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Abstract

This paper is an introductory essay on Chinese independent documentaries about rural migrant 

workers. It focuses specifically on the relation between migrants and trains (or train stations), 

understood as both a place and a metaphor. It explores the recurring characters in this particular kind 

of film, especially the rural migrant mingong who experiences the city.

According to the latest estimates, there are nearly 300 million migrant workers in the PRC today.1 

Moreover, the statistics represent only a part of the migrant population. Many are not registered and 

therefore counted. But what is this satirical category that is hard to define and that includes more 

individuals than the whole of Europe? Half-citizens, half-countrymen, these individuals, who are 

often classified as 'floating population' liudong renkou (流动人口), are first of all migrants and it is this 

dynamic state that distinguishes them: they don't live in the countryside anymore but neither do they 

live in the city; they are integrated into the urban economy but they are also involved in agricultural 

or para-agricultural activities; they are city-dwellers but not necessarily citizens…  Since this statis-

tical category combines social, economic, and political dimensions, it crystallizes the main stakes of 

the urbanization process in China today. These 'floaters' exist because the Chinese government has 

always resorted to an administrative means to control the movements of the population: the hukou (

户口). This document, adopted by Mao in the mid-1950s, aimed to avoid the massive movements 

of the population from the countryside to the city. It consists of a part which makes a distinction 

between 'agricultural' and 'non-agricultural' individuals and of another part which establishes a link 

between the individual and the place of residence. This distinction establishes a dual legal regime 

between the city and the countryside, particularly with regard to land and access to public services; 

as far as 'the incorporation to the place of residence' is concerned, it administratively limits access to 

public services. This labor is stigmatized by an expression the mingong (民工), that is the workers 

who come from the countryside. For a long time, they were invisible both statistically and adminis-

tratively speaking, but their role in the Chinese economic model was visible. Only the census of 

2000 made it possible to understand the demographic reality of migration. In fact, for the very first 

time, this questionnaire allowed us to know the duration of someone's stay in the city, identifying the 
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'floaters', Some of this information was surprising. The greatest surprise was Shenzhen: in 2000, the 

Statistical Yearbook of Chinese Cities, based on assessments of the population officially registered 

in this city, gave the total population as 1.3 million. The census gave seven million! More than five 

million people lived and worked in Shenzhen even if their hukou was registered elsewhere.Today, 

most major Chinese cities still have several thousand or even one or two million migrants, although 

the development gap between the rural inland areas—where migrants traditionally originated—and 

the rich, industrialised coastal areas that were their destination is gradually narrowing. 

Since the mid-2000s, the discursive regime of 'social harmony' has become the 'main melody' in 

Chinese politics, forming a response to the increasing alleged social injustice and inequality 

emerging in mainland Chinese society as a result of unchecked economic growth. Along with this 

focus in the political realm, the figure of the mingong has also become a favourite subject matter 

in documentary films that focus on marginal identities. It is in this political context that official 

television has designed a series of documentaries devoted to the figure of the migrant worker. One 

of the most representative is Talking About Rural Migrant Workers 话说农民工 (2009), a ten-epi-

sode documentary produced by China Central television (CCTV). That series, although made with 

a certain empathy, is not free from the typical stylistic features of propaganda in both form and 

content. In fact, 'rural migrant individuals appear in the series only to be seen, rather than heard' (Sun 

2013, p. 5); the approach is often paternalistic, even voyeuristic, and the voice-over adds pathos to 

situations which, although real, appear fictional on screen. 

Indie cinema has move away from this rather complacent depiction of migrants, and, while continuing 

to favour a documentary approach, has made a totally different analysis of the figure of the migrant 

in contemporary Chinese society. The appearance of DV technology has enabled the creation of 

many films in an alternative film industry totally different from 'main melody' cinema. Working 

often alone or with a very small team, filmmakers have seized this new technology, which is also 

easy to access, to cast a lucid glance over the new urban realities and the migrants who have arrive 

there.  With just a cameraman and a sound engineer at her side, the filmmaker Guo Xiaolu (郭小橹) 

walks through Beijing in her movie The Concrete Revolution 嵌入肉体的城市 (2004). She shows 

how the old Beijing is rapidly crumbling away, how house after house is demolished to make room 

for the new China. The favourite hangout of Guo Xiaolu is the largest construction site in the city, 

where the preparations for the 2008 Olympic Games are well under way. The climax of this poetic 

anti-narrative essay-documentary is when one of the construction workers cries on camera: he left 

the countryside to come to Beijing and work as a manual laborer in order to support his wife and two 

children; he cries because the construction company has not paid him for months. 'You are nothing 

without money in this society,' he said on camera. This documentary can thus be considered as a 
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kind of  'transitional' documentary between main melody and independent documentaries: although 

the film includes voice-over commentary, a technique that typically characterises main melody 

documentaries, it displays reality naked and raw in front of the viewer's eyes. The migrants speak 

in front of the camera and Guo Xiaolu gives them enough time to narrate their experiences in full. 

Unfolding in an innovative visual style, between effects created by the director and real images (the 

whole according to a sometimes-dizzying rhythm), the film contributes symbolically on the one hand 

to the idea of a society in perpetual movement, and on the other hand also allows the spectators to get 

the seriousness of the reasons that drive rural migrants to leave their hometowns: the rural poverty 

and, at the same time, the hope, despite everything, for a better life. 

This point is particularly well illustrated in Jia Zhangke's (贾樟柯) films. In fact, as Xiao Jiwei says: 

Jia's work is more than a cogent depiction of specific locales and times. His critique of Chinese 

urbanization and modernization is filtered through a poetic, often elegiac, view of the ephemeral 

present. If in a social critic's eyes, for example, 'leaving' home/land is inevitably associated with 

economic disparity and forced migration, for a poet, leaving is also escaping from the present 

and seeking freedom—it is the permanent state of modern existence. The prevalence of transpor-

tation vehicles in Jia's films—train, bus, car, plane, boat, motorbikes, flat-bed truck, monorail, 

etc.—is the reality of a society in great flux as well as a metaphor for the inner restlessness of its 

citizens set adrift from home/land and trying to catch up with the change (Xiao 2011).  

This instability that Xiao talks about is the basis of Jia Zhangke's second feature film, which has a 

particularly evocative title: Platform 站台 (2000). This film is not about migrant workers, as in his 

sixth feature film, Still life 三峡好人 (2006). but the protagonists, young actors of a theatre troupe 

facing privatisation reform of the 1980s, stuck in the boring life of a small provincial town, dreaming 

of going elsewhere. The platform is the starting point for all their hopes. But the journey that seems 

to have been made in ten years by the little troupe collapses in the epilogue, where one realises that 

the characters have only been going in circles. The 'platform' of the title becomes more of a platform 

on which they return to their point of departure than one that allows them to escape.    

Whatever their metaphorical significance, railway stations and trains play a prominent role in the 

films that filmmakers devote to the mingong in the first decade of the new millennium, filming 

their wandering from village to city. In fact, their passage from the countryside to the city starts at 

a train station, which represents the last link they maintain with their village: at the train station, 

they eat, sleep, and wait for the train of hope. This is why, for the 2021 edition of La Semaine du 

Cinema Chinois (Chinese Film Week) in La Rochelle (France), which I have been the programmer 
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for since its inception in 2013, I plan to dedicate a section called Train(s) de Vie (Rail-ways of Life) 

to the figure of the mingong. Playing on the double meaning that the word 'train' assumes in this 

French expression, I want to show films dedicated to migrant workers for whom the train becomes 

the symbol of hope for change in their lives. In fact, this can be clearly noticed in the documentary 

Looking for a Job in the City 进城打工 (dir. Ning Ying 宁瀛, 2003), that was made in collaboration 

with UNICEF. At the station in a very small village in Sichuan, Ning Ying interviewed some young 

girls who, forced by necessity, decided to migrate to the city. Anyone moving from the country to 

the city faces an obvious level of cultural disruption. But the disruption is greatly intensified for a 

simple farm girl.  As a matter of fact, a great number of these mingong are women, since employers 

consider them more docile and less demanding than men. In this documentary, most of them have 

never taken a train in their life … Their accounts, naïve and intense at the same time, are very 

moving. The French metaphor here takes on its full meaning since the notion of destiny it implies 

corresponds particularly to these young girls who do not know what awaits them in town. All they 

can do is hope, rely on fate, and let themselves be carried away by … the train of life.  

The second film that I showed in this section was Last Train Home 归途列车 (dir. Fan Lixin 範立欣, 

2009). This is another documentary where the train is an effective metaphor of the vagaries suffered 

by all these migrants, but also of their hopes for a better life and a good future for their children. To 

show us their arduous and frustrating journey and reveal the impact their long-term absence has on 

their families, the filmmaker follows Chen Suqin and her husband Zhang Changhua, as they return 

from their factory jobs in Guangzhou to their family home, a rural farm, where they reunite with 

their two children, who have been left in the care of Chen's mother. In focusing on one family, Fan 

Lixin puts a human face on widespread hardship conditions in China. Like millions of others, Chen 

and Zhang have left their remote farm to work at factory jobs in the city so they can support their 

children's education. When the Chinese New Year comes, they, like millions of others, travel home 

to see their children, who have remained on the farm to work the land while going to school. Their 

painfully bipolar family life is a problematic condition similarly found in millions of other contem-

porary Chinese families. Chen and Zhang manage to board the train, but must then continue their 

journey by ferry, bus, and on foot, toting heavy bags. At first, the family's reunion seems great. But 

their absence has caused deep tensions which soon surfaces: the daughter expresses anger at her 

parents because of understandable feelings of abandonment and such anger suddenly erupt into a 

shouting match and a fistfight. At the end of the film, the daughter refuses to continue her schooling 

and leaves home. She travels to southern China and finds a job in a nightclub: she herself becomes 

a new migrant worker, repeating the cycle in the tragedy of migration. The title refers to the last 

sequence of the film: the mother's giving up her job to take care of her son's education. She can only 

end one separation by causing another. The title refers also to the last hope of Chen Suqin not to 
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sacrifice her children on the rails of the high-speed train of unbridled modernity taken by China.  

In contrast to self-effacing style of Fan Lixin's movie, in her documentary Railway of Hope 希望
之旅 (dir. Ning Ying, 2002), following agricultural workers who leave Sichuan by train for a long 

journey towards China's far-west Xinjiang, where endless cotton fields are awaiting for the harvest, 

Ning Ying foregrounds her own presence through her exchanges with fellow passengers, as they 

respond to her disarmingly direct questions about their lives, hopes, and dreams with heartbreaking 

candour. People seem to be more optimistic here than in other documentaries, especially women. In 

fact, economic reform brought forth by the capitalist system makes it possible for women to relocate, 

a move that gives them hope to overcome economic hardship and cross-generational gender oppres-

sion. That hope to overcome pre-modern rural conservatism and inequality via the modernisation 

process keeps them optimistic. As Eric Florence points out: 

One should note that younger people in the same film tend to put forward reasons more related 

to positive and 'emancipatory values', such as the will to change one's condition compared to 

their older counterparts. What this shows is that the decisions these people make are interwoven 

and shaped by a number of forces, such as normative family and gender expectations, expecta-

tions regarding social mobility, material constraints related to health and education costs, as well 

as a politics of desire constructed within the migration process. These elements all combine to 

shape migrant workers' subjectivities and agency in complex ways (Florence 2018).

The will to change one's own condition also drives the dreams of Xiao Min, Ling Ling, and Lao Ye, 

the young protagonists of Bitter Money 苦钱 (dir. Wang Bing 王兵, 2016). In the carriages of the 

umpteenth Chinese train, their bodies entangled in search of sleep, they have just left their village in 

Yunnan for the city of Huzhou, which has 18,000 small-scale garment factories and employs more 

than 300,000 workers. The young migrants discover the city as soon as they get off their train, when 

with their backpacks and wheeled suitcases they head for their new home. The concrete is still bare 

and the architecture is a succession of grey corridors, balconies, and stairwells. And the décor is 

just as rough in the dormitories, as if to indicate that the work that awaits them is very hard and the 

conditions more than basic. The mobile phone is the only 'luxury' that allows them to keep in touch 

with those who have left home. As with all of Wang Bing's films, there is a lot of displacement in 

this one too. People walk, they are followed, and he sets himself to track the footsteps of people 

going their way. In doing so, he walks in other people's footsteps and cleaves to the situation in the 

companionship of a distant intimacy. This is how he films the drama of Ling Ling, who is rendered 

completely sleepless by the incessant noise of the sewing machines, so that she can no longer work 

in the workshops and, above all, is chased out of her home by an abusive husband who has suffered 
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a tragedy of his own when a machine cuts off the fingers of his hand. The camera of Wang Bing 

cleaves to a world, and then it moves on to another situation and it turns experiences that for a while. 

Exploited, very poor, mistreated, exhausted, these people believe, despite everything, in their future. 

They have chosen a medium-sized city, which could allow them, according to the current laws, to 

obtain an urban hukou if they keep a stable job for three years and participate in the social security 

system for several years. This will allow the mingong to give up the floater status that is currently 

still maintained for the big cities, which allows the government to adjust individual economic strate-

gies. In this way, migrants still have the option of returning to their villages or farming activities 

when the urban labour market no longer meets their expectations.

However, it is possible that this discrimination will slow down in the future due to economic growth 

in central and western China, rising wages for migrant workers and narrowing income differences 

between migrants and natives in the cities. In the meantime, the overall situation of migrants remains 

precarious. The cinema was able to capture also this tendency thanks to the careful eye of Peng Tao 

（彭韬）. In his short film Wait 川流不息 (2008), the actress Zhao Tao （赵涛） plays a young 

peasant arrived in Chongqing with her baby to look for a job; her husband has left to Pakistan and she 

goes to the post office every day to see if he has written to her. She owns a noodle stand which will 

be soon destroyed like many other things in Chongqing. Fortunately, her most loyal customer is a 

company director who offers her a job in the canteen on their building site. The river is omnipresent, 

the sprawling city extends over its two banks, and to cross it there are some cabins swinging along 

the cable above the muddy waters, as a beautiful and sad metaphor for the lives of migrants. The cable 

car replaces the train here to further underline the precarious condition of migrants, the multiplicity 

of their problems and their hardship.  

These films illustrate all the upheavals in Chinese society over the last two decades. In this context, 

the city, characterised by very significant changes, explodes and is composed at the same time. 

Density is at the heart of this great urban adventure, and mobility, represented by the mingong, is a 

major issue that must be definitively integrated into the contemporary Chinese scene, as independent 

cinema has integrated it in one of its most interesting chapters.  
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Notes

1 According to the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) 2020 survey of migrant workers, China’s rural migrant worker 

population decreased by 5.2 million as the Covid-19 pandemic and attendant economic slowdown led to job losses and 

job stagnation.
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