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“Regardless of whether it is the conversation of ordinary urbanities or the opinions of important government officials that one is listening to, regardless of whether one is watching a popular film or television program or reading the work of an authoritative expert, one will be given more or less the same description of rural people who enter urban areas: that is that they are, in the main, stupid, dirty, lacking in breeding, and without any sense of shame. You will be told that the country people pouring into the cities are, if not active, then latent, robbers and plunderers, prostitutes and pimps, ‘out-of-plan guerrillas’ and carriers and transmitters of contagious diseases.”
(Yu Depeng, Riding the Train Effect, 1994)

“There is nothing man fear more then the touch of the unknown” 

(Canetti, Elias, Crowds and Power, 1960 [1984:3])
Cinema and social issues have been connected for a long time. Watching a movie is a cognitive process that demands some level of identification with characters and ideas. Thus, cinema can play an important part in creating a Habermasian “Public Sphere” - a place for people to meet and discuss central social issues in a way mediated from the power of the sate (Habermas 1989). If I were to rephrase Stephanie Donald, movies work to create a symbolic form of a social and political imagery that can deviate from the images of idyllic reality the state would have like to portray (Donald 2000, 142-143). In this way, cinema influences inter-social power relations and enable us to examine those changes by looking at their inscription into cultural texts. Locating this public sphere and examining its influence is the main axis of this paper, as this allow us a new perspective onto the complexity of current reality. 


Internal migration has been a reality in china over the last 25 years. After being prohibited for the preceding 20 years, movement between different parts of China has become possible again, rapidly engulfing hundreds of millions of people moving between China’s villages, towns and cities.
 
References to migration are ubiquitous and varied. Still, most share a common thread which constitutes the dominant discourse of internal migration in China.   The dominant discourse can be found in various media channels and social stratum: the printed press, TV, cinema, academic research and also in conversions with officials and urbanities alike. Many see this discourse as relatively conjoint to state and urban society reflecting the long lasting influence of shared cultural and ideological assumptions (Davin 1999; Zhang Li 2001b). The picture portrayed is emphasizing the migrants’ economical contribution to China’s economic development on the one hand, while also stressing the problems associated with the migrants flow to the cities.

There are ample examples of articles in newspapers or TV news clips presenting the migrants as “others”, different from the local urban populace through their look, wear and spoken dialect. The names given to them in the dominant discourse, including: Waìdìrén (外地人), Mángliú(盲流), liúdòng rénkoŭ (流动人口), Míngōng (民工), create a proto-ethnic label that exclude migrants from urban society. In many articles we trace words like “wave”, “flood” or “tide”, which connotes with uncontrollable and devastating natural forces. Migration is portrayed as an unavoidable phenomenon, which although has some benefits must be well guard against. Water is also used to highlight the “drift” or “float’ of migrants, a socially and politically problematic notion that is urging the state and society to guard against. 
Crime, population control policies, pollution and the overloaded urban public services are often mentioned in the same breath with the migrant’s existence in the cities. To some extent migrants are often represented as a faceless wave of people flooding Chinese cities with only one aim - to make money. By itself this is not a bad cause in today’s capitalist China, but since migrants are outsiders, not bonded by local urban society’s norms, their actions can be a menace to law-abiding urban populace, a society itself under a heavy pressure from the changes in Chinese economy.

The dominant discourse also influences internal migration research. The sources, routes and influence of migration in China have been the center of avid research both within China and in western scholarship. The existing research primarily utilizes economical, demographical or political perspectives, and focuses on issues like: The push and pull factors bringing migrants to the cities; The migrants’ influence on Chinese economy; The role of the state in the migration process and the relationship between migrants and city authorities or urban citizens (Qian 1996; Solinger 1999, Chan and Zhang 1999; Mallee 2000). Additional attention is given to the large migrant communities in China’s major cities, examining their relationship with state power (Zhang Li 2002; Ma and Xiang 1998), as well as to the influence and changes of the hukou system and citizenship issues (Selden and Cheng 1994; Chan 1996; Chan and Li 1999). The strong presence of the state and hukou-related issues in many of these studies highlights the estrangement of the migrants in urban space, geographically and socially, stressing their inability to integrate into urban society due to legal and social obstacles.  

This trend was reflected upon by Frank Pieke, who concluded that the research on this subject has mainly concentrated around what he termed “migration system” – focusing on the institutions and structures as they are perceived in the eyes of the external researchers. His methodological approach was somewhat different, urging scholars to concentrate on “migration configuration” – a look that focuses on the actors themselves and the social reality in which they are operating (Pieke 1999, 15). 

In recent studies more emphasis is given to migrants’ voice and agency (Zhang Li 2001a; Zhang Li 2002; Chan 2002; Pieke 1999; Jacka 1998; Ma and Xiang 1998). They are seen as creating alternative models of citizenship based on economic power as well as trying to produce a more constructive framework of self representation. 
Utilizing Pieke approach my study follow this path but differs in two main aspects: the first is that while most of the current work that deals with migrants’ representation examines conceptual changes to migrants’ self image, my work focuses on the representation of migrants in urban society, the changes it undergoes, and ultimately the emergence of alternative representation. One of the questions underlying this approach is: are migrants and urbanities share the same urban space and realities? If so, they are situated at a different position then that separating them in the dominant discourse. 
The second change lays in my search for this representation in sources not yet examined in relation to internal migration. Most of the research to date carefully examines printed sources (mainly Chinese press and academic studies) while I am concentrating on examining visual sources as well as the discussion about them in printed and electronic sources.

The result exposes an alternative discourse in urban society and a different representation of migrants, different not only from the dominant discourse but also adding an additional layer to western research of this phenomenon.

Recent years have witnessed a growing body of films including feature films, documentaries and TV series, examining internal migration from different perspectives.
 The directors of which are part of urban society yet see themselves as social outsiders. They are well versed in the dominant discourse but are not adhering to it. The result is a critical look at the dominant discourse and a much more complex portrayal of internal migration in China. 

This new outlook represents an ever-growing interest in internal migration and is characterized by a more ambivalent and more sympathetic look at migrants. Migrant’s place in society is reexamined and stronger emphasis is given to migrants’ agency and to the individualization of migration. Migrants are been portrayed as able individuals with strong will and intentions, aware to the harsh reality they face, while working to create a change and find a better place for themselves within it. They are depicted as trying to deal with their discrimination and as able to overcome the hukou barrier. Also examined is the possibility of the migrants to integrate into urban society (a notion that is almost non-existent in the dominant discourse) while taking the migrants out of the urban periphery and examining their existence within the geographical center of the city. State involvement in the migration process and its effects are also critically reevaluated, thus reducing the centrality of state involvement and of the formal and legal aspect of the process (like the hukou system).  
Individualization and Agency 

The dominant discourse describes migration as an inevitable side-effect of economic reform. The influx of migrants to the cities in search for economic gains is leading to presenting them as a homogenous group of people, an amorphous flow of work power (Zhang Li 2001a, 31). Usually, the migrants are a “work group” or a “worker from Sichuan” (Wang 2002), rarely given names or face.
The migrants in the alternative discourse, occupies a central place as an individual. The “waidiren” has values, emotions and intentions. They cease to exist as a faceless, indistinct mob, and acquire a face and a voice. Their agency is seen as acts of individuals working to change their surrounding environment, no more merely a product or a victim of the economic and social order. 

In two documentary films – Ning Ying’s Railroad of Hope (希望的铁路) and Du Haibin’s Along the Railway (铁路沿线) – this individual agency is fascinatingly represented. In her movie, Ning Ying interviews Sichuanese farmers going to work in Xinjiang’s cotton fields. The first scene of the movie is shot at the train station in Sichuan, where the migrants are lining up for two days to board the train, seen as a herd of people determined to get on the train that will take them to the land of plenty. But, within what seems like a per-excelance dominant discourse representation, we begin to recognize the individuals, with different faces and stories, intentions and dreams. The empowerment of migrants gets stronger as the movie progress, exposing us to different stories of those migrants. 
Du Haibin portrays the daily life of a group of migrants living near the railway station at Baoji, Shanxi. He underlies the point that migration is not strictly motivated by economic need, as many migrants leave home for “freedom”, “adventure” or merely because it is considered “cool” and others have done it before (See also Pieke 1999, 16; Guldin 2001, 234-237)
In many of the movies the migrants have a name – we meet Guo Liangui in Beijing Bicycle, Gao Ping in So Close to Paradise and Zhang Shun in Call Me. 
This appellation forks them out of the faceless crowd and shifts our attention to their individual actions and their need to confront migration and urban society on their own. 

 One of the most important scenes in Beijing Bicycle occurs when Gui and Jian are meeting everyday at the street corner to change ownership of the bike. The first few times seem hostile and alienated, but then a change ensue and at the end of the scene Jian is calling Gui, asking for his name and raising his hand for a shake. This process is central to the representation of Gui as an individual, acting within a social framework that begins to treat him as one. 

Some Chinese critics see the migrants as unable to act within urban society as a result of the irrelevant concepts they bring from the countryside. They do not understand the workings of the city and are too naïve. One of the critics states that “Gui does not understand what is a bicycle theft, so he waits where he lost his bikes” (Fan 2002). Another say that Gui “is obeying or is willing to tolerate the abuses [from the accountant] because he doesn’t know how to deal with all hardship he encounters in the cold, alienated and full of prejudice city” (“Guan yingpian shiqi sui de danche” 2002). Is this really a weakness? Elizabeth Wright is claiming the director is not characterizing Gui’s naivety as a product of stupidity, rather his silence is a product of his realization of his difference (Wright 2002). Building on this point we can claim that Gui’s action are a result of his understanding of the situation. As soon as he starts working he is penciling down the number of delivery he made, so as to keep track of his advance. Confronting the accountant he is suggesting going to the manager, resulting in the accountant agreeing to solve the issue the next day. When he cannot go to the police, he is going to Jian’s father to get back the bike. The other movies reflect similar situation. In Rail Road of Hope we see migration as a very conscious decision, as migrants are taking their fate in their own hands. The florist in Call Me is laboring to get his job done, while also pursuing his dream of learning Opera singing.  
The alternative discourse is not creating a new ideological construction of migrants, but showing them as the people they are: striving for goals while aware to their disadvantage position. Their inability to express themselves arises from their understanding of their precarious position within the social system, forcing them to find alternative channels to express them.

Migrants’ Alternative Image and a Critical Look at Urban Society

In many areas around the globe experiencing a wide migration, we witness a demonization of migrants. The most negative traits of people from within the group are used to describe and stigmatize the whole group (Solinger 1999, 103). This is also true of the dominant discourse in China, emphasizing negative factors, going as far as citing migration as a “criminal wave” (“Di si ci fanzuichao weixie zhongguo shehui” 2002). Typical quotes in Chinese newspapers include lines like: “Several robberies were carried out by migrant workers last week in the city and this has aroused the concern of the city's labor and social-security departments” (Wang 2002). The dominant discourse has been creating a typical image of migrants, differentiating them from urban dwellers by their clothes, language and manners, and stereotyping them as many times walking on the wrong side of the law. 

In many of the movies migrants’ characters adhere to this image. We meet poor migrants, petty criminals, garbage collectors, street hawkers and nannies. But although “crime” is prevalent in the movies, a closer look at these characters and their “crimes” reveals a much more ambivalent picture. While the general inclination is to blame the migrants for the rise of crime rates in the cities, the alternative discourse points out the weakness of this approach. In many encounters between the migrants and urban people the initiators of the illegal actions are the urban dwellers, the migrants’ employers or even the police (Solinger 1999; Zhang Li 2002).
 Actions like the managing of the illegal blood donation in Call Me or the bicycle theft, the accountant swindle, Jian theft of the family money, the physical violence in Beijing Bicycle – are all done by urban people. 

The complex situation is well described by one the commentators relating to Beijing Bicycle in an internet forum – “The migrant ready to endure this is stupid, the migrant who resists is a criminal. They all believe that the criminal is the kid who came from the country…and it doesn’t matter if they sinned or not, they are guilty in the eyes of urbanities. That is because they are farmers invading the city” (Yuan 2002).
Recently the dominant discourse has been linking migrants’ crimes with the abuses they suffer in the city. However, the focus is different, stressing the crimes first and right violation second. “It was reported that several migrant workers broke into the homes of some Beijing residents to look for money because they had been underpaid” (Wang 2002). At the same breath, the dominant discourse hints that these migrants’ disenfranchisement results from their ignorance or inability to adapt to their new situation (Davin 1999, 153).  
The dominant discourse is using the migrants to define and organize urban society by positively contrasting them with the migrants. In this way, migrants are becoming the “other” of the modern, cosmopolitan image of contemporary China which is seen against the migrants’ relative backwardness. But the alternative discourse is using this “other”, not only for “self” building, but also for “self” criticizing. 
The urban people are seen as indifferent folk not caring for each other [Call Me], quick to misjudge, and turning a blind eye to illegal deeds occurring among them [Beijing Bicycle]. Combining this with the emphasis on urban criminal activities we can conclude that the moral advantage is at the migrants’ side. Hence, the criticism is also made toward the values associated with the modernization process. 


The migrants’ moral advantage is also strengthened by the positive portrayal of their determination and perseverance. They are depicted as hard working people (Beijing Bicycle, Call Me, So Close to Paradise, Railroad of Hope), trying to correct wrongs (Call Me) and even win urban people appreciation (Beijing Bicycle). 


Their perseverance is empowering them in their contacts with urban society. They have patience, time, determination and morals, and these are their tools in the face of their social-economical inferiority. The negotiation scene in Beijing Bicycle is an excellent example. In this scene Jian and his friends are circling Gui in a construction site trying to use force to obtain the bike. As Gui is resisting and clinging to the bike, both side are standing in an impasse. As time goes by, night falls, and Jian’s friends are trying to find different solutions, still trying to exploit what they think is Gui naivety. Gui refuses and they are forced into a more reasonable negotiation, cumulating in the deal to change ownership on the bike every other day. During this time, Gui is at a numerical and social inferiority, but using his determination and endurance he is able to hold his ground, and that is his advantage. 

The conflict between the images of urban dwellers and migrants is evident also in the discussion emerging about the movies within urban society. Adjectives like “sincere and honest” (púshí 朴实), “kind-hearted” (shànliáng 善良) and “pure” (dānchún 单纯) are used to describe the migrants characters. While “weak character” (bóruò 薄弱), “boastful” (zìzūn 自尊), “indulgent” (fàngzòng 放纵) and “immature” (zhìnèn 稚嫩) are used for the urbanities (Guan yingpian shiqi sui de danche 2002; Women huijing de qingchun 2002; Fan 2002). 

Many of the discussants are emphatic towards Gui’s action trying to keep the bike as an entrance ticket to urban society while at the same time denouncing Jian’s actions. Many also condemn the derogatory comments and deeds of city folks and their treatment of migrants (“Women cengjing de qingchun” 2002; “Kan shiqi sui de dan che” 2002; “Guan yingpian 'Shiqi sui de danche'” 2002; Yuan 2002; Fan 2002). 

The success of these movies in creating a public sphere with a more complex alternative discussion is best exemplified when looking at one of the less favorable critics of the movie Beijing Bicycle. The writer criticize Wang Xiaoshuai for his portrayal of modern Chinese society in Beijing, asking why was it necessary to show the least favorable sides of Beijing, then saying: “On top of this there is the loath of foreigners by local Beijing people, or the chillness of the people sitting in the alleys so indifferent to what is happening around them…it is hard to believe that life are so sympathy lacking” (“Women de qingchun zhende ruci chenzhong” 2002).

The result of building the migrants’ alternative image is twofold. On the one hand it is used to criticize urban society and on the other hand it helps to diversify the stances taken toward migrants and migration. Similar to process taken place after the Cultural Revolution, migrant, same as peasants before, are portrayed as more complex compared with their representation in the official or dominant discourse (Feuerwerker 1998, 234). This is happening at the same time with the continued adjustment of urban society to the migration phenomenon. The sheer numbers of migrants, the impact of ever growing interaction, brings about a greater awareness and willingness to discuss the complexities of the problem, while being more open towards some of the attitudes arising from the alternative discourse.  

Belonging and Difference: Space, Integration and Politics

The alternative discourse challenges migrants’ place in society on two fronts. The first is their place within the geographical sphere of the city. The second relates to the sense of their social belonging and their integration into urban society. 

The central physical location given to migrants, in both the dominant discourse and the academic research focuses on migrant “villages” situated at the outskirts of the cities, like the Zheijiangcun in Beijing. This examination is based on migration system and channels that are grouping together people from the same (or similar) geographical origin moving to a certain (and confined) place in the city. There they live and work with their kin, while still situated in a somewhat similar social system as in their place of origin. These migrant “ghettoes” are separated socially from the city (sometimes even physically with fence) and the migrants there operate a different social system (Solinger 1999, 121-122; Zhang Li 2002). 

Concentrating on those “villages” enables the state to address migrant as a unified mass of people, not having to attend to the multitude problems they are facing individually. This perspective facilitates the state’s call for attention to the problematic issues associated with migrants’ urban existence (Zhang Li 2001a).

Although the methodological simplicity of examining these villages is well evident there are several issues to be addressed. First, the number of migrants living in these “villages” is still limited, while many more dwell outside them. Second, the friction between the two groups (migrants and urbanities) does not take place in these compounds, but at the city itself, in its streets, in the markets and the stations. Last, relegating the migrants to these areas marginalize the enormous physical changes happening within the city as a result of migration. 

The strength of the alternative discourse lays in its ability to take the migrants from these enclaves into the city itself. In the movies, the migrants are not living in villages, but are living and acting in the heart of the city. Gui’s physical anchor in the city is the small shop owned by his relative, situated at the heart of the city hutongs. The bicycle enables Gui to reach all part of the cities. They are stolen from him in the middle of the city and his exchanges with Jian and the other urban youth are all taking place in the city alleys. The same can be said for many of the other migrant characters in other movies like Call me.  

Portraying the migrants within the city and not in a secluded space points to their involvement in city life which is not necessarily dependent on formal and official institutions. They are not situated in the heart of urban society, but are certainly a part of it. 
The migrants are placed in a kind of a social “no man zone” between urban and rural societies. To the state this is a problematic situation as it is placing the migrants away from the institutions at their origin places while urban authorities are incapable or unwilling to annex them under their jurisdiction. The result is the continued emphasis in the dominant discourse and Western research on the hukou system as the basis for social order in China. The focus on the hukou overlooks an important process in urban China today, which is the diminishing relevance of the hukou in daily life. 

In the movies dealing with migrants we rarely hear the word “hukou”. In those movies where hukou is mentioned, like Chen Kaige’s Together or Wu Wenguang’s Bumming in Beijing, the characters are searching and finding alternatives. Looking at Beijing Bicycle many of the Chinese observers sees the bicycle as Gui’s key to integrate in the city, not the hukou (“Women cengjing de qingchun” 2002; “Kan ‘shiqi sui de danche’” 2002). The bicycle enables him to socially and economically sustain himself in the city. They give him access to money, status, work and accessibility. When he losses the bikes he actually loses his urban existence, and so he is determined to find them again and regain his place in the city. 

When Jian and his friends try violently to reclaim the bicycle they endeavor to repel Gui’s integration attempts and bully him out of the city. The most important scene in this regard occurs when Jian and his friends encircle Gui trying to re-obtain the bike. Gui is standing his ground showing his determination. His scream conveys his undisputable will to stay in the city. Now they must face the fact that he is part of the intricate urban life fabric, an individual standing with them at the same geographical and social space. The ensuing negotiation is a result of this understanding and as they realize Gui is there to stay, a compromise must be found, in a way that will enable them both to rebuild, using the bicycle, their social identities in the city. 

In conjunction with the emergence of this alternative discourse we witness some changes in the reference to the hukou system. Many in China and the West agree on the need to make fundamental changes to the system or even abolish it.
 This treatment of the hukou system undermines the existing social categories. Viewing migrants as able to integrate in part into urban society, tough not through formal channels. Still, this does not imply migrants are now about to be fully integrated into urban society, but allow us to have another perspective on this process and their integration possibilities. 

The dominant discourse highlights the return of migrants to the village.
 On the one hand it is stressing the image of “home”, the importance of going back home, the centrality of the family and ideal life in the countryside. At the same time many stories tell of successful migrants returning home and capitalizing on their success in the city (Solinger 1999, 189).
 

An excellent example can be seen in Zhang Yimou’s movie Not one Less (一个多不能少). The second half of the movie portrays the voyage of a teenage teacher to the big city in search of one of her students. Zhang is showing the difficulties both she and her student are facing, separately, in the city. In the end the young teacher finds her student and they both return to the village escorted by a TV crew and a truck full of donation from city folks to the impoverished village school. The last scene of the movie show to the viewers an idyllic picture where the young students sit in their class with their teacher, using the new colorful chocks they received from the city to write Chinese characters (home, village, happiness) on the blackboard. Everyone laughs, and the movie end in a feeling of a circle closed. The boy return to his village, the substitute teacher returns to hers, the TV crew returns to the city and order is resorted. All the difficulties and problems rose from breaking the traditional order, when the kid and his teacher went to the city. Now return to the village, the social structure is safe and order prevails.  

The reality is more complex. In a survey conducted by Liu Ling in three cities (Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou) less then 25% responded they want to stay in the city for a pre-determined time between 1-8 years. Most of the responders said they would like to stay in the city indefinitely. When asked what they would like to do in the future, 30% answered they would like to go back to the village, and 20% said they would like to stay in the city (Liu 2001, 122-124).
  
The alternative discourse describes this variety. Some migrants see migration as forced upon them and would have rather not go or return as quickly as possible back home [Railway of Hope]. Others keep in touch with the village, whether or not they would like to go back, to keep the village as a safe house for troubled time [So Close to Paradise, Call Me]. Finally there are those who would have like to stay in the city [Call Me, Beijing Bicycle]. 
This is a major point in understanding the alternative discourse and its importance. Its power is not in enforcing a totally different situation or solution, but in exposing the different possibilities and viewpoints. 
Post Script 
“What we call the beginning is often the end. And to make an end is to make a beginning. The end is where we start from.” (T.S. Eliot, Four Quarters, 1944:42)

The last scene in the movie Call Me focuses on the main three characters. They are all migrants, passing each other unseeingly, posting their notes on the same notice pole in Beijing. After placing their notices they continue walking absorbed by the passerby in the crowd, slowly vanishing within the city. We are left watching a familiar urban scene. Have they been integrated? Absorbed? Became part of the city?
In Beijing Bicycle’s last scene, Gui and Jian are beaten up, until Gui raises up taking a brick and hitting the guy who continue to trash his wrinkled bike. He picks up the bike, shoulder them and start walk with them in the city streets. How are we to interpret this scene? Is there violence looming in the future? Are the migrants now able to raise and demand their share in China’s future? Are they part of the urban fabric? 

This ambivalent ending is used by the alternative discourse to confront the relative uniformity of the dominant discourse. Similar to life itself, these endings are filled with question marks, old and new (Hout 2000, 86). 

The movies help to build a public sphere which enables the creation of a multi-faced debate. So far, as Heine Mallee has demonstrated, the public discussion on these issues, if and when existed, “…has been dominated by an urban/state perspective. This highly political labeling game serves to identify migrants as outsiders, as a problem, to put them in their proper place.” (Mallee 2000, 86)
The alternative discourse places the migrants and the urban dwellers in the same space, showing them as people sharing a common knowledge as a result of living in this area, thus making them both parts of the new rebuilt and constantly changing urban society in China. The migrants are part of the changes the city is going through, and as such they change themselves while facilitating further urban change.
The directors of these movies, have an unmediated connection to their subject matter, not only because of their connection with migrants communities in the cities, but also because of their own life experience, making them, what Jia Zhangke call “Cinematic migrants” (Hao 2002). The result is their ability to show migrants in way boasting them with power that cannot be given to them in the dominant discourse. 

One of the innovations in the alternative discourse is the manner in which it examines the dynamic elements in the migration process. Studying internal migration force us to examine the connection between several components of the social system such as the state, peasantry, migrants, and urbanities, and do so in relation to the geographical system – the city and country. In contrast to the more static look of the dominant discourse, the alternative discourse look at the movement, thus raising the question of place in a world of movement and flow.  
The movement embedded within internal migration in China is leading to revaluation of the Chinese society “Self”, urbanities and migrants alike. This movement is well described by James Clifford as a change from “roots” to “routes”, from the fix space of “home” to the open space of travel (Clifford 1997, 3). This process leads to crossing and breaking of many cultural and social boundaries, and to a change of accepted outlooks regarding social and cultural structures. Thus it helps to rebuild the social-cultural system. 
Although it is impossible to create a direct relation between the alternative discourse and policy change, we can safely assume that the public discussion revolving around these issues (a discussion to which the movies contribute a hefty part) is affecting the dominant discourse and state actions. The Chinese state, sometime perceived as very rigid, has a better capability to adapt to changing circumstances then first meet the eye (Baranovich 2001, 393-394). Some of the latest examples include the treatment of migrants during the SARS epidemic, law changes (for example after the beating case in Guangzhou) or the importance given to migration in the latest party gathering and statements (“Beijing to Open its Schools to Children of Migrant Workers” 2002; “Migrant Schools to Receive Legal Status” 2002; Sisci and Xiang 2003; Pomfret 2003; “China Boosts Migrant Protection” 2003).
This trend is connected to the debate created by the movies and the other components of the alternative discourse. This discourse is well poised to grasp the different components of the phenomenon, their diverseness and the changes they induce. It is supplying us with a new and special lens with which to watch one of the most important and most fascinating phenomenons in contemporary China.  
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Beijing Bicycle [十七岁的单车] (2000), Dir. Wang Xiaoshuai

Bumming in Beijing – The Last Dreamers [流浪北京-最后的梦想着] (1990), Dir. Wu Wenguang

Call Me [呼我] (1999), Dir. Ah Nian

China In The Red (2003), Dir. Sue Williams 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/red/  

Keep Cool [有话好好说] (1997), Dir. Zhang Yimou

Little Shan Goes Home [小山回家] (1995), Dir. Jia Zhangke

Not One Less [一个都不能少] (1998), Dir. Zhang Yimou

On The Beat [民警故事] (1995), Dir. Ning Ying

Railroad Of Hope [希望的铁路] (2002), Dir. Ning Ying

So Close To Paradise [扁担姑娘] (1998), Dir. Wang Xiaoshuai

The Story of Qiu Ju [秋菊打官司] (1992), Dir. Zhang Yimou

The Village of Ten Acres [十亩地] (2001), Dir. Chen Boshan

Together [和你在一起] (2003), Dir. Chen Kaige
� Translation taken from Jacka (1998, 45).


� On the difficulty of estimating the numbers of migrants see for example: Solinger 1999, 17-23 and Mallee 1995, 113-114. 


� These movies can be seen as part of a wider cinematic trend, beginning in the mid 1990s, characterized by a new look at urban space. These movies present us with a realistic, almost documentary, look of China’s urban society. Made through relatively small productions, often outside of official channels, rally to the front people, stories and problems that hitherto were ousted from public debate. 


� Guldin describes an incident he had witnessed while traveling on a bus in Guangdong province, at which a gang of swindlers is apparently tricking a migrant on the bus in order to cheat the other passengers. The people who are being fooled, as well as the rest of the passengers accept this as a usual incident (Guldin 2001, 223-224). 


� The change can be demonstrated for example by the view represented by Zhang Li in her research. She demonstrates that the migrants’ belonging to the urban society is no longer determined solely by their hukou status but they are also creating alternative models based on economic power, which she calls “consumer citizenship” (Zhang Li 2001a 44-45, Zhang Li 2002). Using this emerging power the migrants are trying to reshape social categories and social belonging, outside of the formal delaminated urban citizenship.


� Western research also points to few more important factors that ultimately push the migrants back to their villages like the hukou system, the family plot, their need to marry and the higher status they receive locally upon returning (Solinger 1999, 185; Solinger 1995, 119-125).


� "Li Zhengxing…began his migration career in the early 1980s, doing all kinds of jobs at construction sites in other provinces… In 1985, he went back to his home county, and set up a construction company of his own." (“Rural Surplus Laborers Benefit from Labor Services” 1998)


� Guldin illustrates how many migrants talk about their place of origin as “unchangeable”, pointing to the geographical and mental distance from their present location (Guldin 2001, 251).





