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Migrant Literature as Prophecy and Representation
YANG Liging

Abstract: Since the Reform and Opening-up in 1978 in China, the fast development of export-oriented
economy in the Pearl River Delta region such as Shenzhen laid the foundation for a leapfrog urbanization
process and attracted tens of millions of migrant workers, leading to the emergence of “the tide of migrant
workers” in the 1980s. Naturally, the living conditions of these workers aroused wide concern of the whole
society and “migrant literature” is exactly a definite literary response. As revealed in works such as the
short story Late at Night, There’s a Man by the Sea, “Migrant literature” tells the stories of migrant workers,
presenting their struggles and hopes of working in cities, creating a unique and universal visual world, and
showing the modern people’s migratory and discrete fate. In the late 1990s, while “migrant novels” gradually
declined, “migrant poetry” began to rise with an astonishingly consistent theme, stating the hardship of
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working life and being the “singing of the bottom class”. The emergence of social issues such as migrant
workers in the 1980s and 1990s had profound international and domestic backgrounds, in a sense a result
of China’s increasing integration into the global economic system. As “DE-organized” individuals who are
both embedded in and detached from the process of global integration, migrant workers actually correspond
to the reconstruction of the relationship between individuals and the world in contemporary China. And the
“narrative of suffering” and literary expression constructed by their psychology, emotions, and life situations
are a prophecy as well as representation of the arrival of an era of rootless individuals who drift and struggle
between traditional and modern, rural and urban, and rational and emotional tensions.

Keywords: Reform and Opening-up; Shenzhen; migrant workers; migrant literature; de-organize;
narrative of suffering

(E3F1357)

the Ming and Qing dynasties and the Enlightenment period, and showed obvious regional characteristics.
Based on their different understandings of “Taoism” and “Material”, they each formed a relatively simple
view of equality; since this view of equality is not enough to solve practical problems, Chinese and Western
thinkers turned their attention to the ideal equality. In terms of concept, and in the process of putting it
into social practice, a theoretical distinction between the people-oriented overall equality concept and
the individual-oriented procedural equality concept has gradually formed. Some people simply think that
China’s consistent thought of equality in ancient times is only a social expectation that is difficult to realize
in the spiritual level, while ignoring its theoretical and practical contribution to the development of human
equality thought; It has also been argued that the ancient western concept of equality, especially after the
Renaissance, has made greater contributions to the promotion of realistic equality in human nature, ethics,
economy and rights.In fact, once the research field of vision is trapped in the background of the western
social system that has been completely changed after the Renaissance and the relatively stable feudal system
in the ancient East, it is difficult to show the whole picture of the problem in the evaluation of the concept of
equality between China and the West. This paper tries to jump out of the western-oriented equal discourse
system and solidified thinking mode, and re-understand the ancient Chinese and western equality views from
three aspects: simple equality view, ideal equality view and early equality view, and puts forward that the
ancient China equality view is not a spiritual appeal divorced from reality, but a complete ideological system
based on cultural identity and unique China philosophical wisdom.

Keywords: ancient times; concept of equality; regional characteristics; comparison between China and
the West; development climax



