far as to attend 

parental matchmaking events, she felt the pressure getting stron-

ger every minute. On the surface, leftover women who are urged 

in this way enjoy relatively harmonious family relationships with 

their parents; however, the guilt of not being able to meet their 

parents’ expectations when they are in poor health haunts fil-

ial daughters, making it almost impossible to take a break from 

the pressure. Displaying weakness affects filial daughters much  

more than those who are “selfish” enough to confront their par-

ents and resist the pressure directly.

The strategies of pushing bluntly and displaying weakness both 

give rise to a sense of guilt among the younger generation. The 

former focuses on blaming leftover women for not fulfilling their 

filial obligations and trying to guilt-trip them into marriage; 

the latter attributes the parents’ illness at least partly to anxiety 

resulting from their daughter’s leftover status. It is worth men-

tioning that parents who push bluntly, such as Meng mama and 

Shanna’s mother, are trying their best to fulfill their own obli-

gations as parents to help their daughters “solve the problem.” It  

is their hard work and support, more than the behavior of accusing  

their daughters of being immature and selfish, that contributes 

to the sense of guilt among leftover women. These strategies pres-

sure the younger generation to get married and have children 

as soon as possible for the interests of the family. The pressure 

on individuals to make sacrifices for the family, however, pre-

vents them from genuinely understanding each other’s needs. 



It leads to a profound sense of guilt that increases leftover wom-

en’s anxiety and pushes them to rethink their choices in marriage  

and childbearing.

The Power of Guilt and Filial Daughters’ Pressure

There was a shy smile on Wei’s face when she said she really 

believed that her parents should control her life. Wei, whose story 

was introduced earlier, confessed:

If I end up getting married, I am doing it for the happiness of my  

parents. That’s why their opinions are so important to me—I would 

be doing it for them. I don’t think I am ready for a romantic  

relationship—to be honest with you, I cannot imagine being  

together with a man. It is too scary. But I am willing to get married to 

meet the expectations of my parents and ease their anxiety because 

I am grateful for all their support. I am happy to let them control my 

life as a way to return the favor.

Wei asked whether I thought she was brainwashed by so-called 

traditional Chinese culture into unconditional obedience to her 

parents. “After all, they sacrificed a lot for me,” Wei said before  

I had a chance to respond.

Wei’s insistence on living up to her parents’ expectations 

because of the sacrifice they made is a recurring theme in 

my interviews with leftover women. As Liu notes, despite the  

decline in everyday financial and instrumental support by adult 

children for their parents, intergenerational interdependence 

has become stronger for the one-child generation because of 

their greater dependency on their parents.36 In fact, the feeling 

of guilt is not an entirely new concept in studies on intergenera-

tional relationships in China. Vanessa Fong, author of Only Hope, 

describes the power of guilt as the younger generation’s emphasis  
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on repaying the sacrifice made by their parents and the hard-

ship parents endured to ensure a better future for the children.37 

According to Fong, the idea that parents were suffering in terms of 

material constraints and even illness so that their children would 

have a better life “induced guilt and a heightened sense of filial 

obligation in their children.”38 Harriet Evans’s 2008 research on 

mother-daughter relationships in China reveals that daughters’ 

awareness of their parents’ efforts reinforced their desire to “give 

something back” to them, which often means the need to show 

their gratitude by living up to their mothers’ desires that they 

marry appropriately and have children.39

Building on the findings of Fong and Evans, my analysis of 

leftover women’s sense of guilt goes one step further by explic-

itly linking “guilt” with “obligations” to distinguish the former 

from reciprocal love. While the differences between the two  

seem subtle and some leftover women may even use the  

two interchangeably to describe their motivations to live up to 

parental expectations during the interviews, guilt differs from 

reciprocal love in that the former is closely associated with 

the broader community’s expectations of filial daughters and 

these daughters’ failure to fulfill their obligations. I argue that 

unlike reciprocal love, which promotes intimate communica-

tion between the two generations, guilt takes up, even perhaps 

eliminates, the space for equal and effective communication 

between the two generations. In other words, interdependence 

among leftover women and their parents and the downflow of 

family resources are by no means evidence of “inverted gener-

ational hierarchy” or “post-patriarchal intergenerationality.”40 

When it comes to marriage and childbearing, the sacrifices 

and hard work of parents become the justification for parental  

intervention and authority.



I have no intention of discounting the love and care parents 

have for their daughters. I remain deeply grateful for all the sup-

port my parents gave me and have a great deal of respect for 

parents who support their children’s education, housing, and 

childcare, among many other things. When I asked those parents 

what they expected in return for their sacrifice for their children, 

none of them believed they could rely on the younger generation 

for financial support and elderly care. Instead, parents frequently 

brought up the notion of self-reliance. Guan mama said, “I think 

parents cannot ask for too much from the only child. We will be 

satisfied as long as our child thinks of us often and comes to visit 

us when they have time. Honestly, our generation, in general, does 

not expect any financial support from the younger generation. . . . 

They do not have the money and resources to support us.” Guan 

mama’s opinion is one that is common in both urban and rural 

China. As Yu Xie and Haiyan Zhu’s quantitative study on intergen-

erational financial support in urban China demonstrates, a large 

number of adult children receive financial support from their 

parents rather than the other way around. Xie and Zhu argue that 

monetary support to aging parents in urban China is rather sym-

bolic: elderly parents consider those “symbolic transfers” their 

adult children’s expression of love, with many of them eventually  

transferring the money back to their children.41 Similarly, accord-

ing to another study focusing on urban China, “the majority of 

families are engaged in an exchange relationship, in which par-

ents typically offer material support in return for care and/or 

emotional support.”42 Even in rural China, where seniors are not 

able to offer as much financial support as their urban counter-

parts, many people of Guan mama’s generation are working hard 

to save extra money, participating in the rural pension system, 

and purchasing commercial insurance for retirement.43
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Yunxiang Yan, a leading scholar in the area of Chinese fam-

ily and kinship, introduces the concept of the inverted family 

to suggest that the power relationship in Chinese families has 

been turned upside down since the strict implementation of the 

one-child policy. According to Yan, “The most widely recognized 

indicator of the inverted generational hierarchy is the constant 

decline of parental authority and power and the parallel increase 

in youth autonomy and freedom in both urban and rural Chi-

nese families.”44 Yan further suggests that the generations born in  

the 1980s and after are often clueless about patriarchal power 

in intergenerational relations, as “they have grown up with tre-

mendous space and freedom to negotiate with their parents and 

grandparents every aspect of family life.”45 While some recent 

studies on Chinese family relations support Yan’s findings,46 the 

conflation of the two ideas, namely, the downflow of resources 

and the lack of patriarchal power in Chinese intergenerational 

relations, does not seem to reflect leftover women’s experiences.

If leftover women truly had space and freedom to negotiate 

with their parents for everything, they could simply inform their 

parents that they are not interested in or at least not ready for a 

heterosexual marriage. There would be no need for them to gain 

approval from their parents to remain single or choose alterna-

tive family structures. Unfortunately, Wei, Lufang, Hangyan, and 

many other leftover women are not free of the burden of guilt: 

when the older generation gives whatever they have in order to 

provide housing and childcare, meeting parental expectations 

and fulfilling filial obligations inevitably become a burden adult 

children have to bear.

After realizing how much anxiety and pressure her par-

ents felt, Lufang decided to marry a man she had turned down 

a long time ago, a man she believed was immature, spoiled, and  



self-centered. Lufang confessed that she had not married for  

herself but out of her obligation to protect her parents from peo-

ple who were talking absolute nonsense about her leftover status. 

Lufang said, “I don’t think marriage is a must. I only got married 

to free my parents from the pressure imposed on them by those 

gossipy and nosy relatives, as well as to ease all their worries 

about my future. After all, my parents have sacrificed so much 

and are always ready to do everything for me.” She described her 

decision to get married for her parents’ sake as “going with the 

flow [顺应潮流],” meaning doing what other people do in a society 

where marriage remains nearly universal.

The desire to repay their parents was so strong that several 

lesbian women I interviewed were either seeking a gay man for 

nominal marriage, or xinghun, or had already gone through the 

process. Yubo, who was in a stable same-sex relationship, was 

active in several online groups to find a potential partner for a 

nominal marriage. Yubo was adopted by her family at a young 

age. The previous year, her parents bought her a condo, a decision 

that upset her brother, who suggested out of jealousy that their 

parents should count on Yubo for old-age support. Her relatives 

seemed to disapprove of the “overgenerous” move of her par-

ents and started gossiping about her family. Yubo suddenly felt 

she was under tremendous pressure to do whatever she could to 

live up to her parents’ expectations: her parents not only spent a 

large portion of their savings on her home but also sacrificed their 

relationships with her brother and other relatives. In addition to 

protecting parents from gossip, nonheterosexual leftover women 

like Yubo feel a strong sense of obligation to give their parents a 

grandchild, one of the reasons many lesbians are seeking xing-

hun. Nonheterosexual women’s reluctance to come out to parents, 

as I discuss in chapter 4, contributes to their lack of interest in 
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advocating for legal recognition of same-sex marriage and child-

bearing outside marriage in mainland China.

I want to end this section with a quote from Lan mama, an 

activist and volunteer at PFLAG China who had extensive expe-

rience talking to parents of queer individuals.47 “Giving parents 

a grandchild is the most important part of filial obligation and 

cultural common sense,” Lan mama acknowledged, referring to 

the efforts of lesbians and gays to live up to parental expectations. 

She then pointed out the problem of Chinese intergenerational 

relationships: “Chinese adult children place too much emphasis 

on parental expectations. We cannot assume that all filial chil-

dren have good relationships with their parents. Filial children 

and their parents usually do not communicate effectively because 

those children dare not express their real desires.” As I show 

throughout this book, the lack of equal and effective communi

cation between the two generations, as well as daughters’ desire 

to meet parental expectations and protect their parents from gos-

sip and loss of face, prompt them to tailor their strategies to deal 

with legal constraints in a way that allows them to fulfill their 

obligation as a filial daughter.

C O N C L U S I O N

Over the years, media coverage and research studies have 

depicted parents as leftover women’s “enemies” who push their 

daughters into marriage merely because of their conservative, 

traditional, and backward beliefs; leftover women, on the other 

hand, are considered victims of the resurgence of gender inequal-

ity and patriarchal cultures in China.48 This is a misinterpretation 

of intergenerational relationships in leftover women’s families. 

It turns a blind eye to the support Chinese parents are willing 



to provide to their daughters, as well as the gratitude leftover 

women have for their parents.

What I saw again and again in my fieldwork was both gener-

ations’ willingness to prioritize family interests over individual 

desires. Parents are eager to fulfill their obligation by helping 

their daughters find a marital partner and taking care of their 

grandchildren. The strategies adopted by leftover women’s par-

ents are not always appropriate, but it is not necessarily unrea-

sonable for parents to expect their daughters to get married and 

have children as soon as possible, considering the political, legal, 

and social environment they live in. It is possible that their health 

may decline as they age, making grandparenting tasks difficult 

to fulfill. It is also stressful to deal with inquiries about whether 

and when their daughter is going to get married, as well as crit-

icisms of their failure as parents to help their daughter solve  

the “problem.”

This chapter discusses the pattern of parent-child interac-

tions based on guilt in Chinese families and how it puts pressure 

on leftover women to get married and have children. It is left-

over women’s emphasis on their filial obligation and the result-

ing sense of guilt that make the feelings of parents so influential. 

Going back to the question of why leftover women cannot sim-

ply ask their parents to “shut up and leave them alone,” we have 

learned that leftover women are driven by a sense of guilt to live 

up to parental expectations. Indeed, since the strict implementa-

tion of the one-child policy in the early 1980s, the younger gener-

ation has become the focus of the family, with the downflow of 

family resources being a key feature of Chinese intergenerational 

relationships. This chapter, however, cautions against translating 

this downflow of resources into the decline of patriarchal power 

and parental authority in intergenerational relations in China.
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The Chinese state’s commercialization of housing and privat-

ization of childcare in recent decades have pushed family mem-

bers of different generations to rely on one another.49 According 

to Anqi Xu and Yan Xia’s study, “Chinese families as a lifeboat 

have become even more important than ever for family mem-

bers.”50 This is especially the case when purchasing homes and 

finding affordable and reliable childcare are extremely dif-

ficult for the younger generation, who tend to be overworked 

and underpaid in China. The younger generation’s dependence 

on their parents for housing and childcare support, as well as 

the sacrifices parents have made for their children, becomes a 

justification for parents to intervene in their adult children’s 

marriage and childbearing, as well as the younger generation’s 

perceived moral duty and filial obligations to live up to paren-

tal expectations. These changes have in fact reinforced the 

power imbalance between the two generations, resulting in  

the prioritization of parental expectations over leftover women’s  

individual desires.

At the same time, the importance of the entire family work-

ing together to handle everyday challenges further reinforces the 

belief that family members should prioritize the needs of the fam-

ily and suppress individual desires. As Xu and Yan note, “Family 

collectivism and mutual dependence are preferred over individ-

ualism and continue to be the dominating family values.”51 What 

matters most for family members is to help one another navi-

gate the complexities of statist and repressive laws and policies, 

social bias and discrimination, lack of affordable childcare, and 

financial difficulties. Individual desires, let alone the communi-

cation between the two generations about personal desires that 

are potentially in conflict with the survival and well-being of 

the family, become secondary considerations. Going back to the  



metaphor of Chinese families as lifeboats for family members: 

the immediate danger pushes all family members to cooperate 

and fight together to survive, leaving little space for individuals 

to emphasize personal desires that may cause internal conflict in 

the family.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

Relation-Based Legal 
Consciousness

My first interview with Lufang was on a hot and humid sum-

mer evening at a boutique café in her neighborhood. She took 

a seat, took a deep breath, and immediately launched into her 

story of rushing into marriage to fulfill her filial obligation. As 

the story went on, she focused exclusively on parental expecta-

tions, so I asked whether her decision was also influenced by the  

media campaign against leftover women and other people’s 

opinion about her leftover status. “I could not care less about the 

media campaign and gossip about me among my relatives and 

neighbors. Sadly, those things had stressed out my parents tre-

mendously. They were very anxious when I was single,” Lufang 

answered, her gaze fixed on the fine bone china coffee cup in front 

of her. After another deep breath and a few seconds of silence, she 

continued, “To start with, I don’t owe anything to those people. 

Relatives, neighbors, and other people around us are irrelevant 

to my personal life, and they don’t necessarily have good inten-

tions when they are talking about my situation. Some of them just 

don’t have better things to do with their lives, and some of them 

Relation-Based Legal Consciousness



enjoy getting involved in matchmaking. My pressure was from 

my parents.”

Lufang was one of many Chinese women who told me they did 

not care about gossip but were either considering or had already 

entered a marriage for their parents’ sake. If not for their con-

cerns about parental expectations and interests, leftover women 

like Lufang would have been able to remain relatively unaffected 

by social stigma. However, social stigma affected these filial 

daughters’ strong sense of obligation to protect their parents from 

gossip, criticism, and shame, as well as their feeling of guilt when 

they fail to do so. The negative impact on their parents makes it 

extremely difficult for leftover women to ignore what the media 

and other people say about their status.

Another determining factor in Lufang’s decision to rush into 

marriage was related to childbearing, as she could sense that her 

parents wanted a grandchild badly. Lufang told me, “They kept 

saying that it would be difficult to have children if I waited for 

too long and that I should do it as soon as possible for the sake of 

my health.” Lufang herself preferred not to have children because 

of the possibility of long-term health problems caused by child-

birth such as low back pain and depression. However, she felt that 

as the only child of parents who worked very hard to give her an 

education and housing, she should at least take their feelings into 

consideration and have one or two children as soon as possible. 

The law against childbearing outside marriage made rushing 

into a marriage almost the only option for Lufang, as violating the 

law would likely mean losing her job.

Three decades of implementation of the one-child policy in 

China has significantly reinforced the sense of obligation among 

Chinese daughters to get married and have children in order  

to carry on the family line and protect their parents from social 
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stigma and gossip. Being the only child of the family and receiv-

ing unconditional financial support from parents also comes 

with a sense of obligation to live up to parental expectations and 

protect family interests. The impact of social stigma and gossip 

is enormous, and it has discouraged many leftover women from 

forgoing a heterosexual marriage or becoming single mothers  

by choice.

Being a single mother in China remains highly stigmatized, 

despite increasing interest among leftover women in having chil-

dren on their own. Chinese society tends to label single mothers 

as immature and irresponsible women as they have not consid-

ered the impact on the children, their families, and society.1 The 

social stigma attached to single mothers is so prevalent in Chinese 

society that some leftover women themselves support the law’s 

denial of unmarried women’s reproductive rights. They consider 

the lack of legal recognition of single motherhood a necessary 

mechanism of deterrence that keeps single women from engag-

ing in sexual relations outside marriage, especially those who 

have little money and education. Some women even suggest that 

the Chinese state should promote greater awareness of the pun-

ishment for having children outside marriage. Nevertheless, left-

over women’s attitudes tended to shift significantly when I asked 

what they thought about single women who were financially and 

emotionally well prepared to become single mothers by choice. 

In such cases, evading the law by accessing assisted reproduc-

tive technology services overseas or turning to illegal services in 

mainland China did not seem to be a big deal.

In this chapter, I draw on feminist relational theory, exist-

ing studies on relational legal consciousness, shared reality the-

ory, and critical analyses of Chinese families and interpersonal 

relationships to develop the concept of relation-based legal  



consciousness to help us make sense of leftover women’s com-

pliance with the law, evasion of the law, or manipulation of the 

law. Relation-based legal consciousness is a process whereby an 

individual constantly picks up signals from the broader com-

munity and interaction with her close ones to construct her ver-

sion of the close ones’ expectations and develop strategies to deal  

with the law accordingly. This process relies heavily on the left-

over woman’s own interpretations of the information based on 

her specific situation.

When a leftover woman is constructing her perception of 

parental expectations and developing her strategies to deal with 

legal barriers, she must simultaneously refer to the broader com-

munity’s expectations regarding (1) how a responsible citizen 

should relate to the law; and (2) what a filial daughter should do 

for her parents. Factors such as financial status, dependence on 

parents for support, and sexual identity all play a role in shaping 

the broader community’s expectations at both levels. Understand-

ing leftover women’s choices from the lens of obligations helps 

explain why many of them still prioritize parental interests in the  

absence of emotional intimacy between the two generations.  

The emphasis on obligations also points to the need to define 

“close relationship” more broadly to include the individual’s obli-

gations in the discussion of the impact of our relationships on our  

legal consciousness.

It is my hope that by calling for more attention to the impact 

of the sense of obligation, relation-based legal consciousness can 

provide a new perspective to capture the relational nature of 

legal consciousness in a way that highlights our social embedded-

ness through our obligations. To this end, this chapter starts with 

definitions of “relation-based” and the “relational self” before 

it engages with studies on the impact of relationships on legal  
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consciousness to advocate for a more nuanced definition of “close 

relationships.” It then draws on debates over the relational forma-

tion of legal consciousness and the co-construction of meanings to 

illustrate how the broader community’s expectations affect us in 

our close relationships.

T O W A R D  R E L A T I O N - B A S E D  L E G A L  C O N S C I O U S N E S S

As Lynette Chua and David Engel suggest, all legal consciousness 

research is and has always been relational.2 In fact, relational the-

ory has become a hot topic in the social sciences, the humanities, 

and legal studies, which lays the foundation for an in-depth dis-

cussion of the relational nature of legal consciousness from dif-

ferent perspectives. Not surprisingly, relational rights and the 

relational nature of legal consciousness have attracted growing 

attention from law and society scholars in the past decade.3 Some 

scholars build on feminist analysis of the relationship between  

law and autonomy to discuss legal consciousness in North  

America and beyond, while others take a different approach 

and focus on non-Western societies and communities “where the 

influence of Enlightenment philosophy was uneven and popular 

understandings of atomistic individualism had shallow roots.”4

To understand leftover women’s legal consciousness in the  

broader context in Chinese society and the distinct patterns 

of parent-child interaction in Chinese families, I borrow from 

Shuming Liang, who describes Chinese society as a relation- 

based society. Liang argues that Chinese society is neither indi-

vidual-based nor society-based but relation-based: it focuses 

on the particular nature of relations between individuals who 

interact with one another rather than on any particular individ-

ual.5 According to Liang, people in a relation-based society often 



understand the relationship between society and the individual, 

as well as the relationship between individuals, from the per-

spective of their obligations within the society rather than their 

rights as an individual.6 For example, it is common for parents to 

tell their child that it is their obligation as parents to provide the 

child with a good education, but it is unlikely that the child will 

insist that it is her right to ask her parents to pay the tuition fees. 

In other words, Chinese society stresses the need to fulfill one’s 

own obligations first and achieve rights by relying on other peo-

ple’s fulfillment of their obligations.7 Building on Liang’s work, 

Ambrose Yeo-chi King argues that people in a relation-based 

society interpret the nature of a particular individual’s behavior 

in terms of how it fits or fails to fit the interpersonal standards of 

society and culture.8

I use the term “relation-based” to describe leftover women’s 

legal consciousness in order to emphasize the powerful influ-

ences of obligations in addition to emotional intimacy on our legal 

consciousness and call for more attention to the multiple layers 

of obligations of a particular individual. Relation-based legal con-

sciousness aims to capture the process during which the rela-

tional self understands the law and decides how to engage with 

the law based on her evaluation of her obligations as an individual 

within her family, her social groups, and the broader community.

Relation-based legal consciousness reveals the inherent hier-

archies of layers of obligations in shaping legal consciousness, 

depending on the “closeness” of these relationships. It emphasizes 

that the sense of closeness cannot be narrowly defined as emo-

tional intimacy that involves effective and transparent conver-

sations and communications between the two parties; rather, it 

also involves the individual’s moral obligations to another person 

within her family and social networks.
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The concept of relation-based legal consciousness benefits 

greatly from relational theory and relational legal conscious-

ness scholarship, which taken together reveal the relational 

nature of the self and the law’s power in shaping relationships, 

the impact of relationships on our legal consciousness, and the  

co-construction of meanings and reality among individuals. I 

now draw on these scholarly debates to discuss the key elements 

of relation-based legal consciousness.

The Relational Self

As Lufang emphasized throughout the interview, her decision 

to rush into marriage was because of pressure from her par-

ents more than anything else. She mentioned several times that 

she could not be selfish and think only of her own preferences 

because her parents supported her education and housing uncon-

ditionally. Her strong sense of obligation to repay her parents and 

her sense of guilt motivated her to get married and have children. 

Lufang would not have to care about the illegality of childbearing 

outside marriage if not for her parents’ desire for a grandchild. 

As ignoring the feelings and interests of her parents was not an 

option for Lufang, focusing on the law’s impact on her individual 

rights without putting intergenerational relationships front and 

center leads to misunderstandings of her legal consciousness.

As feminist relational theorists powerfully argue, conven-

tional liberal rights theories and the individualistic and ratio-

nalistic conceptions of the self and autonomy fail to capture our 

relationships with the law.9 Individualistic conceptions are prob-

lematic in that they do not make relationship central to the under-

standing of the human subject.10 Feminist relational theorists 

advocate for a relational conception of the self that “recognizes 



not only that we live in relationships with others but also that 

relationship and connection with others is essential to the exis-

tence of the self. The human self in this view is constituted in and 

through relationship with others. We define ourselves in relation-

ship to others and through relationship with others.”11

The central idea of feminist relational theory is that “individ-

uals are situated in networks of relationships in and through 

which they are co-constituted within the broader social frame-

work of institutions and norms.”12 To feminist relational theorists, 

relationships of power and oppression are “nested in and shaped 

by relationships at familial, community, national, and global lev-

els.”13 Given that law is one of the chief mechanisms of structur-

ing human relations, these scholars emphasize the law’s power 

in shaping our relationships. Jennifer Nedelsky writes, “Law is 

a powerful means of structuring human relations, and it is also 

an important way in which concepts like self and autonomy take 

shape in the world.”14 Similarly, Martha Fineman’s vulnerabil-

ity theory challenges the dominant conception of the universal 

legal subject as autonomous and independent individuals and 

emphasizes that people are inevitably embedded beings who are 

dependent on social relationships, institutions, and structures.15 

Fineman argues that our current system fails to reflect the vul-

nerable and dependent nature of human condition, and she advo-

cates for the replacement of the reasonable man of law with the 

concept of embodied vulnerable subject.16 In particular, she calls 

for attention to how social institutions privilege and protect some 

while tolerating the disadvantage and vulnerability of others, 

thereby producing and exacerbating existing inequality.17 Law,  

for example, structures relations in ways that undermine  

equality and autonomy.18

By revealing the relational nature of the self and autonomy, 

feminist relational theory has offered inspiration to law and  
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society scholars to go beyond the “overly individualistic frame-

work” in legal consciousness scholarship.19 As Chua and Engel 

point out, “If the self is essentially relational, it follows that an 

overly individualistic framework will fail to capture the essence 

of her legal consciousness.”20 Over the past decade, the concept of 

the relational self, among other contributions of feminist rela-

tional theory, has been influential in shaping our understanding 

of the impact of the law on individuals and their relationships, 

as well as their perceptions of and engagement with the law. 

For example, Engel discusses how Nedelsky’s theory of the rela-

tional self and Fineman’s vulnerability theory point to the need 

to challenge the myth of the autonomous self in the United States 

and stresses the powerful role of interpersonal connections in 

shaping injury victims’ decision making regarding whether or 

not to claim rights.21 Most recently, in the presidential address 

at the 2023 Law and Society Annual Meeting, Laura Beth Nielsen 

referred to Nedelsky’s analysis of relational autonomy to develop 

her concept of relational rights, which Nielsen defines as “a way to 

think about the law that emphasizes, values, privileges and pro-

tects important social relationships.”22

Feminist relational theory’s emphasis on relationships helps 

us understand the connection between leftover women’s choices 

and the law that regulates Chinese family structures and relation-

ships in a way that disadvantages these women. The law’s denial 

of childbearing outside marriage eliminates the possibility for 

Lufang and many other leftover women to fulfill their filial obli-

gation to give their parents grandchildren legally. To make things 

worse, the implementation of the one-child policy has made 

daughters like Lufang the only hope of their family and rein-

forced their belief in the need to continue the family line.

The broader context in which Lufang and many other leftover 

women make decisions regarding marriage and childbearing,  



however, is different from Anglo-American societies where the 

liberal conception of the self as autonomous and independent 

prevails. Throughout history, the self has always been highly 

relational in Chinese cultures and can only be defined within 

and through relationships. This relational nature has also been 

reflected in laws and policies in China, ranging from the one-child 

policy to legal constraints during the COVID-19 pandemic.23 Most 

importantly, many leftover women and parents hold a negative 

attitude toward the concept of autonomy in the context of mari-

tal choices, with some of them equating an individual’s emphasis 

on autonomy with being selfish and self-centered. When I asked 

Lufang how she thought about her decision to get married and 

have children, she explicitly said that it was not an autonomous  

choice and that there was a lot of pressure from parents and  

parents-in-law. However, she immediately suggested, “I don’t 

think autonomy is among the most important values in Chinese 

society. Being autonomous is somewhat too selfish and willful, 

which may hurt the feelings of our parents.”

The narrative of Chaoying, a twenty-eight-year-old construc-

tion estimator in Putian, further illustrates leftover women’s 

concern about prioritizing autonomy in the context of Chinese 

families. She said, “Autonomy is more about financial and intel-

ligent independence. When it comes to marriage and childbear-

ing, however, the family, rather than the individual, is the most 

basic unit in Chinese society. I don’t really think we need to follow 

whatever our parents tell us to do, but the harmony of the family 

trumps autonomy. To me, marriage is not only the union between 

the couple but also between two families.”

To understand the relational self in Chinese society, I now  

turn to Xiaotong Fei’s renowned theory of the “differentiated 

mode of association [差序格局].”24 According to Fei, the construction  
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of Chinese social relations is based on social networks of personal 

relations with the self at the center of each network, with fam-

ily members often occupying the circles closest to the center. Fei 

describes the network of relationships in Chinese society as an 

egocentric pattern similar to the concentric circles formed when 

a stone is thrown into a lake and each circle spreading out from 

the center becomes more distant and at the same time more insig-

nificant.25 Fei emphasizes the word tui (推), which means “push-

ing out” or “extending out,” in the sense of ripples expanding  

from the center. The process of tui, according to Fei, always  

starts from the self and spreads out from the center gradually to 

the relatively more and more distant people within her network 

of connections.26 Depending on how far the individual pushes out, 

her scope of social connections can extend to include countless 

people from the past, present, and future.27

Fei’s analysis of tui captures the hierarchy of relationships 

in shaping leftover women’s legal consciousness. When leftover 

women are evaluating how they should understand and engage 

with the law during the process of tui, they usually start from the 

closest relationships and gradually extend to the more distant to 

look for answers. They first look to family dynamics, interdepen-

dence, and the health status of their parents, among other things, 

to evaluate their obligations. However, as parents do not usually 

express their expectations directly, leftover women must go one 

step further and consider what other people within their fami-

ly’s social networks may think. The importance of referring to 

what other people think also lies in the fact that those people’s 

comments have the potential to significantly affect the women’s 

parents and family reputation. Referring to other people’s expec-

tations to figure out what works best for her family and parents is 

a process that relies heavily on assumptions and presumptions, 



during which leftover women must also look to the broader com-

munity’s collective expectations to find out the socially accept-

able ways to understand and engage with the law to better 

make sense of the rationales for what people within their social  

networks expect.

The relational self in Chinese society, therefore, is arguably 

more relational than the relational self that has been described 

in feminist relational theory. This highly relational nature of 

the self as embedded in layers of relationships and expectations 

highlights the need for a more nuanced analysis of the closeness 

of our relationships to better understand their impact on our  

legal consciousness.

The Impact of Close Relationships  

on Legal Consciousness

Because of the prevalence of the social stigma attached to single 

mothers in Chinese society, most leftover women are reluctant to 

challenge their parents by initiating a discussion about the option 

of becoming a single mother. Yiyue is a twenty-seven-year-old 

clinical laboratory technologist working in a public hospital in 

Putian, a relatively conservative city in eastern Fujian province 

where patriarchal thinking prevails. She suggested that entering  

a heterosexual marriage in Putian often means “downgrading the 

quality of life” because wives are expected to be submissive and 

take on all the housework even when working full-time. Through 

her work, Yiyue got to know the nuts and bolts of the legal require-

ments for assisted reproductive technology service, and she was 

critical of the law’s denial of unmarried women’s reproductive 

rights. Despite her support for single mothers and her desire for 

children, Yiyue was reluctant to have children outside marriage 
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because of her concern about her father’s reaction. “My father 

would beat me to death if I dared to give birth outside marriage,” 

Yiyue said.

Yiyue’s reluctance to break the law to pursue an alternative 

family structure had little to do with whether she agreed with 

the law. Rather, it was about her concern that she would not gain 

acceptance from her father and would therefore damage her fam-

ily relations. The importance of family relations in shaping our 

legal consciousness has been documented in several studies in 

the past decade. Writing on law and immigration, Leisy J. Abrego 

demonstrates that the legal consciousness of family members of 

undocumented migrants about citizenship status is highly rela-

tional and develops through key mechanisms within the family.28 

According to Abrego, “Family proves to be a key site for the social 

and relational production of citizenship because while all mem-

bers of society may help inform citizens’ legal consciousness, the 

narratives, expectations, untold fears, and limiting experiences 

of loved ones most prominently played a role. At the core, then, 

U.S. citizen members of mixed-status families develop a legal con-

sciousness based on lived experiences of privilege, responsibil-

ity, and guilt—and all of these are rooted in the love they feel for 

their families.”29 Abrego’s study reveals that love within a family, 

as well as the sense of guilt or debt, significantly shapes the legal 

consciousness in the household. It demonstrates that the nar-

ratives and experiences of loved ones, especially those who are 

targeted by harsh laws and enforcement practices, are the most 

powerful in informing citizens’ legal consciousness.30 In addition, 

in her work on the impact of the Deferred Action for Childhood 

Arrivals in the United States, Abrego shows that legal changes 

that affect individuals usually end up shaping the legal conscious-

ness of their entire families: it makes family survival easier,  



instills greater collective confidence in meeting family goals 

independently, and leads to a greater sense of belonging in the  

United States.31

At the same time, Hsiao-Tan Wang’s influential article, “Jus-

tice, Emotion, and Belonging,” powerfully demonstrates how the 

sense of being included or excluded by family members as zijiren  

(自己人) determines whether or not one sues family members for 

lawful interest.32 Zijiren is loosely translated as “one of us” or 

“group insider.”33 According to Wang, the sense of zijiren is “a cul-

turally embedded emotional complex of belonging that refers to 

a psychological classification schema of one’s level of relational 

inclusivity or exclusivity within a given group.”34 Wang suggests 

that family members may ignore the tension and avoid disputes in  

order to maintain the feeling of zijiren.35 Building on Wang’s 

work, my previous research on legal consciousness under the one-

child policy discusses how the sense of zijiren encourages collab-

oration among family members and close relatives to evade the 

law and how our responses to the law change significantly when 

we situate ourselves in different types of relationships.36 These 

studies have captured the significant impact of close relation-

ships on legal consciousness, revealing how they shape our identi-

ties and perceptions of the law.

Engel’s study of injury victims’ reluctance to claim rights in 

the United States and Thailand offers a deeper analysis of the 

rationale behind the relational self’s motivation to take into 

account significant others’ perceptions during the process 

of understanding her relationship with the law. Drawing on 

shared reality theory, Engel suggests that people collaborate in 

their construction of the understanding of the world in which 

they live, especially with those who are important to them.37 

Engel writes:
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When there is a strong motivation to preserve the relationship over 

time, then the version of reality they generate is more likely to 

endure. For injury victims, this means that interactions with their 

closest friends and family members will produce a shared under-

standing of the accident, why it happened, and what should be done 

about it—and this understanding is likely to have a powerful effect 

on the victim’s thoughts and actions for quite a long time, because of 

the strength and stability of the relationships.38

The powerful impact of close relationships on our legal con-

sciousness, in this sense, results directly from our desire to 

maintain a sense of closeness and belonging, as well as the 

importance of the exchange of love, gratitude, emotional inti-

macy and support, and care.

While shared reality theory is merely one of many theories 

Engel has engaged with in his analysis of the legal consciousness 

of injury victims, it helps explain why close relationships affect 

us more than distant ones. “Shared reality” is the product and 

experience of the motivated process of having in common with 

others’ inner states about the world.39 The term “reality” refers 

to people’s subjective perceptions of something being real and 

trustworthy.40 What has been shared is a commonality in people’s 

inner states, including their beliefs, judgments, feelings, or eval-

uations concerning a target reference such as a particular politi-

cian or religious issue.41

A primary contribution of shared reality theory to legal con-

sciousness studies is its discussion of social tuning, especially 

through interactions with significant others. During the process 

of creating shared reality, “people take into account the views of  

others, especially significant others, to appraise experiences 

and events, and to construct or verify views about various types 

of issues.”42 According to shared reality theorists, we especially 



socially tune toward close others, where shared understanding 

matters greatly to such an extent that sometimes we confuse our 

significant others’ expectations with our own.43 Shared reality 

theorists define “significant other” as “any person who is (or has 

been) influential and in whom one is (or once was) emotionally 

invested, including family members, past or current romantic 

partners, friends, or coworkers.”44 Our desire to maintain rela-

tionships with significant others leads to what shared reality the-

orists refer to as “affiliative social tuning,” which occurs “when 

individuals experience a desire to get along with their interac-

tion partner and this affiliative motivation encourages the indi-

vidual to spontaneously and genuinely align their attitudes and/

or behaviour with their interaction partner to achieve a sense of 

shared reality.”45 This is why the breakdown of an important rela-

tionship tends to lead to a high level of distress: when a close or 

intimate relationship dissolves, the individual loses an import-

ant source of shared reality that allowed her to validate her judg-

ments, feelings, and opinions.46 When it comes to leftover women, 

the breakdown of intergenerational relationships is unthinkable: 

as described by Fei’s theory of differentiated mode of association, 

the self is defined in her network of relationships in a way that 

family relations enjoy the highest priority.

To understand the role of affiliative social tuning in shap-

ing leftover women’s construction of parental expectations, it 

is crucial to underline that leftover women define “close rela-

tionships” in a broader sense than closeness based on emotional 

intimacy that comes from the sharing of thoughts and feelings 

with another person in a safe, equal, and trusting way. To be 

specific, leftover women emphasize the importance of fulfill-

ing their obligations in addition to and sometimes even instead 

of intergenerational intimacy; and in many cases, there is little  

70  /  Chapter 2



Relation-Based Legal Consciousness  /  71

communication between leftover women and their parents 

about the former’s desire and the latter’s expectations. To some 

extent, leftover women and their parents are “close” in terms of  

moral obligations within their family and social networks rather 

than emotional intimacy. This emphasis on obligations enables 

us to understand how leftover women participate in creating 

shared reality without much communication with their parents. 

While an individual’s love for her family is subjective and intan-

gible, obligations of a particular individual are often easier to 

define because they are largely co-constructed by the members 

of the broader community.

Yiyue’s explanation of her reluctance to violate the law reveals 

the nuanced differences of closeness. When I asked her why she 

came to the conclusion that her father would beat her to death 

without finding out how he really felt, she explained that she 

knew for sure there was no way her father would agree. Yiyue 

described her father as someone who “has never been present or 

involved in the lives of his two daughters but still wants to have 

a say on our marriage and childbearing to ensure the family’s 

continuity and reputation.” In fact, it is common for the mother 

to take on the sole responsibility of nurturing the next generation  

in Chinese families, while the father is usually not very involved in  

the upbringing of his children.47 Nevertheless, the father  

often tends to be the one who cares more about the family’s  

reputation and the one who wants to have a say in their children’s 

life-changing decisions such as marriage and childbearing. Many 

leftover women describe their fathers as “a familiar stranger 

under the same roof,” meaning that they do not really know each  

other deeply.

Yiyue was one of many leftover women born in the 1980s and 

1990s in rural Fujian whose fathers went to a nearby city for work 



and sent money home to support the family. These women spent 

little time with their fathers and found it difficult to articulate 

what a father’s love meant to them. As Evans points out, “Many 

of these fathers were often absent from home on work, and their 

daughters frequently described them as ‘authoritarian,’ ‘dicta-

torial’ and ‘patriarchal’ figures who tolerated little challenge to 

their authority from either their wives or their daughters.”48 How-

ever, daughters still feel a strong sense of obligation to defer to 

their fathers for their major life decisions. While it may be true 

that leftover women are emotionally closer to their mothers, it is 

usually difficult for Chinese mothers to confront their husbands 

in order to protect their daughters. Thus, the father’s insistence 

on the interest and reputation of the whole family often pressures 

leftover women to comply with mainstream norms. For Yiyue and 

many other leftover women in this situation, the motivation to 

appease their parents by following the traditional path of having 

children within a heterosexual marriage comes from a sense of 

filial obligation rather than love and emotional intimacy between 

the two generations based on genuine conversations about their 

desires and needs.

Very few leftover women I interviewed chose to step outside 

their comfort zone to initiate conversations with their parents 

about alternative family structures. Among those who had the 

nerve to do so, the importance of maintaining family relations 

ended up making it extremely difficult for them to negotiate with 

their parents—after all, they must resort to affiliative social tun-

ing in their conversations in a sensitive way. Mincong, a twenty-

six-year-old who worked as a nurse in a maternity-care center, 

dared not attract attention to herself by engaging in any conver-

sations with her parents about her sexuality. But she was among 

the brave ones; she tried to seize opportunities to figure out her 
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parents’ attitudes toward same-sex relationships without putting 

herself under the spotlight.

A few years ago, Mincong was shopping with her mother and 

saw a lesbian couple kissing in the shopping mall. Seeing it as an 

excellent opportunity to learn her mother’s attitude, Mincong 

asked her to look in that direction. She tried her best to not seem 

too excited about the scene and did not make any comment, as she 

had no intention of attracting attention to herself. All she said was, 

“Mum, look, there is a lesbian couple.” Mincong’s mother imme-

diately expressed her disapproval by accusing the lesbian couple 

of ignoring their parents’ feelings. Mincong remembered vividly 

the comments made by her mother: “Do their parents know? How 

devastating this would be for their parents if they saw this. Have 

the girls ever thought about their parents’ feelings?” Since then, 

Mincong made up her mind to never confront her mother with 

her sexuality, assuming that there was no way her mother would 

accept her queer identity. I wonder whether Mincong’s mother 

would have adopted a different tone if Mincong said something 

to support the lesbian couple, but it was clearly far too risky for 

her to challenge her mother at that time. As the only child in her 

family, Mincong did not think it was an option to hurt her moth-

er’s feelings due to the social stigma attached to homosexuality. 

Mincong said, “The society is too young and immature to accept 

my sexual identity.”

Mincong’s decision to never discuss it again with her parents 

was both a product and a reflection of the existing social stig-

mas and the broader community’s expectations regarding how 

and what a filial daughter should do to prioritize the interests 

of her parents. Most queer women in China chose to completely 

avoid discussion about their sexual orientation with their par-

ents. At the time of my fieldwork in 2016, only 5 percent of China’s  



70 million LGBTQ people were out of the closet; the rest lived 

invisibly.49 According to George Radics, “Although homosexuality 

is not illegal in China .  .  . heteronormative expectations of mar-

riage and children, along with strong filial piety expectations, 

force LGBTQ people to hide their feelings and prioritize social 

obligations over individual desires.”50

During my fieldwork, the majority of heterosexual leftover 

women used the term “normal” (正常) to refer to their sexual 

orientation when I collected demographic information. Only 

when I probed further into the meaning of “normal” would they 

define it as “being attracted to the opposite sex.” While the rea-

sons for their reluctance to use “heterosexual” directly to answer 

my question may vary, their use of the term “normal” indicates 

the stigmas attached to sexual minority populations in Chinese 

society and heterosexual women’s strong desire to draw a clear 

line between themselves and queer women. To be fair, this does 

not necessarily mean that they were opposed to homosexuality. 

Rather, their purpose was to emphasize that they were not part of 

the LGBTQ community.

When leftover women sense that their parents may be strongly 

against their desire to have children on their own or form a same-

sex partnership, they avoid inviting conflict between the gener-

ations. This is especially the case when leftover women cannot 

predict how their parents would react to these topics and how it 

could potentially damage their family relations. In other words, 

leftover women usually do not feel comfortable communicating 

with their parents about alternative family structures in a social 

and cultural environment that stigmatizes single mothers and 

queer women, nor do they think they should.

Only through the lens of obligations can we better under-

stand how “close relationships” shape leftover women’s legal  
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consciousness when there is tremendous social pressure for 

the family to ensure every family member lives up to social 

norms. For many leftover women, the pressure to get married 

and have children is closely related to their sense of indebted-

ness resulting from the support they have received from their 

parents over the years. The downflow of resources from parents 

to the young has further intensified the sense of guilt in leftover 

women who delay or forgo heterosexual marriage. The empha-

sis on the individual’s obligations embedded in her family rela-

tions and social interactions makes it difficult for the leftover 

woman to communicate with her parents directly about their 

preferences and desires in a “young and immature” society. As 

a result, leftover women must draw on whatever information 

they have in order to figure out and construct their versions of  

parental expectations.

The Construction of Leftover Women’s Perceptions  

of Parental Expectations

The stories of Yiyue and Mincong demonstrate that their strong 

sense of filial obligation and the lack of opportunities for effective 

communication between the generations discouraged explicit 

conversations about their personal desires. It may well be the case  

that most such women are not sure about what exactly their par-

ents think, let alone want to negotiate with them. Instead, left-

over women construct a version of parental expectations on their 

own to guide their development of strategies to deal with the 

law’s denial of their right to alternative family structures. They 

make assumptions based on the signals they have picked up from 

daily interaction with their parents, other people around them, 

and the media, during which process they also participate in 



shaping and reshaping their parents’ attitudes and the broader  

community’s expectations.

Recent studies on the relational formation of legal conscious-

ness have demonstrated that people become co-creators of  

legal consciousness through their social interactions.51 In her 2014 

study of the Hawaiian cockfight, Kathryne Young uses the term 

“second-order legal consciousness” to describe “a person’s beliefs 

about the legal consciousness of any individual besides herself, 

or of any group whether or not she is part of it.”52 Young’s study 

makes the crucial point that our legal consciousness is not only 

influenced by our own experience but also by our understanding 

of others’ experiences with and beliefs about the law. In a more 

recent article, Young and Hannah Chimowitz emphasize that 

second-order legal consciousness “operates as an ongoing, inter-

active set of social processes through which existing power rela-

tions are produced and reproduced.”53 Young’s second-order legal 

consciousness has sparked scholarly interest in how fraud inves-

tigators’ understanding of the legal consciousness of welfare cli-

ents shapes their enforcement tactics, as well as how the latter’s 

legal consciousness is shaped by that of the former.54 These stud-

ies demonstrate the interplay between the legal consciousness of 

the two sides and the ongoing back-and-forth in each side’s assess-

ment of the other.

This co-construction of legal consciousness is also occurring 

virtually through our interactions online and even through our 

interpretation of the information presented by the media. Scho

larly discussion of the social construction of legal knowledge in 

the media can be traced to William Haltom and Michael McCann’s 

Distorting the Law. Envisioning “ideology” as “definable but 

indeterminate cultural logics from which humans actively con-

struct meaning and make sense of things,” Haltom and McCann 
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emphasize that the production of ideology is an ongoing inter-

active process that involves inviting, encouraging, privileging, 

and facilitating certain types of interpretive constructions over 

others.55 Anna Kirkland’s study of the legal consciousness of fat 

acceptance advocates provides a compelling example of how the 

media shapes mass consciousness: it reveals that the “mass cul-

tural production of the unhealthy and morally decrepit fat person 

undergirds an account of what kind of person is undeserving of 

rights protections.”56 It is, therefore, not surprising to see many 

fat acceptance advocates rely on the logic of functional individ-

ualism in their reasoning about their rights.57 In response to 

the ubiquitous presence of smartphones and social media plat-

forms in recent years, Fabio de Sa e Silva uses the communication 

between legal agents and the public on Facebook to demonstrate 

the significant role of social media platforms in allowing the  

co-creation of shared cultural schemata on law and invites schol-

ars to investigate further the production of legal consciousness in 

the digital age.58

The state-sponsored media campaign against leftover women 

since 2007, according to Fincher, has depicted single women in  

their late twenties and beyond as “leftover or spoiled food” and 

promoted the idea that children born to women over thirty 

would not be as healthy as those born to younger women.59 

Fincher suggests that many leftover women “genuinely believe 

the destructive myths perpetuated by the state media” and rush 

into marriage.60 It may appear on the surface that Fincher’s anal-

ysis captures Lufang’s story because she was one of those leftover 

women who ended up rushing into marriage to get rid of her left-

over status and have children as soon as possible. However, inter-

preting Lufang’s story in this way seems hasty for two reasons. 

First, there is little attention paid to the ongoing back-and-forth 



during the interactive process captured by the discussions of the 

co-creation and co-construction of legal consciousness. After all, 

members of the broader community are not passive receivers of 

the Chinese state’s media campaign and ideologies; instead, they 

participate in shaping and reshaping these ideologies through 

their everyday interactions with other people by accepting some 

components but resisting those that they disagree with, which 

may in turn shape the media campaign. In fact, the broader com-

munity can reject the values promoted by the Chinese state and 

collectively determine how to resist inequality and injustice.

Second, there is little discussion of leftover women’s resis-

tance to mass cultural production and the process during which 

they actively evaluate available options by taking into account 

other people’s legal consciousness and moral judgments to eval-

uate their marital decisions. For Lufang and many other leftover 

women, rushing into marriage does not necessarily translate into 

their belief in the ideology prevalent in the media. Instead, it is 

out of their obligation to protect their parents from the negative 

impacts resulting from this prevalence.

During the process of constructing their versions of parental 

expectations, leftover women critically evaluate the signals they 

have picked up from the media, the broader community, and their 

interaction with parents in a holistic way. The media may indeed 

have some influence on the broader community’s expectations, 

but members of the broader community digest the information 

selectively. When it comes to how an individual should deal with 

legal barriers, they do not necessarily buy into all values pro-

moted in the media but instead often resist the ideology imposed 

from the top by developing strategies to engage with the law in 

creative ways to protect local norms and values. As Nadler points 

out, “Qualities of the law itself, including the extent to which it 
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is perceived as furthering justice or reflecting community val-

ues, influence the extent to which people feel bound by law  

in general.”61

To borrow the concept of second-order from Young, what left-

over women care about most is often not what the media promotes 

or what the law stipulates but rather what the broader community 

considers appropriate ways to deal with the values and restric-

tions imposed from above. After all, in a relation-based society, 

fitting in is crucial for the prosperity and even survival of the left-

over woman’s family. According to shared reality theorists, creat-

ing shared reality, a process of sharing that involves the subjective 

experience or awareness of a commonality, allows individuals  

to experience a more valid and reliable view of the world, evalu-

ate other people or groups, and at the same time obtain a sense of 

belonging and who “we” are and what “we” want.62 In the process 

of creating shared realities with each other, our sense of close-

ness or “we-ness” increases.63 To fit in and maintain relationships,  

leftover women must constantly participate in creating shared 

reality with members of the broader community by upholding 

the mainstream expectations that others consider crucial.

Confucian virtues and family values were among the most fre-

quently invoked concepts during my fieldwork in the discussion 

of the importance of filial piety and how Chinese people should 

uphold these values instead of emphasizing individualism and 

autonomy. Fitting in requires an individual to demonstrate a 

sense of “Chineseness,” or what Lisa Rofel refers to as Chinese 

“cultural citizenship” and “Chinese cultural and national iden-

tity,”64 by fulfilling their filial obligation. Failure to embrace these 

values will affect an individual’s reputation in her social groups. 

Even if a leftover woman does not feel grateful to her parents, she 

may still feel the need to act like a culturally appropriate Chinese 



citizen to gain respect among her peers, especially when people 

around her all assume that she has received unconditional sup-

port from her parents.

The importance of fitting in and creating a sense of “we-ness” 

explains the difficulties for leftover women to completely ignore 

the broader community’s expectations—after all, their parents 

desire to fit in too. While many leftover women are not affected 

by the media campaign against them and have no intention to 

please relatives and neighbors who gossip about them, the influ-

ences of the broader community’s expectations on their legal 

consciousness are inevitable, especially when they feel an obliga-

tion to protect their parents from gossip and shame. The abstrac-

tion of the broader community’s expectations takes shape in the 

leftover woman and her parents’ interaction with their neigh-

bors, friends, relatives, colleagues, and others either physically 

or virtually in their everyday lives. These are people who can 

gossip about the leftover woman, arrange matchmaking events 

for her, criticize her parents for failing to find her a good match, 

and impose pressure on the woman and her parents to fulfill 

familial and societal obligation in order to fit in with the main-

stream. In a sense, they can directly exercise informal social 

control by expressing disapproval and condemnation of leftover 

women’s “deviance” and looking down on these women’s fam-

ilies. Furthermore, they have access to more detailed informa-

tion about the leftover women, enabling them to make specific 

comments about the women’s obligation as filial daughters and  

responsible citizens.

The first level of the broader community’s expectations, which 

focuses on how a particular individual should engage with the 

law to be a responsible citizen, serves as the foundation of left-

over women’s understanding of their relationship with the law. 
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They develop their strategies according to the broader commu-

nity’s evaluation of the law’s “moral legitimacy,” meaning its fit 

with established social and cultural norms within the society 

regarding right and wrong, fairness, and deservedness, as well 

as an individual’s obligation as a respectable member of society.65 

While a law that aligns with social and cultural norms will usu-

ally be accepted by the broader community, a law without moral 

legitimacy does not deserve much respect.66 In the latter situation, 

the broader community may tolerate and even encourage evasion 

of the law by a respectable individual.

The second level of the broader community’s expectations, 

which focuses on the filial obligation of daughters and sons, tends 

to be less straightforward and more dependent on individual cir-

cumstances. Nevertheless, this second level often ends up set-

ting a higher standard for leftover women as they try to figure 

out their strategies to deal with the law. Understanding the inter-

action of the two levels of the broader community’s expectations 

is the key to making sense of leftover women’s strategies to deal 

with the law’s restrictions.

When leftover women are trying to figure out their strategies 

to deal with the law’s denial of childbearing outside marriage, 

for example, they must demonstrate their efforts to be responsi-

ble citizens who understand how to engage with the law in ways 

that reflect the collective legal consciousness in the broader com-

munity. Those who fail to do so would put their family reputation 

at risk. The importance of fitting in motivates these women to 

take account of the broader community’s disapproval of so-called 

immature and naive single women’s childbearing outside mar-

riage and its opposite attitude to so-called high-quality women’s 

choices to become single mothers. In other words, leftover women 

must prove that they are qualified to evade the law against  



childbearing outside marriage according to the broader commu-

nity’s standard to avoid damaging their family reputation and 

inviting gossip. Nevertheless, understanding the broader commu-

nity’s collective legal consciousness is only one step of the process 

of constructing the leftover woman’s version of parental expec-

tations. Those who have reached the standard of being quali-

fied to evade the law must also evaluate their filial obligation to  

protect their parents from the potential consequences of their 

“deviant” choices based on their own circumstances, which is 

highly dependent on their family background, financial status, 

and sexuality, among other factors. In other words, they must ful-

fill their obligation both as responsible citizens and filial daugh-

ters to ensure that their decision to choose alternative family 

structures is acceptable to the broader community.

As a family member’s failure to live up to the broader com-

munity’s expectations may affect the whole family’s reputation 

within its social network, the leftover woman must figure out 

her obligation to protect her parents. It means that parents do not 

necessarily need to express their expectations explicitly. It is also 

inappropriate for parents in a relation-based society to emphasize 

their own rights and expectations unless it is through the lens  

of their own obligations. The relation-based nature of parent-child 

interactions helps explain why filial daughters must still tailor 

their strategies to deal with legal restrictions in a way that priori-

tizes the interests of parents in the absence of emotional intimacy 

and effective communication.

In fact, the broader community’s expectations are so influen-

tial in leftover women’s construction of their versions of parental 

expectations that these women may often end up reinterpreting 

what their parents have explicitly expressed in order to align with 

mainstream standards. It sometimes prevents leftover women 
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from appreciating their parents’ acceptance or tolerance of their 

decisions to choose a path that diverts from the mainstream. This 

usually occurs when it comes to the second level of the broader 

community’s expectations: leftover women’s strong sense of fil-

ial obligation may lead them to construct a version of parental 

expectations that goes beyond or even potentially contradicts 

what their parents have said. The lack of effective communication 

between the two generations further contributes to this tendency. 

I use the local practice of lianggu, which can be loosely translated 

as “taking care of both sides,” to further explain this process of 

interpretation and construction.

A relatively new theme that emerged in my fieldwork was 

daughters’ obligation to continue the family lineage and per-

form ancestor worship, both of which remain very important in 

Chinese society.67 Traditionally in China, only male descendants 

can pass on the family name and are responsible for ancestor 

worship. However, this has changed as there are many families 

without male descendants due to the one-child policy. The idea of 

having a child who carries the wife’s family name was brought up 

in all the focus groups I conducted with leftover women in Fujian. 

Several women suggested that the reason they decided to have at 

least two children was that their parents wanted one of the grand-

children to continue the family line: if a couple had just one child, 

it would generally be difficult for the wife’s family to convince 

the husband’s side to have the child carry on their family name; 

thus, a plan or promise to have two children would significantly 

increase the chance for the husband’s family to allow one child to 

have the wife’s last name.

In Putian, in particular, today families without sons gener-

ally expect their daughters to follow the local custom of lianggu, 

which requires the husband and the wife to take care of parents 



and children and the worship of ancestors on both sides of the 

lineage, not just on the husband’s side.68 Lianggu has existed in 

Putian for decades, but it only became a default recently when 

daughters born under the one-child policy reached marriage-

able age. Although it is a desirable practice across Fujian to have a 

child with the wife’s family name, Putian is one of the few places 

where daughters without male siblings tend to buy into the idea 

that it is their responsibility to take care of both sides and carry 

on the family lineage. If the family fails to ensure that at least 

one daughter (particularly the elder one) is willing to practice 

lianggu, neighbors or fellow villagers may look down on them. As 

a result, even before the shift from the one-child policy to the uni-

versal two-child policy, many women evaded the law in order to  

have two children to achieve the goal of lianggu, some of whom 

were not only forced to pay fines but also lost their jobs.69 This 

emphasis on lianggu under the one-child policy in Putian 

reflected the broader community’s prioritization of its impor-

tance over compliance with the law.

Many eldest daughters of the family had a strong sense of obli-

gation to practice lianggu without being requested by their par-

ents to do so. This strong sense of obligation results primarily 

from their own desire to repay the continuing and sometimes 

unconditional support from their parents, as well as the broader 

community’s expectation for them to prioritize family interests 

and reputation over their own freedom to choose partners and 

family structures.

Chenqi, a thirty-year-old environmental scientist and the eldest 

daughter of her family, said, “I have a strong sense of filial duty, 

and I know I put too much pressure on myself. But my parents 

work hard to accumulate financial resources to be passed down 

to us. I feel we should repay them by giving them a grandchild 
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who can pass on the family name.” Lianggu, however, is not easy 

to fulfill. Virtually all my interviewees in Putian attributed the 

large number of leftover women there to the practice of lianggu. 

This is because most men in Putian still consider it a challenge  

to their masculinity. The fear of losing face and bringing  

shame to his own parents stands between the man and his mar-

riage if the woman’s family requires lianggu.

Having seen how determined Chenqi was, I was surprised to 

learn that her parents did not explicitly pressure her to practice 

lianggu. They were busy operating a private hospital in another 

province, which kept them away from their hometown and the 

gossip about them to some extent. Her parents mentioned several 

times that they would be fine if Chenqi and her younger sister 

preferred a “normal heterosexual marriage” instead of lianggu.  

Chenqi’s mother even told her not to bother having two children. 

Her father said that he would be willing to “grit my teeth and let you 

marry into other people’s family [咬咬牙让你嫁出去].” But Chenqi 

insisted that following lianggu was part of her filial obligation.

When following lianggu is widely considered the eldest daugh-

ter’s obligation, Chenqi and many other women without male sib-

lings may feel a need to establish their social normality within 

their communities by following the practice. Driven by the strong 

desire to repay her parents, Chenqi prioritized her perception of 

what would be best for her parents over what they actually said. 

She might have felt that her father’s reluctance, shown by his 

usage of “grit my teeth,” was more important than his apparent 

approval of a marriage without lianggu. While it was up to Chenqi 

to decide how to interpret her father’s words, her father had con-

sciously or at least subconsciously conveyed his disappointment 

and left space for Chenqi to speculate about what he truly wanted. 

Not surprisingly, conversations between leftover women and 



their parents are often filled with subtle reminders like this one 

that push adult children to read between the lines. The stories of 

Yiyue, Mincong, and Chenqi demonstrate how leftover women 

process the cues and signals they have picked up. During the pro-

cess of constructing parental expectations, leftover women must 

take into consideration the broader community’s expectations of 

an individual’s obligations and evaluate how their choices may 

affect their parents because of these expectations.

C O N C L U S I O N

Perhaps one day, when the world is older and mature enough, left-

over women will not have such difficulty communicating with 

their parents about alternative family structures. In the foresee-

able future, however, social stigmas attached to leftover women, 

single mothers, and queer women will prevail in Chinese soci-

ety. In this chapter, I discussed the relational self in Chinese  

society and one’s obligations as a filial daughter in her family and 

as a responsible citizen in the broader community. My adoption 

of a definition of “close relationship” that is broader than emo-

tional intimacy and is linked to moral obligations among signif-

icant ones calls for more attention to the impact of the sense of 

obligation on our legal consciousness. To capture the emphasis 

on one’s own obligations in Chinese society, I developed a con-

cept of relation-based legal consciousness to help us understand 

leftover women’s perceptions of the law’s denial of their access 

to alternative family structures and their strategies to deal with  

the restrictions. Central to relation-based legal consciousness is the  

process during which the individual picks up signals from differ-

ent sources to construct her version of the expectations of clos-

est family members when direct and equal conversations about 
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personal desires and rights are not possible. The importance of 

maintaining family relations and fulfilling her filial duty leads 

the leftover woman to resort to social tuning, which may make it 

even harder for her to know exactly what her parents expect.

It may be true that those born and raised under the one-child 

policy already have more freedom than the older generations to 

talk to their parents in a less submissive and obedient manner 

about many things. Parents have the option to either aggressively 

push their daughters into marriage or adopt the subtler approach 

of displaying weakness. Nevertheless, leftover women do not 

enjoy the same level of freedom due to their obligations, given the 

stigmas attached to leftover women, single mothers, and queer 

women and the potential consequences for their parents and 

family reputations. After all, in a relation-based society, leftover 

women are not supposed to insist on their rights explicitly, espe-

cially when their parents have provided a good education and 

housing, among other types of support.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

Suzhi and Parental 
Expectations

Lin baba, in his late fifties, was confident that he would be the 

most open-minded parent I would interview in my fieldwork 

because he was one of the very few people in his social network 

who supported decoupling marriage and childbearing. Through-

out the interview, Lin baba emphasized that a woman who was 

“strong enough” (足够强大) deserved the right to evade the law and 

have children on her own. He kept saying it would be acceptable if 

his thirty-year-old daughter decided to remain single for the rest 

of her life as long as she had a child at some point. “If a woman is 

strong enough to be financially and mentally independent, mar-

riage is not a good deal,” said Lin baba. To support his view, Lin 

baba referred to the story of Shu Qi, who was among the highest 

paid actresses in China and on the Forbes China Celebrity 100 

list. “Shu Qi was born in 1976 and has now reached her forties. 

I don’t think she is concerned about her leftover status because 

she is strong enough,” he said. Despite his open-minded attitude 

toward leftover women, he wanted a grandchild badly. Lin baba 

suggested that there were many ways for a strong leftover woman 

Suzhi and Parental Expectations



Suzhi and Parental Expectations  /  89

to evade the law and have children, including traveling overseas 

for surrogacy and other assisted reproductive technologies.

Assuming that Lin baba was open-minded and supportive 

of alternative family structures, I asked what he would do if his 

daughter went through a divorce or preferred a same-sex part-

nership.1 The smile on his face suddenly disappeared. He knitted 

his brows and responded in an authoritative voice.

I prefer her to be leftover over being divorced. I mean, getting a 

divorce is against the Chinese value of completeness and fullness  

[圆满]. There will be negative impacts on parents. But getting a 

divorce is still better than being gay. There is no way I could accept 

her decision to be gay. You know why? It would significantly affect 

my life. What if my friends and relatives knew about her sexuality? 

It could be much more serious than losing face. My friends and rela-

tives would accuse me of failing to educate her well and suspect that 

I had some problems. I mean, like father, like son. My mental health 

would suffer badly if I was ridiculed in this way.

Unfortunately, given the widespread stigma attached to homosex-

uality in China, Lin baba’s concerns are not unfounded. Although 

he was ahead of many parents who were reluctant to see their 

daughter become a single mother by choice, he was not unlike 

them in terms of prioritizing family reputation over the happi-

ness and personal desires of their children. Lin baba’s emphasis 

on having to be “strong enough” to secure resources to combat 

legal discrimination and challenge social attitudes and his strong 

disapproval of same-sex partnership are closely related to his 

fear of losing face and being morally judged in a relation-based 

society where fitting in is extremely important to his well-being 

and social status.

In Lin baba’s view, whether a particular leftover woman could 

be qualified to evade the law and have children depended on 



if she had enough resources to prove to others that she had the 

capacity to take responsibility for her decisions. In fact, through-

out my fieldwork, leftover women regardless of sexual prefer-

ence generally considered the law negotiable as long as they had 

enough resources. “Laws and policies from above will always be 

countered by strategies on the ground [上有政策下有对策],” was a 

recurring theme in conversations about the law’s denial of sin-

gle women’s reproductive rights. In general, leftover women and 

their parents had no respect for the law, and neither did they 

fear potential penalties for evading it. They mentioned various 

ways to evade a law that denies unmarried women’s access to 

assisted reproductive technology services, including using cross- 

border reproductive care, underground reproductive services, 

and even conceiving using the sperm of a known donor via 

home insemination. Many of them held the view that their pri-

mary task was to make sure they met the broader community’s 

expectations regarding how a responsible citizen should engage  

with the law rather than advocate for the right of unmarried 

women to have children.

When it comes to leftover women’s reproductive rights, their 

lack of interest in fighting and even learning about the law, as we 

will see throughout the chapter, largely results from the broader 

community’s emphasis on the differential treatment between 

“high-quality” and “low-quality” populations. The suzhi, or 

human quality, discourse, a political keyword officially desig-

nated in China’s eugenics campaign to justify social and politi-

cal hierarchies of all sorts, ended up dominating the discussion 

of the law’s denial of leftover women’s reproductive rights during 

my fieldwork. Ironically, as my data suggest, the reason ordinary 

Chinese citizens, including leftover women and their parents, 

invoke the concept of suzhi is to approve high-quality leftover 
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women’s right to ignore the law and have children outside mar-

riage. The suzhi discourse and its role in justifying unequal treat-

ment of “high-quality” and “low-quality” women significantly 

affects leftover women’s legal consciousness. The prevalent dis-

course of suzhi in Chinese society, the “social maintenance fees” 

under the one-child policy, the high cost of assisted reproductive 

technology services overseas or in the underground market, and 

the expenses of raising children in China all contribute to the 

widespread belief that only “high-quality” leftover women with 

sufficient resources deserve the right to have children outside 

marriage regardless of the law.

Despite the emphasis on suzhi, leftover women with higher 

suzhi do not necessarily enjoy more freedom in terms of choos-

ing alternative family structures. As Lin baba’s sudden change 

of attitude when asked about divorce and homosexuality indi-

cates, even if a leftover woman manages to live up to the broader 

community’s expectations regarding suzhi to be qualified 

to evade the law, she must also consider the negative impact 

of her behavior on her parents and make sure she fulfills her  

filial obligations.

Leftover women’s perceptions of legal discrimination against 

unmarried women’s reproductive rights represent some com-

mon features of legal consciousness in Chinese society. First, 

individual members of a stigmatized group tend to stress the 

competition among themselves for the qualification to evade 

the law directly when there is little hope of gaining rights for 

all members who suffer from a particular type of legal discrim-

ination through challenging the law; and imposing a law from 

above would not necessarily lead to significant changes for 

the individuals due to the broader community’s expectations 

in terms of their obligations within their social and familial  



networks. Second, the relation-based society’s emphasis on ful-

filling one’s obligations, rather than asserting rights directly, 

contributes to ordinary citizens’ prioritization of working on 

improving the self to be qualified to work around the law over 

advocating for legal changes.

In fact, the discourse of suzhi is about the broader communi-

ty’s trust in the individual’s ability to fulfill her obligations. Left-

over women’s desire to accumulate resources in order to meet 

the broader community’s standard and be qualified to evade the 

law not only demonstrates the significant impact of the broader 

community’s collective legal consciousness on their strategies to 

deal with legal restrictions; it also reveals how leftover women 

actively participate in co-constructing the broader community’s 

collective legal consciousness. At the same time, leftover women 

must also attend to the broader community’s expectations of filial  

obligations, given the cultural significance of filial piety in Chi-

nese societies and identities.

T H E  M Y T H  O F  S U Z H I

Since 2015, Chinese feminist activists and lawyers have made 

great progress in advocating for unmarried women’s rights to 

assisted reproductive technology services in mainland China, 

stirring a national debate and making it a key topic for legisla-

tive changes in 2020.2 Nevertheless, most leftover women demon-

strate little interest in challenging the law. Legal constraints on 

unmarried women’s reproductive rights were widely consid-

ered negotiable, meaning that they would be able to find ways to 

work around them. The importance of having high suzhi to com-

bat social and legal discrimination was frequently brought up by 

my interviewees in the discussion of whether and how to choose 
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alternative family structures, including forgoing marriage, 

becoming single mothers by choice, and entering or remaining in 

same-sex relationships.

Suzhi is a sweeping idea that is relevant to educational back-

ground, civic values, global citizenship, family environment, the 

way a person talks and behaves, middle-classness, social distinc-

tion, and self-cultivation.3 Due to the ongoing eugenics campaign, 

in present-day China the improvement of individuals’ suzhi is con-

sidered the foundation of social stability and national strength.4 

The Chinese state also continues to use the suzhi discourse to 

restrict the rights of its “low-end population,” a phrase that refers 

to poorer, less well-educated rural residents and rural-to-urban 

migrant workers.5 After decades of promotion and reiteration of 

suzhi in television shows and newspapers, it has become a perva-

sive term in people’s everyday conversations.6

In the past few decades, Chinese citizens have been invok-

ing the suzhi discourse to divide people into the categories of 

high-quality (gao suzhi) and low-quality (di suzhi) citizens. On the 

one hand, people use “low-quality” to describe the “uncivilized” 

or “backward” behaviors of people from rural areas; on the other, 

“high-quality” is used to refer to elites and the middle class or to 

emphasize the need to invest in education to accumulate suzhi 

and ensure self-development and class mobility.7 By portraying 

rural-to-urban migrant workers as low-quality people who need 

to build more suzhi into their bodies,8 the discourse of suzhi jus-

tifies the need to control China’s internal migration for the sake  

of social stability.9 At the same time, there are ongoing campaigns of  

“community building” that aim to raise the overall suzhi of urban 

residents, which divide urban residents into those of high qual-

ity who are fit to participate in self-governance and those of low 

quality who are fit only to be governed.10



The suzhi discourse helps justify inequality embedded in the  

legal system and discourages less privileged leftover women 

from advocating for legal changes. Similar to what Michael Katz 

refers to as the “undeserving poor” in the United States, the 

broader community depicts those so-called low-quality women 

as not deserving of sympathy.11 The rationale is personal failure 

is responsible for their “low quality” and financial condition. 

The stigmatization of “low-quality” women reflects both the soft 

and hard versions of “poverty as a problem of persons” discussed 

by Katz: the soft version “portrays poverty as the result of lazi-

ness, immoral behavior, inadequate skills, and dysfunctional 

families”; the hard version, on the other hand, “views poverty as 

the result of inherited deficiencies that limit intellectual poten-

tial, trigger harmful and immoral behavior, and circumscribe  

economic achievement.”12

In Chinese society, being a low-quality woman is a stigmatized 

identity that signals personal failure and the inability to fulfill 

one’s obligations and be responsible for one’s behavior. Becom-

ing single mothers will reinforce this stigmatization, especially 

when these women cannot afford the high cost of providing the 

best education and resources for the next generation. At the same 

time, people assume that “low-quality” women will pass their low 

suzhi on to the next generation because of their rural background, 

working-class identity, and lack of postsecondary education, all of 

which are considered related to their genetic makeup.13 The suzhi 

discourse, which is part of the eugenics campaign in China’s pop-

ulation planning policy to promote healthy birthing and chil-

drearing and to discourage rural people from having too many 

children, has a close link with genetic engineering.14 The empha-

sis on genetic makeup resembles the discussion of “inherited defi-

ciencies” and Social Darwinism, which dominated the hard-core 
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eugenics theory that justified racism and social conservatism in 

the United States by the 1920s.15 Similar to the argument among 

behaviorists that “the ‘lower class’ emerged as un-American,”16  

Chinese society blames “low-quality” mothers for reproducing 

the next generation of undeserving “low-quality” citizens.

Unfortunately, as Erving Goffman argues, there is a tendency 

for stigma to “spread from the stigmatized individual to his close 

connections.”17 A leftover woman’s underserving status is conta-

gious within her family: as Lin baba suggested, his relatives and 

friends would question his capacity to educate his daughter well 

and even assume that Lin baba himself must have some “prob-

lems.” Thus, moral worthiness and deservedness affects the 

whole family. Many women are more concerned about their par-

ents’ feelings, reputation, and face than their own.

In the context of reproductive rights, people generally assume 

that only a woman who does not have enough suzhi to understand 

her responsibility as a mother would have a child outside mar-

riage. Thus, it is not unusual for them to agree that “low-quality”  

women’s rights to have children outside marriage should be denied 

by the law. Huihong, a twenty-five-year-old leftover woman who 

worked in a public hospital, was strongly against the idea of legal-

izing childbearing outside marriage. She said, “It makes sense for 

the law to deny single women’s reproductive rights—otherwise,  

what happens if you don’t have the money to raise the child? How 

are you going to deal with the tremendous pressure from the 

social stigmas and the impact of shame and gossip on your par-

ents?” Huihong claimed that many single women and girls did not 

know how to protect themselves, so the law should step in to deter 

them from doing “stupid” things that would invite unnecessary 

condemnation and gossip for themselves and their parents. Sim-

ilarly, Lijun, a thirty-one-year-old architect, suggested that legal 



constraints served as a form of protection for single women and 

their children. She said, “Sexual education is lacking in China, 

and thus many girls do not understand what they are doing and 

end up having abortions. That’s why I support the law’s denial of 

childbearing outside marriage. . . . I don’t think their parents can 

ever agree with that choice and accept the child because of public 

opinions and gossip.”

Both Huihong and Lijun considered the consequences of child-

bearing outside marriage unbearable because of the potential 

impact of social stigma on leftover women’s parents. They con-

sider the law benevolent in that it prevents “naive” and “imma-

ture” leftover women from making choices that hurt their 

parents, even if protecting the interest of the parents was unlikely 

the law’s intention. As Yunxiang Yan argues, “Family policies in 

China were formulated and implemented for the interests and 

wellbeing of the nation-state.”18 Leta Hong Fincher asserts that the 

Chinese state uses the media campaign against leftover women to 

achieve its population planning goals.19

Indeed, many leftover women expressed concerns about the 

potential consequences of allowing childbearing outside mar-

riage because of the assumed immaturity and irresponsibility of 

so-called low-quality women and its impact on the suzhi of the 

population. Meng mama’s daughter, Yun Meng, was one of them. 

She cautioned:

It is dangerous to legalize unmarried women’s reproductive rights 

all at once because of the huge gap between urban and rural wom-

en’s suzhi. There are far too many unmarried mothers in rural 

China who have only received very limited education. The legaliza-

tion of childbearing outside marriage will further encourage these 

low-quality women to give birth without considering whether they 

can support their children in the future. I mean, if the Chinese state 
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really wants to legalize it, we had better start with pilot projects in 

big cities and see how things go. Otherwise, we would have problems 

if rural women gave birth to too many children and did not care for 

them. The situation in China is different from the West, as in some 

areas in rural China people do not have much suzhi.

What Yun tried to emphasize was that legal restrictions must be 

in place to prevent rural women from “irresponsible childbear-

ing,” meaning having children outside marriage when they do 

not have the resources to offer the children a safe and stable envi-

ronment. Her assumption is that lacking sufficient education is 

one of the reasons rural women give birth outside marriage with-

out thinking through the potential impact it could have on them-

selves, their families, the children, and society as a whole.

Embedded in Yun’s concern about the potential consequences 

is the presumption that rural women who give birth outside 

marriage tend to have little money and therefore are not respon-

sible enough to decide to have children and fulfill their obliga-

tion as good mothers by providing a good education. Indeed, the 

suzhi discourse was put forward in the 1980s against the back-

drop of market reform across the country. It has a strong empha-

sis on material and specifically economic factors.20 As Ellen Judd’s 

research suggests, the Chinese state considers the low quality of 

rural women “a problem that needs to be corrected” and thus has 

put forward a series of policies to raise their suzhi through edu-

cation and occupational training.21 The rationale for these poli-

cies, according to Judd, is that “women would have higher status 

where they produced more value, as measured directly through 

the value of their economic products.”22 Thus, one’s earning 

power often translates into one’s suzhi. Similarly, Ke Li writes in 

Marriage Unbound: State Law, Power, and Inequality in Contem-

porary China that, influenced by the suzhi discourse, it is widely 



believed in contemporary China that a high-quality man “is will-

ing and ready to spend money for his girlfriend or wife,” while a 

low-quality man “is much less inclined to do so due to moral or 

educational deficiency.”23

The embeddedness of one’s earning power in suzhi blurs the 

boundary between suzhi and financial resources in people’s daily 

conversations about whether a particular individual deserves 

more rights. After all, it is up to the individual who invokes the 

concept of suzhi to decide how much emphasis she places on  

the person’s earning power and financial resources when she 

evaluates the person’s worthiness. It is, however, generally 

believed that anyone who has low income tends to have low suzhi. 

The idea resembles Katz’s “undeserving poor,” although the focus 

of suzhi is on whether the person is well-educated and well- 

behaved enough to accumulate financial resources.24 The dis-

course of suzhi magnifies social differences by derogating rural 

migrant workers and encouraging people to compete and accu-

mulate suzhi in order to have “more value than others and there-

fore [become] more deserving of the rights of citizenship.”25 

Instead of encouraging ordinary people to think critically about 

the uneven distribution of educational resources, the suzhi dis-

course leads to the assumption that it is the individual’s respon-

sibility to improve their own situation to deserve more rights. 

One’s failure to accumulate financial resources and educational 

achievements can lead to being stigmatized as a low suzhi woman 

who must be governed by the law more strictly. There is a lack 

of trust in “low-quality” women’s capacity and willingness to be 

responsible for their own decisions in Chinese society.

In most cases, it was only when I reminded my interviewees of 

the existence of single mothers by choice that they would shift the 

focus from the “miserable lives” of underprepared single mothers  

98  /  Chapter 3



Suzhi and Parental Expectations  /  99

to single women’s right to intentionally have children outside 

marriage. “Single mother by choice” refers to a woman who 

chooses to have a child on her own, usually via adoption or some 

form of assisted conception, with the intention of being her child’s 

sole parent from the outset.26

Lijun suddenly became supportive of the idea of becoming  

a single mother once she thought of it as a “choice” rather than a 

“consequence.” She said, “I can understand why they want to have 

children on their own. In our industry, many female employees 

have the desire to do so—all of them are outstanding profession-

als and have bought homes and cars on their own. They don’t need 

a marriage.” Lijun’s comments reveal the importance of earn-

ing power. Even if a leftover woman is well educated and well 

behaved, she cannot assume that she is qualified to evade the law 

and have children on her own unless she is confident about her 

earning power and has accumulated sufficient money to afford 

it. This is largely related to the high cost for a single woman of 

evading the law for a child. After three decades of implementa-

tion of the one-child policy, Chinese people tend to believe that an 

individual’s evasion of the policy is morally acceptable as long as 

she can take full responsibility for her choice and avoid bringing 

trouble to other people.27 It means that the individual must find 

a way to evade the law without negatively affecting other people 

and at the same time afford the social maintenance fees neces-

sary to register the child for legal status and the other costs result-

ing from her decision to have a child illegally.

In the years leading up to the shift to the two-child policy, the 

most common penalty for violation of the policy was the imposi-

tion of social maintenance fees. At the time of my fieldwork, Ailan, 

an officer overseeing the implementation of the one-child policy 

in a residents’ committee, told me that the social maintenance fee 



in urban Xiamen was approximately RMB 150,000 (US$20,550) for 

a couple who exceeded the number of children they were allowed 

to have if paid on time, and those having children outside mar-

riage could be charged approximately 60 percent of this amount.

The embeddedness of one’s earning power in suzhi, as well  

as the imposition of social maintenance fees under China’s popu-

lation policies, has led to the widespread assumption among Chi-

nese citizens that if a person has enough suzhi, there are always 

ways to evade the law. The broader community’s expectations 

regarding who is qualified to evade the law have led many left-

over women to believe in the power of money and the importance 

of improving earning power to gain societal acceptance.

Leftover women generally agreed that they must pay the 

social maintenance fees to ensure the child’s access to educa-

tion and healthcare. They considered an individual’s ability to 

pay the fee the primary factor that determined whether a couple 

or an unmarried individual was qualified to evade the law. In a 

focus group with both single and married women who used to 

be referred to as leftover women, the participants concluded that 

what prevented an individual from evading the law was usually 

the lack of financial resources. Kailin, a twenty-eight-year-old  

civil servant, started things off.

It costs around RMB 500,000 to have one baby through surrogacy in 

the underground market, and another 500,000 for twins. The cost 

does not stop rich people from using the services. Rich couples are 

more than happy to pay to choose the number and sex of their babies. 

I think the most important task for leftover women is to become 

affluent. We could have as many children as we want via whatever 

means if we have enough money.

Indeed, surrogacy is a luxury that only the affluent can afford 

in China, in part because China bans all forms of surrogacy.  
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However, the estimated number of underground surrogacy 

operations nationwide exceeded twenty thousand per year,28 

and a significant number of wealthy Chinese traveled overseas 

to seek surrogacy services. The fact that many affluent people  

were seeking surrogacy services reinforced Kailin’s belief that 

it is money that matters, not the law. To her, having more than 

one child and the freedom to turn to surrogacy and other types of 

cross-border reproductive care were goods that people could pur-

chase as long as they could afford it.

One of the key reasons Kailin and other focus group partici-

pants felt no need to stress other aspects of suzhi further demon-

strated the blurred boundary between suzhi and one’s earning 

power, as well as the abstract nature of suzhi. In fact, I never 

encountered anyone who would describe herself as of low qual-

ity, nor is it common for people to use the term “low-quality” to 

refer to their family members, relatives, and friends. When peo-

ple use the term, they are primarily referring to an abstract group 

of strangers they imagine to be very different and remote from 

themselves. The purpose is to disqualify the “underserving” 

strangers from enjoying certain rights.

Leftover women’s emphasis on financial resources also 

stemmed from the high cost of raising a child. China is the second 

most costly country in the world in which to raise a child to the age 

of eighteen, with the cost being 6.9 times the gross domestic product 

per capita.29 A 2022 report suggests that the average cost of raising 

a child to adulthood in urban China can be almost US$100,000, 

which is more than the cost of raising a child in Japan and the 

United States.30 The suzhi discourse, unsurprisingly, contributes 

to this high cost. It is a widely shared sentiment among parents 

that “you should not let your child lose at the starting line [别让

你的孩子输在起跑线上],” emphasizing the importance of offering  



the best education to ensure they grow up to be high-quality cit-

izens.31 According to Teresa Kuan, author of Love’s Uncertainty, 

middle-class Chinese parents hope that investing in their chil-

dren’s education will confer stability over the long term.32

This widespread assumption that a high-quality woman with 

sufficient financial resources is qualified to evade the law and 

have children on her own has motivated many leftover women  

to work hard to accumulate financial resources for the freedom to  

have children outside a heterosexual marriage. Ideally, Wei 

would like to establish a family with a close woman friend who 

shares the same interests and values and have one to two chil-

dren. But she stressed that the only way to achieve this goal  

was to work hard to get a promotion and salary increase. This was 

her strategy to protect her parents from gossip: “If I have a very 

successful career, my parents can talk about my achievements 

and busy schedules to explain why I have to forgo or delay a  

heterosexual marriage.”

In fact, “path-paving” (铺路) as a process of accumulat-

ing enough suzhi in preparation for coming out is a recurring 

theme in existing studies on nonheterosexual individuals’ mar-

ital choices in Chinese societies.33 Path-paving, according to Shu-

zhen Huang and Daniel Brouwer’s research, refers to “a process 

whereby, by preparing oneself through quality living and finan-

cial success, the queer subject also prepares their parents and 

others to better respond to the difficult, disruptive speech act of 

coming out.”34 To many of their interviewees, only those with 

high-quality living standards and who fall within the category 

of successful members of society are qualified to think about  

coming out.35

This is also evident in the discussions about the denial of 

same-sex marriage and the resulting lack of access to assisted 
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reproductive technology services for LGBTQ people in mainland 

China. When asked about her attitude toward legal discrimina-

tion against nonheterosexual individuals, Yanping, a small busi-

ness owner who self-identified as queer, shook her head and  

told me she could not care less about the law: “I don’t feel I am 

affected much by legal discrimination. I believe that as long as I 

work hard to make sure I have a lot of money, I can have a good 

life. Money can do everything and solve all problems, and laws 

and policies will no longer matter once you are affluent.”

Deng Jie, a volunteer leader of PFLAG China, stressed that 

LGBTQ activists and researchers in China should not overempha-

size the importance of “rights,” a view consistent with Timothy 

Hildebrandt’s finding that LGBTQ people in China believed the 

legal recognition of same-sex marriage would do little to improve 

their lives.36 Deng Jie clarified, “If a lesbian or a gay wants a child, 

she can hire a surrogate through the underground market. It is 

illegal, and so what? There are so many illegal things happening 

every day in China. But people still find lots of ways to get those 

things done underground. . . . Some people just go to Hong Kong or 

the US for surrogacy if they can afford it.”

The widespread belief in using money to navigate legal con-

straints has motivated many leftover women to focus on improv-

ing their own financial and social status to deserve more rights 

rather than advocate for equal treatment and the universal 

right to have children outside marriage. Proverbs such as, “With 

enough money, you could even hire a demon to drive your mill  

[有钱能使鬼推磨]” and “If a problem can be solved with money,  

it is not a problem at all [钱能解决的都不是问题],” were so prevalent in  

my fieldwork that I felt I was asking the wrong question when I  

brought up legal discrimination against unmarried women’s 

reproductive rights. When the discourse of suzhi is so influential 



in dividing people into those who deserve more rights and those 

who only deserve to be governed, it is understandable for leftover 

women and their parents to place so much emphasis on having 

resources to be qualified to evade the law.

D E F L A T I N G  T H E  M Y T H

If Chinese society and parents agree that high-quality women 

have the right to evade the law and have children outside mar-

riage, why do we only see a small number of high-quality women 

become single mothers by choice? Why are LGBTQ people with 

privileged backgrounds reluctant to have children outside a het-

erosexual marriage? To answer these questions, more attention 

needs to be paid to the formation of relation-based legal con-

sciousness: given the impact of the broader community’s expec-

tations on individual families in a relation-based society, it is 

reasonable for leftover women to believe that the most important 

thing they can do to fight the law’s denial of unmarried women’s 

reproductive rights is to accumulate sufficient financial resources 

to gain the broader community’s acceptance of their evasion of 

the law. Nevertheless, they must consider much more than merely 

accumulating suzhi due to the very fact that the broader commu-

nity not only expects her to be a responsible citizen, but also a  

filial daughter.

In fact, an affluent and well-educated leftover woman who 

meets the broader community’s expectations of suzhi may still 

be reluctant to have children outside marriage once she turns 

her attention to potential gossip and disapproval from people 

around her and the impact it will have on her parents. To fur-

ther complicate the situation, leftover women from affluent and 

powerful families are often held to a higher standard as many 
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of them are considered role models within their social networks  

and communities.

I want to draw on the stories of two affluent leftover women 

to discuss how the broader community’s expectations of filial 

daughters may turn out to hold high-quality women to a higher 

standard. Among all the leftover women I interviewed, only two, 

Linying and Hangyan, had seriously considered the option of hav-

ing children on their own and researched how to get it done in 

and outside mainland China. Not surprisingly, they happened to  

be among the most affluent and well-connected women I had 

encountered in my fieldwork. Linying’s parents had achieved 

great success in transnational businesses in several industries, 

while Hangyan was a civil servant whose parents were highly 

influential politicians in Fujian. At the time of the interview, Liny-

ing was single. Hangyan had already married and took part in my 

research to walk me through how she decided to enter a marriage 

despite her initial preparation for single parenting. I chose to 

focus on the two most privileged women among my interviewees 

not only because of their confidence in navigating legal restric-

tions but also because neither of them ended up going down the 

“deviant” path.

When I met with Linying in 2016, she was two years into her 

job at one of the top financial companies in Fuzhou, a dream job 

for many. Her privileged, well-connected family not only paid for 

her master’s degree at an elite university in North America and 

helped her secure the job but also provided resources for Liny-

ing to feel confident about evading the law. At that time, Linying 

had spent four years trying to find someone to start a family with 

but to no avail. Her backup plan was to become a single mother 

by choice. She believed that if her parents really wanted a grand-

child, then “it is better than nothing,” even if having a child on her 



own was not ideal. Linying did not have a strong desire for chil-

dren, but she decided that she should have two children just to 

fulfill the expectations of her parents and bring some happiness 

to the family. With resources and education, Linying was confi-

dent that she could easily meet the broader community’s expecta-

tions regarding suzhi.

When I asked what she thought about the legal constraints on 

single women’s reproductive rights in China, Linying shrugged it 

off and said, “The law in this country does not affect me much. I 

am a permanent resident of Canada where it is legal to do so.” She 

then asked me whether I had ever heard of people hiring surro-

gates in North America and immediately said that she would pre-

fer surrogacy over giving birth to the child herself because “if you 

have already paid that much for assisted reproduction, why don’t 

you pay a bit more and hire a surrogate?”

Hangyan had a very similar understanding of her relationship 

with the law and its discrimination against her rights. Coming 

from a family with power and financial resources, she was con-

fident that she could evade the law by getting things done outside 

mainland China. She said, “I was pretty serious about freezing my 

eggs as a backup plan just in case my Mr. Right never appeared. 

My initial plan was to go to Taiwan to get it done if I remained 

single at the age of thirty-five, although I suspected that I would 

not be able to use the eggs in Taiwan unless I got married. So I 

was thinking about Cambodia and the US as well.” In addition to 

possibly accessing her family’s financial resources, Hangyan was 

optimistic that her family’s power and influence could help her 

evade the law in one way or another. She believed it was a matter 

of “whether you want to do so or not.”

People usually assume that civil servants cannot evade the popula-

tion policy, but I have heard tons of stories of them evading the law 
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even when the one-child policy was strict. Some of them registered 

their children under their relatives, and others bribed a doctor to 

fake a disability certificate for the first child so they could have a  

second child. I mean, those so-called verified disabled children  

are all super smart and healthy. For civil servants, evading the law is 

easy breezy.

Nevertheless, although both Linying and Hangyan were 

well-educated and equipped with enough money to resort to 

cross-border reproductive care and pay the fine for evading the 

law, they decided to compromise and enter a not-so-ideal mar-

riage. As of this writing, seven years after the initial interviews, 

Linying is childless and going through the process of getting a 

divorce, and Hangyan is a married mother of two girls.

Linying recently contacted me for some information about 

choosing to become a single mother by choice in Canada, as once 

again she has been considering seeking assisted reproductive 

technology services overseas. Three years after the initial inter-

view, Linying picked a man who checked off almost all the boxes 

on her mother’s list, despite her concerns about the conflict of per-

sonalities. Linying’s mother had a very particular standard for 

what she meant by “a good match”: the man should have a simi-

lar family background, have been born and raised in Fuzhou, be 

tall and good-looking, and have a decent and stable job. Linying 

always knew that he was not a good fit, but she was afraid of miss-

ing the opportunity to marry a person her mother approved of.

Despite her confidence about finding ways to evade the law, 

Hangyan rushed into marriage at the age of thirty-four after her 

mother had to quit the square dance group due to gossip about 

Hangyan’s leftover status, a story related in chapter 1. Hangyan 

was not satisfied with her husband at all, as the man’s family 

background and all other aspects of suzhi were at most average.  



According to Hangyan, “The very fact that I married into his 

family must have made all his family members grinning so  

hard all the time that they could even wake themselves up at 

night [娶到我, 他们家做梦都会笑醒].”

Given that both women did not end up evading the law despite 

being qualified to do so at the level of meeting the broader com-

munity’s expectations, we must reexamine the widespread 

assumption that accumulating suzhi is the solution for leftover 

women who are considering having children on their own. It 

is true that if leftover women have the capacity to be responsi-

ble for their choices when the broader community is indiffer-

ent or even supportive of their evasion of the law, they do not 

care much about the legal constraints. Unfortunately, at the end 

of the day, the idea of accumulating suzhi is at best a placebo 

and at worse an illusion and even false hope for many leftover 

women: it manages to meet the broader community’s expec-

tation of a responsible citizen who responds to the law in a  

way that reflects the individual’s understanding of and respect 

for the collective legal consciousness; however, being qualified 

to evade the law does not guarantee the freedom to become a sin-

gle mother by choice. In addition to the evaluation of the indi-

vidual’s legal obligations, the broader community also assesses 

her filial obligation based on her specific circumstances when 

it comes to family structures. More importantly, parents have 

their expectations too, which can differ from one individual to 

another and is determined by the individual’s position within 

their family and social groups, as well as the individual’s result-

ing familial and social obligations. Even if parents are reluctant 

to articulate their expectations explicitly, leftover women have 

the obligation to figure out what they may expect based on their 

family backgrounds.
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Linying’s and Hangyan’s privileged family backgrounds could 

come with higher expectations from their friends and relatives 

for these women and their families to be role models, given that 

they had more resources to secure a decent life. Linying’s mother’s 

high standards for her potential son-in-law reflected the family’s 

pressure to ensure the continuity of family success and reputa-

tion to maintain their social status within their networks of con-

nections: if Linying ended up marrying an ordinary man from a 

less privileged family, other people would consider it a failure of 

Linying’s family. Hangyan’s mother would have been more toler-

ant of gossip if she had not always been the person who enjoyed 

the highest levels of respect as an influential politician before her 

retirement. When she was trying to process the feelings of losing 

power after stepping down, Hangyan’s failure to secure a mar-

riage only added to her sense of losing face.

Counterintuitively, leftover women from poor rural families 

often express more confidence in handling parental expectations 

and maintaining family relations, although they do not necessar-

ily have the resources to evade the law and have children on their 

own. Coming from a poor family in an isolated mountainous area 

of Fujian, Qiaoyu, a lead architect in Xiamen, recognized the dif-

ficulties for her to have children outside marriage due to the high 

costs involved. However, Qiaoyu was under far less pressure than 

Linying and Hangyan to enter a heterosexual marriage. Her par-

ents did not want to annoy her, since they needed her financial 

support; in addition, she had gained some respect from villagers 

for providing support to her parents.

To put Qiaoyu’s family background into perspective, her 

mother was a “child bride” (童养媳) brought to her father’s family 

at the age of seven to be a future daughter-in-law. In the old days, 

having a child bride was a common practice in Qiaoyu’s village: 



parents in other poorer villages sent their daughters to Qiaoyu’s 

village for adoption as child brides because it was relatively bet-

ter off. To her parents and other villagers, having an office job in 

the city and a car to drive back to the village equated to a suc-

cessful life. Qiaoyu significantly exceeded that standard: she had 

a high income even compared to most women in Xiamen, which 

allowed her to regularly send money home and buy gifts for her 

parents and brothers.

Qiaoyu attributed her freedom to remain single until the age of 

thirty-one to her ability to support her family.

It makes a huge difference when you are financially independent. It 

is going to be a totally different story if I depended on my parents 

financially until this day—the pressure to marry would be enor-

mous. Now, even though I am single, my parents and brothers must 

respect me and ask for my advice whenever they make big decisions. 

This is because I have been financially supporting my parents as 

much as my brothers do, if not more. Villagers don’t dare to humili-

ate my parents too, because no one in our village can rely on a daugh-

ter like this.

Among the younger generation of fellow villagers, Qiaoyu was 

the one with the highest level of education and highest income, as 

well as the one who provided the most material support for par-

ents. Qiaoyu made sure to let her fellow villagers know that she 

had a very nice life when she visited by wearing high-end cloth-

ing and accessories. “In rural China, if you have a decent life to 

prove your high quality, village fellows dare not look down on 

you too much or bully you,” said Qiaoyu. She also emphasized 

that her parents benefited a lot from her leftover status because 

her money would otherwise be spent on the next generation or 

buying a home. Also, receiving such significant financial sup-

port from their daughter had gained them face and respect in the  
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village, since it was interpreted as her parents’ success in nurtur-

ing the younger generation.

The stories of Linying, Hangyan, and Qiaoyu demonstrate  

how the law’s denial of unmarried women’s reproductive rights 

affects leftover women with different backgrounds in unequal 

ways. On the one hand, even if a leftover woman has the resources 

to be considered qualified to evade the law according to the 

broader community’s standard of suzhi, she still faces barriers 

to carry it out because of her obligation to maintain the family’s 

reputation and keep her parents from “attacks” by other people. 

Gossip about leftover women and disapproval of their alternative 

family structures within their network of connections shape left-

over women’s understandings of and engagement with the law. 

Leftover women’s parents and their everyday lives are signifi-

cantly affected by the comments and attitudes of their relatives, 

friends, and neighbors—even members of their dance groups. 

Parents’ unpleasant conversations with other people about their 

daughter’s leftover status may give rise to anxiety and even 

depression.37 On the other hand, leftover women who do not have 

the confidence to be qualified to evade the law sometimes end up 

having more freedom than those with privileged backgrounds.

C O N C L U S I O N

Leftover women’s and their parents’ emphasis on improving 

suzhi and accumulating resources to evade the law reflects a com-

mon attitude toward the relationship with state law in Chinese 

society, which is the foundation of the broader community’s col-

lective legal consciousness when it comes to a piece of law that 

lacks moral legitimacy: when people have little respect for the law, 

those who have the capacity to stand out in the competition and  



manage to accumulate more resources deserve more rights and 

are qualified to evade the law.38 Influenced by this prevalent  

attitude toward the law’s denial of unmarried women’s repro-

ductive rights, leftover women believe that making sure one has 

the resources to be qualified to evade the law is more important 

and realistic than challenging the legal system as a whole. With 

social status and financial resources, they believe they can easily 

get approval from the broader community to ignore the law and 

turn to cross-border reproductive care or underground services 

to have children outside marriage.

When it comes to childbearing outside marriage, the broader 

community’s emphasis on an individual’s suzhi is centered on 

moral worthiness and deservingness. From Lin baba’s emphasis 

on being “strong enough” and some leftover women’s endorse-

ment of cross-border reproductive care, we have seen the broader 

community’s approval of high-quality leftover women’s right to 

evade the law and have children outside marriage. At the same 

time, there is a prevailing disdain for low-quality leftover women 

and an assumption that they do not deserve the right to evade the 

law due to their inability to fulfill their obligations. From Yun’s 

concern about so-called low-quality women’s irresponsible child-

bearing to other women’s endorsement of using the law to deter 

immature and naive women from giving birth, it is evident that 

people do not trust low-quality women and suspect that their 

decisions may create a burden for society and the nation-state.

This chapter discusses how the broader community’s co-con-

struction of one’s deservingness to evade a law that lacks moral 

legitimacy shapes leftover women’s legal consciousness. It also 

reveals the disproportional impact of the broader communi-

ty’s collective legal consciousness on so-called high-quality and 

low-quality leftover women. The stories of Linying, Hangyan, 

112  /  Chapter 3



Suzhi and Parental Expectations  /  113

and Qiaoyu, however, help deflate the myth of suzhi by reveal-

ing the fact that a more privileged background does not neces-

sarily translate into more freedom to choose alternative family 

structures. It may be true that high-quality women with financial 

resources can easily live up to the broader community’s expec-

tation regarding who counts as a responsible citizen by proving 

their capacity to take responsibility for their choice of an alter-

native family structure. Unfortunately, the supremacy of the 

interests of parents and family relations usually makes it diffi-

cult for those women to enjoy their privilege and have children  

outside marriage.

Leftover women’s emphasis on suzhi also illustrates that the 

Chinese state’s promotion of the suzhi discourse to justify social 

and political hierarchies does not always achieve its initial goals 

once it reaches ordinary citizens, who interpret and reconstruct 

its meanings. It may be true that the suzhi discourse has success-

fully discouraged so-called low-quality women from having chil-

dren outside marriage due to the broader community’s disdain 

for women from rural backgrounds and lower incomes. Nev-

ertheless, it has never been the intention of the Chinese state to 

encourage high-quality women to forgo marriage and have chil-

dren on their own. We have seen that the meanings reconstructed 

by the broader community matter much more than the intention 

of the Chinese state in shaping leftover women’s choices.

Focusing on the formation of relation-based legal conscious-

ness gives us a better understanding of the reasons leftover 

women and their parents have little concern about the law’s 

denial of unmarried women’s reproductive rights. While the 

suzhi discourse was originally employed in China’s eugenics 

campaign with an aim to improve the country’s population qual-

ity, ordinary Chinese citizens end up using the term “suzhi” to 



show approval for high-quality women’s decision to ignore the 

law and become single mothers by choice and deny the reproduc-

tive rights of so-called low-quality women. The suzhi discourse 

diverts attention from the law’s role in reinforcing injustice 

between married and unmarried individuals in Chinese society 

and blames the so-called undeserving individuals for their fail-

ure to be considered qualified to evade the law.

Some liberal social scientists may argue that leftover women 

who refuse to fight the law should be responsible for their own 

lack of “the will and organizational capacity to attack the sources 

of their exploitation and degradation.”39 Some people may con-

sider Chinese leftover women and their parents too selfish to  

be involved in civic engagement and social movements to chal-

lenge the law for all unmarried women. Nevertheless, once we 

take the difficulties of fighting the law in authoritarian regimes 

into consideration, we can understand that their decision to pri-

oritize accumulating resources over challenging the legal system 

is based on their careful evaluation and realistic understanding 

of all available options within the legal and political environment 

in China.

As Sida Liu powerfully suggests, given the limited space for 

liberal ideas since the early twenty-first century, Chinese citi-

zens have learned to refrain from engaging in politics and instead 

focus on economic prosperity and personal well-being.40 Accord-

ing to Liu, they have mastered the art of playing ostrich.41 We 

witnessed a strong echo of this view in the stories of Lin baba, 

Kailin, Wei, and Linying. People’s emphasis on suzhi and being 

qualified to evade the law reveals the society’s respect for those 

who have the capacity to achieve their goals despite legal con-

straints. This explains why there are many leftover women who 

believe that working hard to get a promotion and salary increase 
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can buy them more freedom in terms of choosing alternative  

family structures.

In the next chapter, we turn to stories of those leftover women 

who have few illusions about accumulating resources to be quali-

fied to have children outside marriage, with a focus on nonhetero-

sexual women. The situation for nonheterosexual women is far 

more complicated than that of their heterosexual counterparts 

because of the law’s denial of same-sex marriage and the stig-

matization of LGBTQ individuals in Chinese society. As Lin baba 

pointed out, this stigma can spread to the leftover woman’s fam-

ily members and can severely damage the family’s reputation. 

In this situation, nonheterosexual women turn legal constraints 

and the law’s silence about homosexuality into opportunities to  

protect their parents and family reputations.
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

Manipulating the Law  
for Its Imprimatur

Sitting in a small and dimly lit café in a run-down shopping 

mall on a weekday evening, Mincong, the twenty-six-year-

old nurse who decided not to come out to her parents, lit one  

cigarette after another while sharing her stories with me. She 

started by apologizing for smoking in front of me and, before I 

could tell her not to worry about it, immediately explained that 

she had to rely on cigarettes to keep her mind clear. Mincong 

was introduced to me by Yubo, a lesbian woman I interviewed 

earlier in my fieldwork, who suggested that an interview with 

Mincong would help me understand why so many nonhetero-

sexual individuals in China are looking for xinghun, a mar-

riage arrangement between a gay man and a lesbian woman.1 

Mincong’s willingness to open up to me immediately, as I 

would soon find out in the interview, primarily came from her 

sense of pride as a filial daughter who chose xinghun because 

she prioritized the interests and reputation of her parents over 

her own desires.

Manipulating the Law for Its Imprimatur
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“I had been in a same-sex relationship for five years before 

I got married to a man. There were many reasons, but it was 

mainly because I realized I wanted to fulfill my filial obligation as 

the only child of my family and to be able to have children. A mar-

riage helps me achieve those goals,” Mincong said, then pressed 

the cigarette to her lips and exhaled another cloud of smoke. 

She stared into space for a few seconds and continued, “I plan to  

have two children in the next two to three years or so. After that, 

I’ll be ready for a divorce.”

“What is your plan after leaving your marriage? Any expecta-

tion for your future family structure?” I asked.

“Two kids and a dog. Having a same-sex partner would be nice, 

but in any case, I prefer not to reveal my sexual identity to my par-

ents. I mean I could live with a woman without telling others we 

are a couple,” Mincong responded.

I could not help but wonder how the legal proscription of 

unmarried women’s reproduction and same-sex marriage 

affected her decision to get married with a plan to get out of it. So, I 

asked her about her attitude toward legal discrimination and con-

straints for queer women.

Mincong did not seem to be interested in discussing legal 

discrimination. She emphasized that she would be qualified to 

ignore the law as long as she had money. Mincong said, “I am 

focusing on career development and making money now rather 

than actively attending any LGBT social events or spending time 

dating a same-sex partner. I think I am not ready yet. I must first 

make sure I am financially capable of providing for my future 

partner. I always want to be the one who takes care of my girl. I 

want to be able to afford whatever she wants.” Mincong waved 

her cigarette in the air as if striking it against an invisible  



whetstone. “When my knife is sharp, I will go and fight my way 

out for a new life.”

Mincong’s emphasis on sharpening her knife resonated with  

the heterosexual leftover women I interviewed who emphasized the  

importance of accumulating resources to evade the law in a soci-

ety where the suzhi discourse is highly influential. However, her 

strategy significantly differed from those who evaded the law 

overtly via cross-border or underground reproductive care: she 

“obeyed” the law and entered a legally recognized marriage to  

buy herself time to accumulate resources. By going through 

the legal process of getting married, Mincong secured a shield 

that protected her from the gossip and stigma attached to left-

over women and nonheterosexual individuals. This shield was 

extremely important for Mincong’s career and family reputation. 

In addition, a heterosexual marriage also gave her the right to 

have children legally, which she considered a crucial part of her 

filial obligation as the only child in her family. Her strategy to deal 

with the law was softer and subtler than the strategy of turning to 

cross-border or underground reproductive care. Mincong did not 

do anything illegal. Neither did she need to accumulate resources 

for the legal consequences of violating the population policy—

after all, her marriage was recognized by the law. But embedded 

in Mincong’s decision to make use of a heterosexual marriage was 

her disagreement with or at least her ignorance of the law’s objec-

tive to push ordinary citizens into marriage for social stability 

and harmony. Like Mincong, many nonheterosexual individuals 

in China enter a heterosexual marriage with a plan to get out of it 

so they can enjoy the rights and benefits that otherwise would not 

be available.

Xinghun serves as an excellent example of the primacy of par-

ents’ and the broader community’s expectations in shaping the 
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ways in which people understand and relate to the law. This chap-

ter not only continues the discussion of leftover women’s lack  

of interest in fighting the law to obtain rights for alternative  

family structures but also demonstrates how some women 

actively invite legal obligations by entering a heterosexual mar-

riage. While chapter 3 focused on the relatively more straightfor-

ward approach of legal evasion through cross-border reproductive 

care and underground reproductive services, this chapter aims  

to offer a detailed analysis of queer leftover women’s manipu-

lation of the law for its imprimatur to meet the expectations of 

parents and the broader community. This analysis enables a bet-

ter understanding of the marginalized population’s lack of inter-

est in challenging legal discrimination and mobilizing the law 

in Chinese society. At the same time, it reveals the struggles and 

emotional costs experienced by marginalized populations under 

the surface of legal compliance.

We will see that those who opt for xinghun manipulate the 

law by first pretending to show respect for the law and then 

betraying it once they have achieved their goals of benefit-

ing from its imprimatur. To queer leftover women, having a 

legally recognized marriage assists them in various ways: it 

allows them time to accumulate resources for alternative fam-

ily structures, live up to parental expectations and fulfill filial 

obligations, secure a shield to protect them from social stigma 

and discrimination, and gain the right to have children legally. 

The prevalence of xinghun among nonheterosexual individu-

als highlights the relation-based nature of their legal conscious-

ness. To be specific, choosing xinghun is largely a result of the 

process of relational thinking based on a woman’s obligation to 

her family and community: for most nonheterosexual individ-

uals, the main purpose of practicing xinghun is to please their 



parents and protect them from the gossip and social disapproval 

of those within their social and familial networks. Many of these 

nonheterosexual individuals have never had a chance to con-

firm what their parents really expect them to do and negotiate 

with their parents before making the decision to enter a xing-

hun. Their perceptions of parental expectations regarding how 

they should engage with the law mainly come from their anal-

ysis of the expectations of the broader community and other 

people around them. The stigma attached to homosexuality and 

single mothers in Chinese society dilute nonheterosexual indi-

viduals’ interest in advocating for the legalization of same-sex 

marriage; at the same time, the attitudes and gossip of people 

around them and from their families further reinforce the sense 

of obligation to follow the “normal” path of entering a heterosex-

ual marriage in order to fit in and protect the family reputation. 

All these expectations contribute to the difficulties of candid and 

effective conversations about sexuality between the two gen-

erations, forcing nonheterosexual individuals to gauge how to 

balance their desire for nonheterosexual relationships and their 

filial obligations.

The stories of Mincong and many other nonheterosexual 

women who chose xinghun remind us of the fact that not every-

body considers evading the law overtly via cross-border or 

underground reproductive care the best strategy to deal with 

legal constraints, even if they agree on the importance of suzhi 

and financial resources. My discussion of nonheterosexual left-

over women’s resistance to the law through manipulation aims 

to facilitate a better understanding of this manipulation of  

the law in a soft but powerful way. I discuss why and how 

nonheterosexual leftover women look for xinghun in a rela-

tion-based society and an authoritarian regime. I then explain 
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how their manipulation of the law for its imprimatur makes 

sense in a social and legal environment with limited exit and 

voice options.

M A K I N G  S E N S E  O F  X I N G H U N :  

F A M I L I E S  A S  S I T E S  O F  B E L O N G I N G

The practice of xinghun is like staging a performance that 

requires attention to each detail, which involves tremendous 

pressure. It takes time and effort to identify a reliable partner and 

reach an agreement about childbearing and housing arrange-

ments, among other things. Xinghun, as Elisabeth Engebretsen 

notes, “seeks to resolve intense marriage pressure by faking mar-

riage.”2 Nonheterosexual leftover women who turn to xinghun 

and go through the legal process of registering as a couple with 

a man use the law to make a relationship without romance look 

“real” for parents and others.

At the same time, there are usually agreements between the 

two parties to counter the law’s imposition of default obligations 

on a legally recognized couple. Some xinghun parties sign for-

mal prenuptial agreements to prevent disputes when it is time 

for a divorce. Those who do not rely on a legal agreement to pro-

tect them from being taken advantage of by their xinghun part-

ner usually have oral agreements regarding childcare, housing 

arrangements, wedding ceremonies, and old-age support for their 

elderly parents. Unfortunately, in many cases, conflicts and dis-

putes between the two parties soon appear, leading to the break-

down of the relationship and even resentment and revenge. My 

interviewees affiliated with PFLAG China suggested that the 

majority of xinghun couples would eventually end up outing  

the other party to their families.3



Why does xinghun still appeal to nonheterosexual women and  

prevail in Chinese society when the process is extremely risky  

and emotionally demanding? To make sense of this, we must 

understand how xinghun works, why queer leftover women con-

sider a legally recognized marriage important, and what ben-

efit they expect from the process of getting married and then 

divorced. As Mincong suggested, a legally recognized marriage 

comes with the right to have children, the possibility to fulfill her 

filial obligation, some protection from social stigma for the whole 

family, as well as more time to prepare for the challenging route 

of being in a same-sex partnership in Chinese society.

The importance of having children was one of the primary rea-

sons nonheterosexual individuals considered xinghun. As Min-

cong put it, “For me, men are just for making children [男人就是

为了用来生孩子的]. I don’t care that much about who I’m having the 

child with, but I know I must have children.” Xiaoning, a twen-

ty-five-year-old insurance broker who was actively seeking xing-

hun, told me, “I definitely want a kid out of my xinghun, because 

my parents would be chasing after me for grandchildren.” Xia-

oning described xinghun as a long-term cooperative relationship 

with a gay man to share childcare duties and costs.

Yubo, the twenty-five-year-old lesbian who connected me with 

Mincong, was in the process of seeking xinghun herself. Her ideal 

partner would be someone who did not mind having a child and 

could provide housing: “It is like, if he has a condo, we would be 

able to host my parents there like a couple when they come to 

visit, but in reality, I could rent another place with my girlfriend. 

I would be responsible for childcare, and hopefully the child 

could live with me. I would also encourage my parents to live in 

the condo they bought for me in a city about fifty kilometers from 

here.” Yubo did not think legal discrimination against unmarried  

122  /  Chapter 4



Manipulating the Law for Its Imprimatur  /  123

women’s reproductive rights had anything to do with her. She 

said, “I am always certain that I will have a legally acknowledged 

marriage, aka xinghun, with which I will be qualified to have 

children under the law.” Her plan was to divorce once her chil-

dren became old enough to understand her decision.

Both Yubo and Xiaoning explained that they would use “DIY” 

to conceive their children due to the cost involved and the risk of 

being found out by their parents if they did not give birth to their 

children themselves. The latter was also the reason adoption was 

not an option for them. Yubo said:

There are different ways to have children with the xinghun partner, 

including artificial insemination, surrogacy, and DIY. Surrogacy is 

not very accessible in mainland China, and I have never heard of 

any xinghun couple going through that process. Artificial insemina-

tion costs a lot—around 10,000 yuan based on what I have heard. I 

would go with DIY, meaning conceiving using the sperm of my 

future xinghun partner via home insemination. DIY is the most pop-

ular way of doing it among xinghun couples since it is affordable.

When I asked Yubo whether she would request her xinghun part-

ner to undergo medical examination at a fertility clinic or a hos-

pital to rule out a infectious disease or a genetic disorder, she said, 

“I don’t think people go through those processes. You just gotta be 

careful about it and trust your choice. Make sure you don’t find 

a xinghun partner who goes to nightclubs a lot. These are things 

you can tell by talking to them.”

All three women also relied on xinghun to fulfill other aspects 

of filial obligation, in addition to having children. Nonhetero

sexual individuals in China, according to Susanne Choi and Ming 

Luo, “aspire simultaneously to satisfy respectability norms and 

carve out the space to pursue personal goals” rather than simply 

choose to comply with one or the other.4 Engebretsen’s study on 



xinghun identifies two key elements of what queer individuals 

consider “good” strategies for alleviating normative pressures: 

reticence or tacit expression of difference and not overstepping 

boundaries that preserve social harmony.5 Xinghun stands out as 

a good strategy that enables nonheterosexual individuals to ful-

fill their familial and social obligations: they do not need to con-

front parents by initiating conversations on their sexuality, and 

they live up to parental expectations by fitting in and meeting the 

social expectations of the broader community.

One of the most frequently mentioned benefits of xinghun, 

according to my interviewees, is to avoid coming out to one’s 

parents and causing them shame and disappointment. To some 

extent, the prevalence of xinghun and the lack of interest in advo-

cating for the legalization of same-sex marriage in mainland 

China result from the unbearable consequences of coming out for 

the nonheterosexual individual and her family. Almost all non-

heterosexual women I interviewed suggested that they would not 

choose same-sex marriage even if the Chinese state legalized it, 

primarily because of their parents. According to Mincong, “It is 

simply too risky to come out to parents unless you can afford los-

ing them. I wouldn’t even touch the subject of sexualities with a 

ten-foot pole. I have no idea how they would react.” Yubo’s con-

cern was similar: “I don’t like the feeling of not being able to  

control the situation. I cannot predict what coming out to my par-

ents would lead to. If they say no and threaten suicide, I will prob-

ably still have to choose a heterosexual marriage.”

Hongping, a twenty-six-year-old bisexual woman in Fuzhou 

who had been in a same-sex relationship for seven years, said:

I will never let my parents know my sexuality. I know their bottom 

line. I am not confident that they would be able to accept it, and thus, 

I see no point in creating such a risky situation. Even if the law says 
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yes to same-sex marriages, I still won’t do that to hurt my parents. I 

should respect them and avoid destroying family relations. If your 

parents would like to see you married, you got to do it for them 

through performance.

Hongping’s narrative captured how the difficulty of commu-

nicating with parents about their sexuality discouraged many 

queer women from even thinking about the legalization of 

same-sex marriage.

As Qingfeng Wang suggests in Self-Accepting but Not Coming 

Out, coming out to parents in China often leads to the breakdown 

of family relations and forces parents to cover up their child’s 

sexuality to protect the family’s reputation.6 This breakdown 

comes with unbearable consequences for many nonheterosexual  

leftover women due to intergenerational emotional bonds and 

material interdependence resulting from the one-child policy.7 

The so-called low-quality queer women, in particular, will be 

hit harder by the breakdown of intergenerational relationships 

because their biogenetic family is usually their primary source of 

financial support and sense of belonging.8

The fear of losing the sense of belonging to one’s family and 

being rejected by parents is the primary reason for the preva-

lence of xinghun in Chinese society. As Shuzhen Huang suggests, 

“In a family-oriented society like contemporary China, family is 

a critical network where the exchange of social resources comes 

into existence; it is also the site where discipline, control, and 

oppression take place.”9 The family is so important that it becomes  

“the primary site of struggle among Chinese queer subjects.”10

At the same time, there are ongoing debates among Chinese 

nonheterosexual individuals regarding whether it is morally and 

culturally appropriate to come out to parents. The best way to 

protect their parents, according to virtually all the queer woman  



I interviewed, was to remain in the closet.11 Some were genuinely 

concerned about the mental well-being of their parents. Luxia, a 

primary school teacher who identified as lesbian, was strongly 

against the idea of coming out to one’s parents. I connected with 

Luxia through a heterosexual man who met her at a matchmak-

ing event arranged by Luxia’s colleague at the primary school. 

Luxia came out to the heterosexual man the second time they 

met to “avoid hurting someone who seems to be honest and kind-

hearted.” But she would never reveal her sexual identity to her 

parents. She knew they would have to help her keep the secret 

while feeling ashamed and stressed, which was the last thing she 

wanted to impose on them.12 Luxia framed the idea of coming out 

to parents as “putting parents in the closet.” She explained, “If I 

come out to my parents, they would keep thinking about what 

they have done wrong and blaming themselves for not guiding 

me well. What’s more, they would feel confused about what to say 

and how to act in front of others to keep the secret. We cannot put 

them in the closet this way.”

As Lisa Rofel suggests, given the importance of harmonious 

relationships with parents and the risk of bringing shame to 

the family, those who come out to their parents may be accused 

of being selfish by their peers.13 According to a Chinese gay man 

interviewed by Rofel, “It is wrong to tell your parents. This is not 

part of Chinese culture. We Chinese must look after our parents 

and not bring them so much grief. . . . It is selfish to think only of 

yourself. Perhaps that kind of thing works elsewhere, but not here 

in China.”14 Wah-Shan Chou, author of Tongzhi: Politics of Same-

Sex Eroticism in Chinese Societies, contends that the discourse of 

rights is rather weak in resolving conflict in the familial context 

and stresses instead the importance of familial-cultural iden-

tity and advocates for replacing “coming out” with the strategy 
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of “coming home.”15 According to Chou, “coming home” refers to 

“bringing one’s sexuality into the family-kin network, not by sin-

gling out same-sex eroticism as a site for conceptual discussion 

but by constructing a same-sex relationship in terms of family- 

kin categories.”16 Coming out translates into leaving the family 

for sexual freedom, while coming home means covering queer 

desires in order to maintain close family ties.17 Indeed, in Chinese 

society, the strategy of coming home is considered by many queer 

individuals more culturally appropriate than coming out.18

Cautioning against romanticizing the approach of coming 

home, Huang and Daniel Brouwer’s research identifies a third 

approach between coming home and coming out, which they 

refer to as “coming with,” to capture the reticent homophobia that 

represses and disciplines queer individuals in Chinese families.19 

The coming-with approach “combines the preservation of space 

for one’s queer sexuality with tactics that stay with the family 

either by cultivating parental harmony or actively interrogating 

heteronormative family structures.”20 According to Huang and 

Brouwer, xinghun characterizes the coming-with approach by 

affirming both sexuality and family, as queer individuals man-

age to preserve space for queer sexuality without coming out to 

their families.21 Indeed, xinghun is widely considered a better 

strategy than coming out among Chinese nonheterosexual indi-

viduals and is seen as “an ideal compromise between personal 

desire and social and family duty.”22

Despite the fact that most of my interviewees who chose or 

were considering xinghun had not come out to their parents, it is 

common for queer individuals whose parents are aware of their 

sexuality to use the law’s imprimatur to protect themselves and 

their parents from gossip and disapproval within their social 

networks. Some parents even take an active part in the process. 



Members of PFLAG China had encountered quite a few parents 

who attended their events with the aim of finding xinghun for 

their gay and lesbian adult children. Choi and Luo’s research doc-

uments how sometimes xinghun is a performance staged jointly 

by parents and their queer children to “answer to the demands 

of the wider community and maintain the family’s respectabil-

ity within it” and to avoid being constantly questioned by their 

relatives, friends, and neighbors.23 They put forward the concept 

“performative family” to explain this collaboration between par-

ents and their queer adult children.

Sunlei, a lesbian in her mid-thirties, recalled that her parents 

pretended that they did not know about her sexuality and kept 

urging her to find a male partner even though she had come out to  

them when she was in her early twenties. Sunlei suspected that 

her parents were in denial, but at the same time, “there was no 

way to wake up those who pretend to be asleep [叫不醒装睡的人].” 

Similar experiences have been documented in other studies on 

the experience of coming out to parents in China.24 When Sunlei 

entered xinghun in her early thirties, she was not sure whether 

her parents truly believed her performance. The only thing she 

knew was that her parents were thrilled to see her marriage cer-

tificate and wedding, which to them mattered much more than 

anything else. It was the emphasis on reticence in Chinese family 

relations that enabled the “success” of Sunlei’s xinghun.

When delaying and refusing heterosexual marriage translates 

into one’s failure to fulfill filial obligation and social expectations, 

coming out to one’s parents is unthinkable to many nonhetero-

sexual individuals. The difficulty of having effective conversa-

tions about sexuality between the two generations contributes to 

the prevalence of xinghun. Furthermore, given the tremendous 

social pressure of fitting in faced by parents in their everyday 
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interactions with people around them, some parents prefer their 

children to at least get married once, as they “believe that having 

a divorced grown child is less stigmatizing than having a child 

who has never married and is ‘stuck’ in lifelong singlehood.”25 

Xinghun, therefore, serves as a temporary solution: manipulating 

the law for its imprimatur, nonheterosexual leftover women can 

at least put together a performance to protect their parents from 

social pressures.

M A N I P U L A T I N G  T H E  L A W  F O R  I T S  I M P R I M A T U R  

I N  A  R E L A T I O N - B A S E D  S O C I E T Y

Throughout my interview with Sunlei, she emphasized the need 

to put together a performance to gain social recognition for her-

self and her parents. Sunlei said:

My parents are respected figures among their relatives, friends, and 

colleagues. They are leaders at their workplace. It is necessary for 

me to protect their public image and help them maintain social rec-

ognition. I mean, if I did not get married, people would look down on 

them. Before I entered xinghun, my parents kept reminding me that 

the daughters and sons of their colleagues and friends had already 

been married, divorced, and remarried [都结婚结了两遍了], and I still 

had nothing. It sounded better to be divorced than never married. I 

feel sometimes we must consider the needs of our parents.

By entering xinghun and putting together a wedding banquet for 

her parents to invite people within their social networks to cele-

brate together, Sunlei felt that she had at least fulfilled her filial 

obligation and sustained her family’s reputation by meeting the 

broader community’s expectations and preventing gossip.

Sunlei’s then-girlfriend, Zhuzhu, who accompanied her to  

the interview, was supportive of her xinghun. Zhuzhu found the 



photos of Sunlei’s wedding banquet on her phone to show me.  

I saw Sunlei in a traditional red Chinese wedding dress, standing 

close to a man with pale skin. The photo was taken by Zhuzhu, 

who was there to support Sunlei during the wedding ceremony. 

I considered asking Zhuzhu why she decided to attend the wed-

ding and how she felt at the ceremony, but I ended up joining 

Zhuzhu in admiring Sunlei’s amazing curly hair and makeup in 

the photos when I realized there was a shadow of sorrow behind  

Zhuzhu’s smile.

Sunlei managed to gain more than just peace of mind from this 

arrangement. At the time of the interview, Sunlei and Zhuzhu 

rented an apartment together in Shanghai, while Sunlei’s “hus-

band” spent most of his time in Hong Kong. Her parents no longer 

pestered her with phone calls about her marital status. A legally 

acknowledged marriage had created some room for her to be her-

self in the private space and brought some other benefits. Sunlei 

said, “I am satisfied with how I balance my private and public 

lives. I manage to make my parents happy and prove I am ‘normal’ 

in front of my colleagues. And I am finally eligible to buy an apart-

ment in Shanghai because the law disqualifies single women who 

are not originally from Shanghai from purchasing homes.” In my 

follow-up conversation with Sunlei in 2020, she told me that she 

had already gotten everything she needed, divorced her xinghun 

partner, and moved to her employer’s central office in another 

city. A xinghun provided her with legal and social recognition of 

“normalcy” and some privileges exclusive to married couples.

Nonheterosexual leftover women’s decision to enter a legally 

recognized marriage with a man may seem to indicate their 

respect for the law and willingness to follow the law. It may also 

appear that they have to enter a heterosexual marriage because 

they are “caught” or “trapped” by the law. It is problematic,  
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however, to categorize xinghun as compliance with the law. In 

fact, their purpose is to go through the legal process of getting 

married and then divorcing to gain approval from parents and 

other people, as well as rights only available to married couples 

such as having children legally. Their choice undermines the 

law’s intention to promote heterosexual marriage and constrain 

childbearing within marriage for social stability and population 

control. To some extent, Sunlei and other queer women who chose 

xinghun were in fact using the law to tear apart the ideal of the 

harmonious society that promotes marriage. Entering xinghun to 

get a divorce inevitably contributes to the increase in the divorce 

rate in China.

Instead of seeing xinghun as a sacrifice nonheterosexual 

women make to please their parents and comply with the law, I 

consider it a powerful but soft means of small resistance, which 

I refer to as legal manipulation. As of this writing, ordinary cit-

izens’ manipulation of the law has attracted little attention from 

law and society scholars.26 The strategy of “following” the law to 

live up to expectations within one’s family and the broader com-

munity deserves more attention from legal consciousness schol-

ars, as legal manipulation by ordinary citizens has the potential 

to undermine the objectives of the law. This creative use of  

the law helps us understand people’s lack of interest in legal mobi-

lization either within or outside the formal legal system. Queer 

leftover women’s superficial compliance with the law helps them 

obtain the rights denied by the law and gain approval from par-

ents and the broader community.

Based on my interviews with nonheterosexual women, I iden-

tified two key factors that contribute to the individual’s legal 

manipulation: the invisibility of their marginalized identity 

under the law and the lack of both exit and voice options.27 First, 



when the law is ambiguous and even silent about certain mar-

ginalized identities, it unintentionally leaves some space for an 

individual to achieve the goal without legal consequences. Sec-

ond, the simultaneous lack of both exit and voice options further 

motivates the individual to manipulate the law.

The Law’s Silence and the Invisibility of Homosexuality

To some extent, the law’s denial of the rights of LGBTQ people and 

its silence about homosexuality in China present both challenges 

and opportunities. The denial of same-sex marriage has undoubt-

edly posed difficulties for nonheterosexual individuals, and I do 

not wish to minimize the struggle and pain of queer women who 

enter xinghun to be accepted in their families and their commu-

nities or the impact of xinghun on their same-sex partners. How-

ever, at the same time, the absence of a law that prohibits xinghun 

and homosexuality in general has allowed some queer individu-

als to use the law creatively to maintain family harmony.

The Chinese sociologist and sexologist Yinhe Li’s recent writ-

ing reveals that what gays and lesbians in China are facing is 

ignorance and disdain (忽视和蔑视) in mainstream society rather 

than hate crimes and cruel oppression. The very fact that the law 

remains silent about homosexuality leaves many things unde-

fined, creating blurred boundaries between legal and illegal 

behaviors.28 For example, the law does not stipulate whether a 

marriage is valid when a nonheterosexual person enters a het-

erosexual marriage without revealing her sexuality to another 

party. Nor does the law openly regulate xinghun.

Donald Black’s theorization of the relationship between law 

and relational distance is helpful in facilitating a better under-

standing of the law’s lack of attention to the rights and even  

existence of LGBTQ people in a relation-based society such as 
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China. According to Black, relational distance predicts and 

explains the quantity of law: “Law is inactive among intimates, 

increasing as the distance between people increases but decreas-

ing as this reaches the point at which people live in entirely sepa-

rate worlds.”29 Black notes that intimacy provides immunity from 

the law because disputes between closely related people, such as 

members of the same family or community, tend to be handled 

with procedures not involving the government.30

Indeed, there is no space for the law to mandate the accep-

tance of homosexuality and secure the sense of belonging within 

Chinese families. For instance, Chou’s research on gay adult 

children’s experience of coming out suggests that they prefer to 

explain, negotiate, and bargain with their parents rather than go 

to court to settle family disputes.31 This is further reinforced by 

the widespread belief that “even an honest official finds it hard to 

settle a family quarrel.”32 At the same time, echoing Black’s argu-

ment, disputes resulting from xinghun rarely make it to court due 

to its private nature and the social stigma attached to both parties 

and their families. Thus, family disputes and violence associated 

with the process of coming out and xinghun have not attracted 

much attention from legal professionals.

Another factor that contributes to the law’s inactive role is that 

China is an authoritarian regime that adheres to a civil law tradi-

tion, which reduces the likelihood that marginalized groups will 

challenge the law directly by going to court. Unlike the common 

law tradition, precedents are not binding in the Chinese legal sys-

tem.33 At the same time, advocating for legal and social changes in 

an authoritarian regime can be both difficult and risky for non-

heterosexual individuals and their family members.34 Thus, the 

law’s silence on these issues results from much more complicated 

factors than the marginalized group’s lack of interest in using 

it to resolve their disputes with close family members or seek  



attention from the public via nonformal tactics.35 Relational dis-

tance is just a piece of the puzzle.

The mutually constitutive relationship between the law and 

people’s perceptions of what the law should be, I argue, is another 

important piece. Chinese citizens’ relation-based legal conscious-

ness significantly shapes if not determines how much the Chinese 

state needs to rely on the law to regulate sexuality and intervene 

in private life and in what ways. After all, when nonheterosex-

ual individuals focus almost exclusively on the expectations  

of parents and the broader community, there are already layers of  

informal social control mechanisms in place to prevent nonhet-

erosexual individuals from being openly gay and fighting for 

marriage and childbearing rights.

Deng Jie, the volunteer leader of PFLAG China, said, “Although 

the law does not acknowledge same-sex marriage, we are in a 

much better position in terms of external pressures compared to 

many other countries. The Chinese state does not arrest LGBTQ 

folks, and there is rarely any violence on the street targeting 

LGBTQ people. We also do not have that much pressure from 

religious groups.” Deng Jie was hopeful for the future because of 

the lack of attention from the mainstream. After all, according 

to Deng Jie, “it is up to us and our families to accept our sexual-

ity.” Indeed, the most profound struggle that Chinese queer sub-

jects face is not in the public sociopolitical domain but in their 

private lives, especially within their immediate families.36 The 

biggest challenge LGBTQ people are facing is the risk of losing 

the sense of belonging to their families rather than legal protec-

tions. Lan mama, a volunteer at PFLAG China and mother of a les-

bian, said, “Unlike LGBTQ people in many other countries, I think  

Chinese LGBTQ folks care far too much about their parents’ atti-

tudes about their sexuality. Adult children’s sense of security as a 
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human being almost fully depends on their parents’ acceptance. 

This is a huge problem.”

Usually, nonheterosexual women’s lack of interest in mobiliz-

ing and challenging the law is a direct result of their inescapable 

obligation to live up to what they consider to be parental expecta-

tions, which are largely shaped by the broader community’s atti-

tudes. The immediate consequences of failing to meet parental 

expectations discourage many from coming out to their parents 

and make the legalization of same-sex marriage unattractive to 

them. As Lurong, a staff member and leader of PFLAG China, sug-

gested, family relations and reputation trumped all other consid-

erations in the Chinese context.

Chinese LGBTQ individuals often care more about whether their 

parents would accept their sexuality than anything else. I mean, 

legal recognition of same-sex marriage and rights to have children 

is important, but it is not as important as being accepted by their  

parents.  .  .  . Chinese people care too much about family relations  

and face. Parents of queer individuals keep telling us their biggest 

concern is that they cannot face their relatives and friends because 

of the shame and loss of face resulting from their children’s  

stigmatized identities.

Lurong’s statement captures the importance of the broader com-

munity’s expectations in shaping parental expectations and left-

over women’s construction of the latter. After all, being LGBTQ is 

highly stigmatized in Chinese society, and many parents such as 

Lin baba are more concerned about face and family reputation 

than the happiness of their children.

Manipulating the law for its imprimatur enables nonhetero-

sexual leftover women to achieve the goal of meeting the per-

ceived expectations of their parents. By going through the legal 

process of registering as a couple with a man and then getting a 



divorce, they are shielded from the gossip, disdain, and sense of 

shame resulting from their sexual identity. While parents still 

try their best to prevent their children from divorcing due to  

the cultural stigma of divorce and divorced women in China,37 the 

stigma is generally more bearable than having a nonheterosexual 

child. A xinghun shifts people’s attention away from queer indi-

viduals’ sexuality and enables them to fit in with the majority in a 

relation-based society where people care a great deal about what 

others think of them.

When coming out to one’s parents is not an option for queer 

leftover women, they turn to the law for protection in an unex-

pected way that in fact undermines the Chinese state’s goal of 

promoting marriage and childbearing for social stability. To be 

specific, they rely on the law’s imprimatur to gain parental and 

social recognition and enhance the creditability of their mar-

riage. With the help of the law, nonheterosexual women manage 

to retain a sense of belonging within their families, protect their 

parents from gossip and condemnation, secure the right to have 

children legally and in an affordable manner, and gain some free-

dom to be themselves in private spaces. Their creative and prag-

matic use of the law not only reflects the supreme role of family 

relationships and the significant influences of the broader com-

munity’s expectations on one’s choices in marriage and child-

bearing through the individual’s family; it also reveals the lack of 

respect for the law among marginalized populations and people’s 

readiness to take advantage of the law.

The Lack of Exit and Voice Options

Albert Hirschman’s classic distinction between exit, voice, and 

loyalty is useful for making sense of categorizing xinghun as a 

form of legal manipulation instead of legal compliance. Focusing 
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on people’s responses to organizational decline, Hirschman points 

out that some members of an organization take the exit option 

and leave the organization, while some go for the voice option and 

express their dissatisfaction in order to change practices and poli-

cies.38 The exit option is a nonconfrontational, indirect, and secret 

vote; the voice option instead involves the articulation of one’s 

critical opinions directly.39 Hirschman notes that the presence of 

the exit option strongly discouraged people from taking the voice 

option, which was more costly.40

There are two layers of the exit option when a nonhetero-

sexual leftover woman considers alternative family structures:  

(1) leaving mainland China for a so-called queer-friendly coun-

try; and (2) cutting ties with her family. Both of these are dif-

ficult to achieve. Studies on Chinese nonheterosexual women’s 

marital choices reveal that many financially privileged lesbian 

women from big cities desire to go overseas to avoid the trouble 

of entering xinghun, but this exit option is not available to less 

privileged women, such as those from relatively smaller cities 

because of visa requirements and lack of language skills, among 

other things.41

To some extent, going overseas enables the queer woman to 

avoid bringing trouble to her parents. Several queer leftover 

women I interviewed emphasized that they would not consider 

a same-sex marriage in China because society was not ready 

to accept this idea. Hongping, the twenty-six-year-old bisexual 

woman, was straightforward about her choice: “If I were living 

overseas somewhere more open-minded, I wouldn’t mind being 

in a same-sex relationship openly. However, being in China 

and in my home province, I must choose a heterosexual mar-

riage because what I care about most remains my parents.  .  .  . 

I don’t want to get my parents involved in gossip and bring  

them shame.”



Minwei, a bisexual woman who recently returned to Fujian 

after receiving an MA degree in the United Kingdom, also 

explained to me how difficult a same-sex marriage could be in 

one’s hometown. During her time in the United Kingdom, Min-

wei had a serious same-sex relationship and was planning for 

a life with her girlfriend. Unfortunately, they broke up shortly 

after their return to Fujian. Minwei suspected that if they had 

stayed abroad, they would still have been in relationship: “We 

broke up because our families gave us too much pressure to 

enter a heterosexual marriage as soon as possible, especially 

my ex-girlfriend’s parents. She started to suffer from depres-

sion soon after we came back. . . . Once we were back, there are 

always so many expectations imposed on us and make us feel 

so stressed out. It is too depressing here because of the impor-

tance of maintaining guanxi and always living up to other  

people’s expectations.”

While moving overseas for a queer-friendly environment is 

an important motivation,42 my interviewees mainly talked about 

going overseas as a strategy to be away from their parents, rel-

atives, friends, and, more importantly, a relation-based society 

where boundaries are blurred. What they care most about is 

avoiding the immediate pressures resulting from everyday inter-

actions with others and not having the problem of being judged 

based on the mainstream and heteronormative moral standards 

in Chinese society.

Nevertheless, leaving one’s parents behind is always a tough 

decision. When Hongping was in a same-sex relationship sev-

eral years ago, she had the desire to move far away from home 

“where nobody knows us” to be able to live with her girlfriend. An 

opportunity to relocate to Singapore knocked, but she gave it up. 

She said, “At that time, many of my close friends went back to my 
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hometown to be close to their parents. Despite my strong desire 

to go overseas, I thought I should not be so selfish and just keep 

doing what I wanted.” It is widely believed that staying close to 

parents to keep them company and take care of them is a gesture 

of being filial, especially when they are aging.

The relationship between the two layers of the exit option 

has always been complicated. Coming out usually means fac-

ing the risk of being disowned by one’s parents and other fam-

ily members. As Hirschman suggests, exit from a family tends to 

be unthinkable and comes with heavy penalties.43 Thus, coming 

out is not an option for many nonheterosexual women in China, 

especially those who must rely on their families for financial sup-

port.44 Huang argues that where the biogenetic family serves as 

the place to which queer women turn for protection and support, 

it is especially important for less privileged queer subjects such 

as those from rural areas.45 In addition, as discussed in previous 

chapters, the sense of guilt and the social pressure to repay the 

sacrifice made by parents further reinforces the importance of 

remaining close to them.

Some high-quality women may consider going overseas a bet-

ter option than xinghun. Lucetta Kam writes, “If cooperative mar-

riage appropriates the surface order of a heterosexual marriage, 

then going abroad fulfills the normative desire of being a global 

and cosmopolitan Chinese subject in post-socialist China.”46 But 

leaving the country does not necessarily mean completely cutting 

ties with the relation-based society. Even if a queer woman man-

ages to escape the country, she will likely remain deeply connected 

with her parents. Going overseas at best alleviates the immediate 

pressures imposed by parents and social circles, but the risk of 

ruining family relations and bringing shame to parents remains 

as long as the parents still value their network of connections in 



a relation-based community. In other words, taking advantage of 

both layers of the exit option is extremely difficult for nonhetero-

sexual women, although it is not always impossible.

The voice option is also extremely risky in an authoritarian 

regime and a relation-based society. Similar to the exit option, 

there are two levels of voice when it comes to queer leftover 

women’s choice in marriage and childbearing: resisting the law 

openly and confronting parents directly, both of which come with 

high costs. There is little to gain with the voice option, and it has 

the potential to push people into a more marginalized position.

The lack of both exit and voice options forces queer leftover 

women to adopt subtler ways of resistance, such as manipulating 

the law for its imprimatur to prevent family disputes and protect 

family reputation. Their decision to “follow” the law to achieve 

their goals of having children and establishing a public image of 

“normalcy” reflects their realistic understanding of the options 

available to them in the social, cultural, and legal environment 

of China.

C O N C L U S I O N

The difficulties of communicating effectively about personal 

desires between the two generations and the emphasis on reti-

cence about one’s sexuality and expectations have created space 

for the prevalence of xinghun in mainland China. It is too risky 

to even initiate a conversation about sexuality within the family, 

let alone negotiate with parents to reach an agreement explicitly. 

Intergenerational dependence within Chinese families further 

reinforces the sense of guilt and responsibility to prioritize family 

interests over personal desires, pushing many queer individuals 

into xinghun. The stigma attached to homosexuality in Chinese 
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society also accounts for nonheterosexual women’s reluctance 

to confront parents with their “deviance.” As some interviewees 

suggested, it would be immoral to force parents to help keep the 

secret by coming out to them, given the consequential loss of face 

and sense of shame that the parent of a queer individual experi-

ences in Chinese society.

Law’s power of recognition becomes a tool available to both 

high-quality and low-quality women to combat familial and soci-

etal pressures. This creative use of the law is both a result and 

a reflection of the importance of reticence and family harmony 

in Chinese society. The law’s recognition of a marriage between 

a nonheterosexual woman and a man helps these women con-

vince their parents, other people within their social and famil-

ial networks, and the broader community that they are “normal.” 

It also grants them the right to have children without turning to 

cross-border reproductive care or underground reproductive ser-

vices. Using the law’s imprimatur to fulfill one’s filial obligation 

is a prime example of relation-based legal consciousness: non-

heterosexual leftover women’s perceptions of and engagement 

with the law are shaped by their obligation as filial daughters in a 

social and cultural environment where fitting in matters a great 

deal. Xinghun is largely a performance for relatives, neighbors, 

colleagues, and friends so that they will be satisfied with the non-

heterosexual individual’s effort to fulfill her obligations.

When the Chinese legal system constrains childbearing within 

marriage and denies same-sex marriage for the purpose of pro-

moting heterosexual marriage for social stability, nonhetero-

sexual women’s creative use of the law not only undermines the 

law’s objective but also takes advantage of the law’s power of rec-

ognition to alleviate pressures resulting from the expectations of  

parents and others.
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Conclusion

In late 2023, I met Lifeng, a thirty-four-year-old woman from 

Fujian province, in a strip mall in Calgary on a bitter cold day with 

heavy snowfall. Lifeng arrived in Canada in 2014 for her under-

graduate degree and recently became a permanent resident. 

Despite being asked to share her experience resolving disputes as 

a Chinese immigrant in Canada for my new research project, she 

ended up pouring out her family drama, which resembled the bit-

ter stories I heard during my fieldwork in China. At the time of 

the interview, Lifeng was on medication for depression, and she 

believed what triggered her depression was her mother’s tremen-

dous pressure on her to get married and have children.

Motivated by her desire to have a grandchild as soon as pos-

sible, Lifeng’s mother had come all the way from China several 

times a year in the past decade to look for a marital partner for 

her daughter at Calgary’s Chinese churches and community 

events. As Lifeng has gotten older, her mother’s approach has 

become bolder. Lifeng was once in an elevator of her condo com-

plex with her mother when a stranger, a white man in his late 

Conclusion
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twenties, walked in. Lifeng froze in disbelief when her mother, 

with an uncharacteristically chipper voice, asked about the 

young man’s relationship status and if he wanted to marry Lifeng. 

“At that moment, I just thought, ‘Oh gosh, I’ll have to move away 

from this place ASAP.’ It was so embarrassing that I couldn’t even 

stand the possibility of running into that man again,” Lifeng said, 

burying her face in her hands. To make the situation worse, her 

mother would soon retire and was planning to move to Canada 

permanently. I asked Lifeng why she would be willing to help her 

parents secure super visas and even permanent residency,1 when 

it seemed that living apart or even cutting off contact with them 

for some time would be better for her mental health.

Lifeng looked at me in shock and said that cutting off con-

tact with parents was never an option for Chinese families. She 

reminded me of the importance in Chinese cultures of “feeding 

the mother bird in return when grown up [反哺].”2 Lifeng said, “It 

would be immoral to abandon my parents simply because they 

tried to manipulate me or pressure me to get married and have 

children. After all, their love and support for me was uncondi-

tional when I was growing up. Now they are aging, and they are 

becoming more and more stubborn and naive. In a sense, life is a 

circle, and they are becoming more ‘childish.’ I cannot abandon 

them at this stage.” Under her piercing gaze, I had the feeling that 

Lifeng must have been questioning my moral integrity.

The teashop had to close early because of the bad weather. I 

watched Lifeng wave goodbye, then trudge toward her apart-

ment, where her mother was waiting for her. Soon the heavy 

snowfall enveloped everything around me. In that silence I real-

ized that after conducting research on this topic for a decade, I 

still did not have a solution or suggestions for leftover women  

like Lifeng.
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People may say that leftover women should just communicate 

openly and honestly with their parents. However, I am not confi-

dent that expressing individual desires and negotiating in a more  

transparent manner between the generations would lead to  

more freedom for leftover women to choose alternative family 

structures. An open conversation may also mean more conflict 

and confrontations among close family members, which could 

put more pressure on these women who have already been mar-

ginalized in Chinese society because of their leftover status. I am 

also not sure whether Lifeng’s mother’s approach of “pushing 

bluntly” is more stressful for leftover women than the strategy of 

“displaying weakness,” especially when the latter approach aims 

to manipulate adult children by using their sense of guilt. Family 

relations are complex. We all communicate with our family mem-

bers in different styles that we think work best for us to maintain 

the relationships.

Fortunately, my years of research on leftover women’s legal 

consciousness and Chinese intergenerational relationships at 

least allows me to identify some strategies adopted by parents to 

push their daughters into marriage, challenge some prevailing 

misunderstandings of why some leftover women choose to rush 

into marriage, uncover the motivations for their evasion and 

manipulation of the law, and reveal some characteristics of legal 

consciousness in authoritarian regimes and collective cultures. 

More importantly, this study’s focus on the process during which 

leftover women construct their versions of parental expectations 

and develop strategies to deal with legal discrimination offers an 

opportunity for me to envision what a highly relational approach 

to legal consciousness may look like.

This book drew from and engaged with a wide range of liter-

ature, including legal consciousness scholarship, shared reality 



Conclusion  /  145

theory, multidisciplinary studies of leftover women, critical stud-

ies of gender and family relations in China, the discourse of suzhi 

and the underserving poor, the debates about xinghun, and other 

socio-legal studies of relationality. Combining all these sources, 

I developed the concept of relation-based legal consciousness to 

facilitate a better understanding of leftover women’s compliance 

with the law, evasion of the law, and manipulation of the law. It 

is my hope that the analysis of the process during which leftover 

women make decisions regarding their family structures will 

have some implications for future studies of legal consciousness 

and its relational nature, as well as gender, sexuality, and family 

relations in Chinese cultures and beyond. I conclude this book by 

summarizing the theoretical contribution of relation-based legal 

consciousness to future law and society studies, as well as the 

implications of the pattern of parent-child interactions based on 

obligations and guilt.

R E L A T I O N - B A S E D  L E G A L  C O N S C I O U S N E S S ,  L E F T O V E R 

W O M E N ’ S  S T R A T E G I E S ,  A N D  F U T U R E  D I R E C T I O N S

This study discusses leftover women’s legal consciousness 

through their perceived obligations as filial daughters and 

responsible citizens in Chinese society. Using the concept of rela-

tion-based legal consciousness, I revealed how leftover women’s 

construction of parental expectations based on the broader com-

munity’s expectations and daily interactions with their parents 

and others shapes their compliance with the law, evasion of the 

law, and manipulation of the law. The concept of relation-based 

legal consciousness benefits from feminist relational theory’s 

emphasis on making relationship central to the understanding of 

the self, but it goes one step further by illustrating the differences 
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between the relational self in Anglo-American societies and the 

Chinese cultural context. Feminist relational theory’s primary 

task is to challenge the prevailing Anglo-American conceptions of  

law and rights that rest so heavily on underlying conceptions  

of self and autonomy.3 As Chinese society is relation-based, which 

requires individuals to understand relationships from the per-

spective of their own obligations,4 this study argues that obliga-

tions, rather than autonomy and agency, must be front and center 

in making sense of leftover women’s legal consciousness.

The strong sense of obligation to live up to parental expecta-

tions dilutes leftover women’s interests in advocating for rights 

and fighting against legal discrimination. They have few illusions 

about what the law can do and what benefit they can receive from 

changes in the law; instead, they focus on developing strategies to 

deal with legal constraints according to their own circumstances. 

All these strategies are developed in response to leftover wom-

en’s obligations as filial daughters and responsible citizens. The 

stories of Lufang, Yiyue, and many others show that their com-

pliance with the law has little to do with their belief in its moral 

legitimacy. Rather, it is their strong sense of filial obligation that 

motivates many of them to rush into marriage and have children 

within a heterosexual marriage. The media campaign against 

leftover women and the social stigmas attached to alternative 

family structures have a powerful influence on leftover women’s 

choices, but they would not be so influential if leftover women did 

not care so much about their obligation to protect their families’ 

reputation and other interests.

Similarly, while queer leftover women’s decision to opt for 

xinghun may appear as compliance with the law, this is not their 

intention. Their compliance is superficial and a form of resistance 

by manipulating the law for its imprimatur to achieve their goals 
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of living up to their obligations as filial daughters and responsible 

citizens. This superficial compliance often ends up undermining 

the law’s objectives.

Legal evasion is characterized by leftover women’s indifferent 

attitudes toward China’s legal discrimination against unmarried 

women’s reproductive rights and their emphasis on suzhi. They 

stress the importance of accumulating suzhi in order to turn to 

cross-border or underground reproductive care. This is a prime 

example of how leftover women’s perceptions of and engagement 

with the law are shaped by the broader community’s legal con-

sciousness: the broader community tends to agree with the denial 

of so-called low-quality women’s right to have children outside 

marriage due to concerns about those women’s lack of education 

and resources; at the same time, it considers high-quality leftover 

women’s evasion of the law acceptable and even an indication of 

their capacity to resist the law’s unequal treatment. Thus, instead 

of focusing their time and energy on fighting for legal rights, left-

over women compete with one another to accumulate suzhi to 

separate themselves from the “underserving poor” and be quali-

fied to evade the law. Ultimately, it is who has more resources and 

respect from the broader community that justifies the decision to 

evade the law without being subject to moral disapproval.

Unfortunately, even high-quality leftover women themselves 

end up having great difficulties exercising their privilege of 

being qualified to evade the law. In addition to respecting the 

broader community’s collective legal consciousness regarding 

how an individual should respond to the law in a responsible 

way, leftover women must simultaneously live up to the expecta-

tions related to being filial daughters. The standards of filial duty 

vary from individual to individual, depending on financial status 

and family background, among other factors. As a result, while  
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educated leftover women from urban areas with high incomes 

have more resources in terms of money and social connec-

tions to evade the law and have children outside marriage via 

cross-border or underground reproductive services, their con-

cerns about the perceived collateral damage it will bring to 

their prominent family’s reputation often hold them back. Iron-

ically, leftover women from rural areas and poorer families 

sometimes end up having more freedom to delay or forgo mar-

riage, especially when their parents are dependent on them for  

financial support.

The analysis of leftover women’s strategies to deal with legal 

constraints captures some characteristics of legal consciousness 

in societies and groups that prioritize collectivism over individ-

ualism. The root cause of their lack of interest in advocating for 

legal changes and claiming rights may have less to do with the 

difficulties of making meaningful legal changes than the over-

whelming pressures imposed by their close ones and those they 

interact with regularly in their everyday lives. It helps explain 

the low interest in legal mobilization and activism within certain 

groups and societies from the lens of groupness, belonging, and 

cultural sensitivity.

The influential role of the broader community’s expectations 

and the prevalence of legal evasion in Chinese societies highlight 

the need to go beyond legal hegemony to discuss legal conscious-

ness in the Chinese context. In a sense, people do not necessarily  

follow the law out of their belief in the legitimacy of the law 

and authorities but rather because of their desire to fit in with 

the rest of the community and protect family reputations. Their 

decisions and strategies to comply with, evade, or manipulate 

the law may be shaped more by their perceptions of their obli-

gations as respectable members of the various communities they  
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simultaneously belong to than the legitimacy of the law or  

potential legal consequences.

This study joins relational theory and recent relational legal 

consciousness studies to call for more attention to the relational 

nature of legal consciousness due to our social embeddedness. 

It is my hope that this study will serve as a springboard for new 

approaches to bridging the two existing categories of relational 

legal consciousness studies by emphasizing the role of obligations 

in shaping legal consciousness.

Despite its initial focus on how ordinary citizens’ construc-

tion and interpretation of the law sustain social inequality and 

reinforce legal hegemony,5 legal consciousness scholarship has 

expanded in the past decade or so to include the irrelevance of the  

law and even why people turn their backs on the law.6 During  

the same period, more attention has been paid to the relational 

nature of legal consciousness.7 While relational legal conscious-

ness is a relatively new concept, recent studies have provided some 

hints of what a highly relational approach to legal consciousness 

would look like. Some legal consciousness studies analyze the pro-

cess of the relational formation of legal consciousness, with a focus 

on the co-construction of legal consciousness;8 others discuss the 

impact of close relationships on our legal consciousness through 

the exchange of love among family members, the desire for a sense 

of belonging, and the need to maintain close relationships.9 It is 

inevitable for these two categories of relational legal conscious-

ness to grow apart given their different focuses and definitions of 

relationality. Relation-based legal consciousness points to a possi-

ble way to bridge the two and bring them into conversation: atten-

tion to the co-construction of obligations in our families, groups, 

and the broader community has the potential to help us better 

understand the impact of relationship on our legal consciousness.



150  /  Conclusion

While the concept of relation-based legal consciousness 

focuses on the impact of relationships on legal consciousness, it  

draws on the literatures of the co-construction of legal conscious-

ness to capture the process of how close relationships shape 

the ways in which leftover women relate to the law. Relation- 

based legal consciousness acknowledges that our close  

relationships play a significant role in our legal consciousness, 

but it does not take it for granted and assume that love and emo-

tional intimacy are the foundation of or the prerequisite for such 

a role. Although several studies on the impact of relationships on 

legal consciousness have touched on obligations, they often dis-

cuss obligations as part of the individual’s love for family mem-

bers or the desire for a sense of belonging to the family.10 Indeed, 

many people, including the leftover women I interviewed, use 

“love” to describe their desire to repay their parents for the lat-

ter’s support when they are trying to explain why they have the 

obligation to prioritize the interests of their families and articu-

late their sense of guilt. This study calls for more scholarly atten-

tion to the nuanced differences between the feeling of “love” and 

the sense of “obligation” to understand the impact of relation-

ships on our legal consciousness.

An individual’s obligation within a family, a group, or her 

broader community is more tangible than love, given that there 

are often some collective standards when it comes to “obliga-

tions” of individuals. The lens of “obligation” situates the individ-

ual’s sense of guilt not only in her family but also in the broader 

community, and thus it opens the space for us to examine the  

co-construction of legal consciousness in the process of making 

sense of the impact of relationships on legal consciousness. It is 

through the lens of obligations that we are able to understand left-

over women’s prioritization of family reputation and the interests 
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of parents when their parents are aggressively pushing them into 

marriage or when there is little emotional intimacy involved.

P A R E N T - C H I L D  I N T E R A C T I O N S  B A S E D  

O N  O B L I G A T I O N S  A N D  G U I L T

Growing up under the one-child policy, many leftover women I 

interviewed have a strong sense of obligation to repay their par-

ents’ support over the years. Parents also feel obligated to help 

their daughters solve problems in everyday life. In a relation-based 

society, both generations are supposed to fulfill their obligations 

and prioritize the interests of the family in order to ensure its 

prosperity and well-being. After all, as Shuming Liang suggests, 

it is culturally inappropriate to insist on one’s rights directly, 

and instead people in Chinese society should start with fulfilling 

their own obligations and then achieving rights through other 

people’s fulfillment of theirs.11 Not surprisingly, this relation- 

based pattern of parent-child interactions tends to lead to a sense 

of guilt among those who fail to fulfill their obligations: leftover 

women’s filial obligation to get married and have children to pro-

tect the family’s reputation and relieve parents’ anxiety often 

gives rise to a sense of guilt, especially when their parents have 

done their best to fulfill the obligations of responsible parents.

In the past few decades, the flow of family resources from the 

older generation to the young is evident in buying homes and 

grandparenting in mainland China. Instead of asking the younger 

generation for old-age support, parents of leftover women are 

doing whatever they can to provide the best resources to ensure 

their daughters’ success in terms of education, marriage, and 

financial and social status. Some parents frequent parental 

matchmaking events to find potential marital partners for their 
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daughter, since they see it as a way to fulfill their obligations as 

responsible parents to help their daughters “solve the problem” 

of being left over in the marriage market. Others emphasize their 

desire and obligation to grandparent and their concerns about 

their declining health to urge their daughters to hurry up and 

have children as soon as possible. Both strategies indicate their 

willingness to fulfill their obligations as responsible parents and 

serve as reminders for their daughters to fulfill filial obligations. 

They intensify the sense of guilt among those who remain “left 

over.” This sense of guilt, as I argued in chapter 1, jeopardizes 

effective communication between leftover women and their par-

ents and further justifies parental intervention in their daugh-

ters’ marriage and childbearing.

Given the societal pressure and gossip individual families face 

and the importance of maintaining family reputations in a relation- 

based society, parents are not necessarily being unreasonable 

when they urge their daughters to enter a heterosexual marriage 

and have children. In fact, there is never a clear line between 

parental expectations and the broader community’s expectations 

in Chinese society, and leftover women must constantly refer to 

mainstream norms and others’ expectations to interpret parental 

expectations and predict what works best for their parents. When 

parents push bluntly and even actively participate in arranging 

matchmaking events, a filial daughter is expected to feel grateful 

for their parents’ efforts to help them “solve the problem” rather 

than accuse their parents of not respecting personal boundaries 

and intervening in their personal lives. It is equally if not more 

difficult for leftover women to discuss with their parents alterna-

tive family structures when the latter are less aggressive. Given 

the importance of reticence in personal desires and rights in Chi-

nese families and the social stigma attached to leftover women, 
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single mothers, and queer women, there is little room for left-

over women to confirm what their parents really expect through 

explicit communication, let alone negotiate with them. The 

sense of guilt prompts filial daughters to construct their percep-

tion of parental expectations in a way that prioritizes the inter-

ests of their parents and often goes beyond what their parents  

explicitly request.

This study demonstrates how the downflow of family 

resources and the resulting sense of guilt may reduce effective 

communication among family members and marginalize the 

voices and desires of the younger generation, thereby reinforcing 

mainstream norms at the cost of people with stigmatized identi-

ties. Foregrounding the sense of obligation in the discussion of the 

downflow of resources within individual families and the sense 

of guilt resulting from the support by the older generation will 

help us understand the sources of pressure to live up to parental 

expectations, especially among those who are at the receiving end 

of support.

While it is based on stories of leftover women whose under-

standings of their obligations are shaped by the specific cultural 

and political contexts in mainland China, this pattern of parent- 

child interactions that emphasize obligations and guilt can be 

found in other cultural contexts too. It is my hope that the detailed 

analysis of the relation-based pattern of parent-child interactions 

and the potential impact on leftover women’s legal consciousness 

will invite others to investigate further the influence of the sense 

of obligation and guilt in close relationships of various types 

across different cultural settings.

There are many issues concerning the relation-based pat-

tern of parent-child interactions that I have not examined in this 

book. I have not explicitly addressed the impact of the sense of 
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obligation and guilt on the mental and even physical well-being 

of leftover women, as well as its potential consequences for par-

ents. I wish that I would have been able to capture some stories of 

leftover women whose parents were not as supportive or whose  

parents were toxic and kept asking instead of giving. Unfortu-

nately, I did not have data to analyze the sense of obligation and 

guilt among leftover women whose parents ignored the cultural 

appropriateness and kept manipulating the younger generation 

to feed their egos. It is understandable that leftover women would 

not feel comfortable accusing their parents in this way in front of 

a researcher they had met for the first time.

Nor have I given adequate attention to the pain and sacrifices 

made by low-income parents who are struggling to make ends 

meet while providing the best for their children by skimping 

on their own food, clothing, and healthcare. Not all parents can 

afford to buy homes for their children, and not all of them have 

the privilege of enjoying retirement and prioritizing grandpar-

enting. But even “small” sacrifices should not be taken lightly. I 

learned this from my own maternal grandmother, who passed 

away in 1987 at the age of sixty shortly after being diagnosed 

with liver cancer. During the darkest days in the 1960s and 1970s  

when food was scarce across mainland China, she always pro-

vided fresh meals for her six children and ate leftovers herself. 

Her husband and children expressed concerns, but she insisted 

that sour-smelling food and rice cakes and fruit with mold did 

not affect her health. My mother recalled that my grandmother 

always said to them, “Don’t worry about me. It doesn’t mat-

ter for me to eat them. They are just not as tasty, but they do 

not affect my body. Look, I am still fat.” It does not take med-

ical training to link her liver cancer at a relatively young age 

with the food she ate over the years. The sacrifices she made 
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for her children continue to inspire me today. I cannot help 

but wonder whether filial daughters from poorer households 

are affected by a deeper sense of guilt resulting from their  

parents’ hardship.

• • •

In December 2023, I had a brief reunion with my parents, for the 

first time in five years. My parents came from mainland China to 

see me when I attended a workshop in Singapore. During those 

three days, we spent most of the time together visiting parks, 

birding, enjoying local food, and making tea. The humidity in the 

air, the snails on the pavement after heavy rain, the Buddhist tem-

ples, and the Chinese street food in Singapore all reminded me of 

my hometown, a place I had not visited for a long time. I always 

said it was because of the COVID-19 pandemic and the political 

tension between China and Canada when I was asked why.

My parents seemed to understand that I was actually avoiding 

the trouble of dealing with gossip and inquiries. Indeed, I would 

not be surprised if the very first question I was asked by someone I 

had not seen for a long time was about my marital status, followed 

by their advice on how to find a husband and comments about 

the consequences of not having children. On our way to the air-

port, my mother suggested that it would be a great idea for them to 

travel to my conference site whenever I came back to Asia rather 

than have me go all the way home to see them and deal with gos-

sipy aunties and neighbors. I nodded, knowing in the depth of my 

heart that my parents would struggle more than I did during and 

after my visits home. Like many leftover women I interviewed, I 

don’t need those gossipy aunties’ approval to continue living in 

whatever way I prefer, but all those questions and all that gossip 

directed at me will hurt my parents deeply.
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F I E L DWOR K  A N D  M E T H OD S

Between July and November 2016, I went to Fujian province, China, to 

conduct my fieldwork, speaking to leftover women and their parents. 

I entered the field with many questions, excitement, hope, and some 

uncertainty about whether people would be willing to share their sto-

ries with me. I knew that my questions were highly sensitive, personal, 

and emotional, and leftover women might feel reluctant to disclose per-

sonal information to a researcher they had met for the first time. It was 

also my concern that parents of leftover women might refuse to speak 

with me, since they could easily learn from my research topic that I was 

supportive of leftover women’s choices of alternative family structures. 

Likewise, I was not sure about how I would be able to find front-line 

officials to ask for information about how they implemented the law 

against single women’s reproductive rights.

The level of trust, support, and generosity I received from my 

research participants, however, ended up going beyond my expecta-

tions. While I saw it as a burden for leftover women to take the time to 

participate in my study, many of them told me after the interviews and 

focus groups that they felt empowered and listened to. Some described 

the interview as meditative and beneficial for their mental well-being, 

while others became friends with other focus group participants to 
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create a community to support one another. Parents of leftover women 

did not mind being interviewed, as many of them saw it as an oppor-

tunity to educate me and other leftover women about our filial obli-

gations. Front-line officials in urban areas were cautious and found  

ways to point me to the information without being critical of China’s 

population policy, while their rural counterparts shared frankly how it 

affected people in their villages.

F I E L D W O R K  A N D  R E S E A R C H  P A R T I C I P A N T S

Fujian province, which is located on China’s southeast coast, was an 

ideal research site, as it is known for its pervasive patriarchal norms 

and people’s emphasis on kinship networks and family relations. Not 

surprisingly, many young locals stay in or return to Fujian after fin-

ishing their education to remain close to their families. Within Fujian 

itself, the most developed urban cities, Xiamen and Fuzhou, are top des-

tinations for young professionals and migrant workers across the prov-

ince. At the same time, many people feel obligated to go back to smaller 

cities and towns to be with their parents, although it often means hav-

ing fewer career opportunities. As most studies on leftover women 

focus on the experience of those who live in Beijing and Shanghai, I 

tried to diversify the voices of leftover women by avoiding having those 

who could afford the high cost of living in China’s political and finan-

cial hubs dominate the discussion of leftover women’s experiences. 

With a combination of highly developed urban cities and mountainous 

towns and villages, Fujian offers diversity in the backgrounds of left-

over women. While most interviews were conducted in urban areas, 

I also visited a town in the mountainous area and a fishing village in 

Quanzhou, as well as two villages in rural Xiamen that were undergo-

ing rapid urbanization. My purpose in visiting small towns and villages 

was to include the voices of those who returned to their hometowns to 

stay close to their parents.

Before I started my fieldwork in China, I created an online recruit-

ment posting about one month prior to my arrival and reached out 

to colleagues and friends across Fujian to help me circulate the “Call 
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for Participation” to leftover women and parents. At the same time, 

I asked around in my networks to be introduced to local officials in 

charge of the implementation of the population policy. I then planned 

my visits to each place according to the schedule of my research par-

ticipants and the matchmaking events happening in the local parks. 

Meanwhile, I contacted my colleagues who worked closely with Fujian- 

based LGBTQ community organizations to help me connect with staff 

and active members in these organizations to get information about 

their events.

Attending local events where my potential research participants 

gathered turned out to be fruitful in terms of both recruitment and 

observations. My visits to two parental matchmaking corners, one 

in Fuzhou and one in Xiamen, and participation in a LGBTQ film 

screening event and the post-event dinner party in Fuzhou offered 

great opportunities for me to interact and connect with people who 

had deep understandings and experiences of topics related to mar-

riage, childbearing, sexuality, filial duty, parental expectations, and  

intergenerational relationships.

It was through my networking with people I met at the local LGBTQ 

events that I got to know and connect with LGBTQ community leaders 

of the national network. In October 2016, I made a trip to Guangzhou, 

a city in southern China close to Hong Kong, to interview people who 

were involved in PFLAG China, an organization that focuses on help-

ing queer individuals come out to their parents by facilitating mutual 

understandings between the two generations. I interviewed four key 

staff members of the organization, all of whom worked closely with 

LGBTQ families.

My fieldwork in Fujian province primarily entailed interviews and 

focus groups. In total, I conducted in-depth, open-ended interviews 

with 51 Chinese women who are—or used to be—leftover women, as 

well as three focus groups with 6 to 8 women in each group. Among the 

51 leftover women I interviewed, 13 were queer, 5 of whom identified as 

lesbian and 7 as bisexual; another woman did not attach a label to her-

self but emphasized that she could not imagine being in a relationship. 

While all the leftover women who participated in my study identified 
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as “women,” three of them mentioned certain circumstances in which 

they felt uncomfortable displaying femininity. Thus, I am aware of the 

limitations of using the term “women” to refer to all leftover women I 

interviewed. My use of “women” is for analytic purposes only: it is pro-

visional and only used here to signify a social location rather than per-

sonal identification or gender expression. Not surprisingly, none of the 

focus group participants identified as queer in the group setting: queer 

women would not feel comfortable participating in focus group dis-

cussions with heterosexual women who may ask questions about their 

sexuality and choices; even if queer women decided to participate, they 

would feel reluctant to reveal their sexuality in the group setting. Simi-

larly, leftover women who introduced their parents to me all identified 

as heterosexual.

During my fieldwork, I spoke to eight parents of leftover women in 

Fuzhou and Xiamen, either in a group or individually. Another parent, 

a mother of a lesbian woman, was interviewed via phone, as she felt 

more comfortable that way. In addition, I interviewed five local offi-

cials who oversaw the implementation of family planning and popula-

tion policies to discuss enforcement at the local level and the impacts on 

unmarried women’s choices in marriage and childbearing.

In general, each interview took approximately one to two hours, 

with most of them being close to two hours. Some extended to three 

hours when the interviewees were eager to share more of their opin-

ions and stories. Focus groups usually lasted approximately three 

hours. I audio-recorded my interviews and focus groups and took 

notes in most sessions. In the interviews and focus groups, we dis-

cussed leftover women’s pressure to marry and have children, their 

strategies to deal with the legal constraints, and their future plans. 

My research participants also asked about my experience as a left-

over woman based overseas, including my understandings of my fil-

ial obligation to care for my parents psychologically and physically 

and my decisions regarding marriage and childbearing. The bulk 

of data collection took place between July and November 2016 and a  

follow-up field trip in December 2017. However, as most of my parti

cipants connected with me on WeChat, China’s most popular messaging 
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and networking app, I was able to keep in touch with them and follow 

up whenever necessary.

T R U S T  A N D  S E N S I T I V I T Y  I N  T H E  F I E L D

Throughout my fieldwork, I was fortunate to encounter many left-

over women who were willing to open up to me right away and speak 

freely about sensitive issues. It happened naturally, and I did not think 

about what made it work until I left the field. I knew that my identity 

as a young unmarried woman born and raised in China, as well as my 

familiarity with the local cultures and dialects in Fujian, enabled me to 

cultivate good rapport with my research participants; and my genuine 

interest in their experiences and stories, as well as my awareness of the 

emotional and political sensitivity of the topic, also enabled me to gain 

their trust. Conducting interviews over dinner, tea, and desserts also  

helped, as it always created a relaxing environment for bonding. It  

was also true that I tried my best to make things easier for my partic-

ipants by going to them and meeting at places of their convenience: 

sometimes it was chatting in a dark café in a run-down shopping mall 

late in the evening, and at times it was interviewing in homes in remote 

rural villages that could only be reached by scooter.

All the factors mentioned above mattered to some extent. But look-

ing back, I believe that the trust had already been built before the inter-

views. After all, agreeing to participate in such a study to share highly 

personal stories requires a lot of trust. During my fieldwork, no one 

seemed to really care about reading the informed consent form that I 

asked them to read and sign prior to the interview. I almost felt that 

every time I walked them through the form and repeated what I con-

sidered important information, I was disrespecting their trust. It would 

also be naive to assume that they would believe in the protection pro-

vided by a foreign university by a piece of paper.

After going through my field notes and transcriptions numerous 

times, I came to realize that the key to gaining an initial high level of 

trust from research participants we have never met is our common 

connection to an individual who they trust. The seemingly irrelevant 
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information my participants shared with me suddenly all became rel-

evant, such as so-and-so said she enjoyed the interview and so-and-so 

was a good friend. Leftover women I met at networking events, those 

who had participated in my study, and even people who heard about 

my study briefly played a significant role in connecting me with poten-

tial research participants. It was the trust they placed in the one who 

connected us that led to their high trust in a researcher they had never 

met. The only thing left for me to do was to maintain the high level of 

trust through care and sensitivity during the interviews. Having the  

initial trust mattered a great deal, as it not only saved the time to over-

come suspicion and the sense of disconnection but also made me feel 

comfortable being vulnerable in front of my research participants by 

speaking candidly when they asked about my own experiences.

At the outset of each interview, I often started with a brief intro-

duction of my study and invited my research participants to ask me  

questions about myself and the research project. Not surprisingly, 

many of them asked about my research findings, and they were espe-

cially interested in other leftover women’s thoughts and experiences. 

Some were curious about what motivated me to conduct this study. 

These were opportunities for me to demonstrate my interests and per-

sonal connection to this research and my commitment to protecting the 

privacy and identity of my research participants.

My affiliation with a foreign research institution and the very fact 

that I could be “westernized” to some extent after being physically 

away from mainland China for a few years ended up benefiting my 

fieldwork. When I asked my research participants to define or explain 

some concepts for me, they felt comfortable providing more informa-

tion, knowing that I could benefit from some insights from people liv-

ing in mainland China. Some relaxed when they realized that what I 

was interested in learning was more about their own experiences 

than their understandings of the phenomenon of leftover women and  

the law. I made sure that I told my research participants throughout the 

interview how much I appreciated their contributions and insights, and 

I did not hide my ignorance about things that I had never heard of or 

knew little about, such as the local practice of lianggu or how lesbians 

sought xinghun partners. Seeing that I was eager to learn from them 

and know about how they related to the law in everyday life, leftover 
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women would often connect me with those who they thought knew  

better or had more experience on the specific topic.

I must acknowledge that at the time of my fieldwork, the environ-

ment for scholars with foreign affiliations to conduct research in China 

was not as bad as it is today. It was a time when ordinary citizens did 

not mind sharing their information with a researcher who was genu-

inely interested in their lived experiences, especially when the focus 

was on their personal lives that did not have much to do with criticiz-

ing the regime. After all, those complaints, concerns, and plans were 

things they felt comfortable sharing in their everyday conversations 

with people around them. At that time, PFLAG China was not afraid 

of letting the local authority know about their work, and in fact, they 

invited people from the government and police officials to come to their 

events as a way to prove the organization’s commitment to promoting 

family harmony for the interest of the Chinese state. Focus group par-

ticipants also felt safe discussing strategies to evade the law in a group 

setting because of the prevalence of the evasion of the one-child policy 

in everyday life.

The situation for field research has changed dramatically during the 

past few years, especially during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. As 

several China scholars based in Australia note, “The continued tight-

ening of ideological control, coupled with the increasingly strained 

relationships between China and many Western countries since the 

onset of the pandemic, has further complicated the situation.”1 I shared  

the concerns about the impacts of the political environment on the 

future of China studies with many of my colleagues in terms of access to 

the field, safety of researchers and participants, and the resulting shift 

from qualitative methods to quantitative research.2 For internationally 

based China scholars, especially those in countries that are part of the 

Five Eyes, we are also dealing with the constraints and scrutinization 

imposed by our host country on our research agenda related to China.3 

In the past couple of years, I have been shifting away from conducting 

qualitative research in mainland China due to the factors mentioned 

above. If this research ends up being the last project of mine based 

on qualitative studies in mainland China, I hope it has conveyed my 

deepest gratitude to all my research participants and the people who 

inspired me to do this work.
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