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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

The Case of China’s Email-Order Brides 

 

by 

 

Haiyi Liu 

 

Doctor of Philosophy of Sociology 

 

University of California, San Diego, 2015 

 

Professor Richard Madsen, Chair 

 

This dissertation explores the connection between China’s rapid socio-economic 

change in the past thirty years and new patterns of dating, marriage, and migration that 

have emerged. Specifically, I examine the phenomenon of internet-mediated, 

commercially arranged cross-border marriage between women from China and men from 

English-speaking Western countries such as the U.S. or Canada. I analyze why Chinese 

women seek foreign husbands (despite China’s 34 million male-female gender gap) and 

how their marriage brokers facilitate their courtship. The couples in my study do not 
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speak each other’s language and rely on translators at their dating agencies to facilitate 

their email exchanges, online instant messaging, and web-cam meetings for months 

before they meet in person. I explore the commodification of intimacy in the China’s 

post-reform era and examine its effect on race, class, and gender across cultural and 

geographical borders.
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Introduction 

 Women seeking foreign husbands once enlisted themselves in magazine 

catalogues or exchanged photographs with potential suitors via postal mail. In fact, roots 

of this practice trace back to the 19
th

 century. In the United States, the first wave of men 

to seek “mail-order brides” was Caucasian workers on the western frontier. They 

published personal advertisements in their hometown newspapers and churches back on 

the east coast, in hopes of bringing wives back with them to the west (Jameson 1977). 

Moreover, during the early 20
th

 century, Japanese and Korean migrant laborers working 

on Hawaiian plantations sought brides from their native Asia through matchmakers that 

paired couples based on their photographs and family recommendations (Zhao, 2009).  

In the 21
st
 century, however, these practices have been replaced by Internet-based 

exchanges. In 2000, 100,000-150,000 women enrolled across more than 350 international 

cyber-dating websites (Checkoway 2000; Constable 2003). By 2012, agencies that 

facilitate email exchanges, romance tours, and marriages between women from 

developing countries and men from economically advanced countries constituted a $2 

billion dollar business equal in size to the entire online-dating industry in the United 

States (Slater 2013, 150).  

Media and advocacy groups often report female marriage migrants as either 

trafficked victims escaping poverty or shrewd foreigners seeking to immigrate through 

marriage fraud (Constable 2003, 13). Yet, these are extremely dichotomous portrayals, 

where men and women are judged on the basis of their economic status alone. The men 

are perceived to have power and advantage over the women due to their geopolitical
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status, while the women are portrayed as victims of trafficking and abuse. Meanwhile, the 

commercial intermediaries are depicted as money grubbing entities that take advantage of 

existing stereotypes of Asian women as subservient sex objects in order to reap profits at 

the expense of the women’s rights and dignity.  

In recent years, many scholars are beginning to dispel these simplistic 

assumptions. They frame cross-border marriage as a more complex process than the 

“first-world villain, third-world victim” model.  In fact, Constable and Thai question the 

fundamental notion that marriages between third-world women and first world men are 

necessarily always hypergamous, meaning that the women “marry up.”  This is because 

although many brides “marry up” in a geopolitical sense, they “marry down” in terms of 

class.  For example, many of the couples cited in Constable and Thai's studies were blue-

collar American men married to highly educated Chinese or Vietnamese female 

professionals. These women did not “marry up” in a traditional sense because they gained 

status in some respects but lost status in other respects.   

Moreover, scholars of marriage migration are shifting their focus toward the 

marriage migrants’ own perceptions on their well-being – something that was largely 

ignored in the media and policy reports. Through in-depth interviews and ethnographies 

from the women, scholars have found that many women in fact exercise a lot of agency 

both in their decisions to marry and in their lives abroad, despite their economic 

disadvantage. They are not always powerless, thoughtless, helpless victims. In addition, 

the pragmatic concerns involved in commercially arranged marriages are not necessarily 

incompatible with emotional ties (Constable 2003; Thai 2008; Palriwala and Uberoi 
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2008). Constable argues that love, attraction, and mutual-respect can be as much a part of 

these marriages as any other form of marriage.  

My work explores commercially arranged cross-border marriages with a 

particular focus on relationships between women from China and men from Western 

countries. I analyze the social and cultural conditions that motivate Chinese women who 

do not speak English to seek foreign husbands, as well as the processes by which their 

marriage brokers mediate their courtship interactions. I examine the emergence of new 

desires, pleasures, and emotions in the 21
st
 century and the process through which 

brokering agencies circulate them as commodities in the global marketplace during the 

online dating process. My research sheds light on new patterns of dating, marriage, and 

migration, as well as new constructions of racialized and gendered images that have 

emerged alongside globalization and the spread of Internet technology. My work joins 

the dialogues raised by the aforementioned feminist ethnographers who are moving away 

from polarization and dichotomization of marriage migrants as either in it for money or 

for love and toward a broader, more complex, and more nuanced perspective on marriage 

migration. 

Cross-border marriages in China: past and present 

During the ancient times (pre-1840) transnational marriages in China were often 

arranged for political purposes. For example, Chinese princesses married princes from 

other states to enhance China’s diplomatic relations with its neighboring countries (Liu 

and Liu, 2008). It was not until the modern period (1840-1949) that Chinese-Western 

cross-border marriages greatly increased. At this time, more and more foreign 

missionaries and merchants started travelling to China, while many Chinese also began 
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migrating to Western countries for study and for work (Liu and Liu, 2008).
1
 During the 

Maoist regime (1949-1978), however, China enclosed itself to the outside world and few 

people had the opportunity to meet foreigners (Lu, 2008). It was not until 1979, after Deng 

Xiaoping started China’s economic and political reforms, that international marriages 

began to increase again (Liu and Liu, 2008). In 1994, the introduction of the Internet 

further contributed the growth of transnational marriages in China today (Liu and Liu, 

2008).  

While Filipino, Eastern European, and Russian women have traditionally 

outnumbered Chinese women in marrying men from Western countries through 

commercial dating agencies (Constable, 2003), in the last ten years more Chinese women 

have started joining these services. Chinese scholars estimate that there are over 50 

overseas dating agencies in every major Chinese city and that the industry is expanding 

rapidly; unfortunately, no official statistic from China is available to show this growth 

because the Chinese government maintains tight censorship on international marriage 

brokering (Chang, 2002) due to overarching concerns for human trafficking. 

The agencies, the translators, and the clients 

The three Chinese agencies where I conducted research at are not individual 

entities but rather part of a growing commercial chain in the global marriage brokering 

industry. Instead of recruiting male clients on their own, they work in partnership with 

foreign Web-based companies that provide them and other local female supplier agencies 

with access to men from developed countries. The foreign companies recruit male clients 

                                                           
1
 Interestingly, many of the transnational marriages during this period were between Chinese men and 

foreign women (San Mu, 2002; Liu and Liu, 2008). 
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through online advertisements and provide the email platform through which the men 

contact the women. In terms of revenue, the particular male supplier company that the 

local agencies in my study work with ranked within the top ten among international 

online dating sites worldwide (VanderMey 2013). As of May 2012, it had nearly 1 

million registered male clients from more than twenty-four countries (see Figure 1 

below).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                         

                                            Figure 1.1: The Global Business Chain 
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Table 1.1: Male Clients by Self-Reported Age  

 

 

Table 1.2: Male Clients by Self-Reported Marital Status  
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Table 1.3: Male Clients by Self-Reported Status of Children  

 

 

Table 1.4: Male Clients by Self-Reported Country of Citizenship  

 

children

no children

2014 
n=1,518,826 

0

100000

200000

300000

400000

500000

600000

700000

800000

900000

1000000

U
SA

En
gl

an
d

C
an

ad
a

A
u

st
ra

lia

Si
n

ga
p

o
re

Fr
an

ce

Sp
ai

n

It
al

y

N
ew

 Z
ea

la
n

d

G
er

m
an

y

N
et

h
er

la
n

d

Sw
ed

e
n

Ir
e

la
n

d

B
e

lg
iu

m

N
o

rw
ay

Sw
it

ze
rl

an
d

D
e

n
m

ar
k

Fi
n

la
n

d

A
u

st
ri

a

P
o

rt
u

ga
l

H
o

n
g 

K
o

n
g

Ja
p

an

M
al

ay
si

a

Ta
iw

an

M
ac

au

G
re

e
ce

2014 
n=1,663,781 



8 

 

 

 

Table 1.5: Male Clients by Self-Reported Race 

 

Translators at the China-based agencies help their female clients establish online 

profiles and then contact the male clients on their behalf. When the male clients write 

back, the translators forward the emails (in English) to the women and give them a brief 

summary in Chinese via phone or text message. Even though the translators encourage 

their female clients to provide content for the reply letters, some women fail to do so, and 

the translators end up writing letters without their full input. Couples can also conduct 

translator-assisted phone calls or webcam meetings. Couples typically correspond for 

several months before some men take weeklong trips to visit their potential brides, during 

which the translators also facilitate communication between couples. Figure 1.2 below 

provides a detailed description of the courtship process. Although the agencies extract 

revenue from a variety of sources such as female client membership fees or online live 

chat translation, the bulk of their income comes from the e-letters.   
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Over 90 percent of the translators enrolled at this company are recent college 

graduates who majored in English. Although many translators describe their job as 

“interesting and inspiring,” they also admit that it is “extremely stressful.” Translators are 

under intense pressure to fill their e-letter quota. Only when translators meet a minimum 

quota will they receive their base salary. The rest of their income comes from 

commission.  

In contrast to their twenty-something-year-old translators, many female clients are 

middle-aged. Although marriage migrants are typically portrayed as young and never-

married in both the media and in academic studies,
2
 of the 1,740 women enrolled at the 

three dating agencies I studied, 57 percent were divorced (see Table 1.6 on p.11) and 68 

percent were between the ages of 35 and 67 (see Table 1.7 on p.12).
3
 In fact, only 22 

percent were below the age of 30. The over-35 age group seeks out-migration as an 

alternative because many middle-aged Chinese men of similar or higher socioeconomic 

status seek to remarry younger women without children. Given the rising cost of 

education in China, many middle-aged, divorced men opt for women without children 

from previous marriages in order to avoid the financial burden of raising stepchildren. In 

light of an oversaturated urban labor market, skyrocketing real estate prices, and a rising 

culture of consumerism in China, many young women, including rural migrants, seek to 

marry older, financially established men, thereby giving middle-aged, middle-class urban 

                                                           
2
 In some studies, such as Schaeffer (2012) or Constable (2003), the sample may include a mixture of 

never-married and previously married women, although the relative size of each group remains unspecified. 
3
 Compared with the proportion of divorcees among China’s general population of single, urban middle-

aged women, the proportion of divorcees enrolled at the agencies I studied were over-represented by 88 

percent [One-percent sample of China’s 2005 Consensus indicates that 42 percent of China’s presently 

single urban female population between the ages of 35 and 60 were divorced (China Data Online, 2005). In 

comparison, 79 percent of the clients between the ages of 35 and 60 at the agencies I studied were divorced.] 
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men an increased pool of young women to choose from. Despite the fact that the number 

of Chinese men of marriageable age will exceed women by 30 million in 2020 (U.S. 

Congressional-Executive Commission on China 2008), the middle-aged urban women in 

my study are still caught in a “marriage squeeze” because these excess men are primarily 

under 30 and are concentrated in poor rural areas.
4
  

Table 1.6: Female Client Marital Status 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4
 China has one of the world's most skewed sex ratios: in 2011, 117.8 boys were born to every 100 girls 

(World Health Organization 2013). 
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Table 1.7: Female Client Age Distribution 
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The majority of the women in my study is non-English-speaking, unfamiliar with 

Western culture, and has never travelled outside China. Those who grew up during 

China’s pre-reform (before 1979) or early reform era (early to mid-1980s) tend to be 

conservative and unaccustomed to dressing or speaking in an erotic manner. Nevertheless, 

most are emotionally experienced and many describe themselves as being jaded with love. 

Moreover, the translators reflect that the strong-willed, domineering personality traits of 

many female clients have contributed to their divorce in China.  

Table 1.8: Female Clients by Self-Reported Education Level  

 

 

 

 

 

 

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

2012 
N-1740 



14 

 

 

 

Table 1.9: Female Clients by Self-Reported Occupation  
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6
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While first-tier metropolises like Shanghai have a long-standing history of East-West 

dating and marriages (Farrer 2002), in the last decade there has been a growing trend for 

                                                           
6
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women from second- and third-tier cities to join the international dating market due to the 

expansion of Internet access, the rise of the international dating industry, and an 

increasingly more open attitude toward dating foreign men. Of the 22,550 Chinese 

women affiliated with the Western male-supplier company described in my study, only 

22 percent are from first-tier cities. Thus, I selected agencies in both first-tier and second-

tier cities in order to account for variations in client behavior that may have resulted from 

differences in the social, economic, and cultural environment of their residence.  

My primary research methods include participant observation, unobtrusive 

observation, and interviews. While on site, I had access to the agencies’ intranet, through 

which I read and analyzed letters exchanged between couples as well as other company 

data. Some couples also voluntarily shared their email exchanges with me and asked me 

to translate them. In addition, I went to the agencies two or three days per week to 

observe client-staff, staff-staff, and client-client interactions, given that some women 

visited there on a regular basis to communicate with their translators or with other clients. 

In addition, I attended weekly staff meetings to hear translators discuss their work and I 

taught English to female clients on alternating weekends. While off site, I attended social 

activities such as dining out, shopping, or karaoke with the clients and the staff. When the 

men travelled to China to meet their prospective brides, I sometimes accompanied the 

couples and their translator. As a supplementary measure to the participant observation, I 

also incorporated questions pertaining to the role of the dating agencies in my interviews 

with both the clients and the translators. I have interviewed 61 female clients and 19 

Western men who traveled to China, as well as 4 managers and 30 translators.   

 



16 

 

 

 

Synopsis by Chapter 

Contrary to the stereotypical media image of a “mail-order bride” as young, 

never-married, and poverty stricken, the majority of the women in my study are middle-

aged, divorced, and middle-class. In Chapter 1, I argue that the inability to find the right 

“status match” in their native country, rather than poverty, drove many female clients to 

seek a global marital solution to their local problem. My findings are consistent with the 

works of many recent scholars who argue against earlier scholarship that presented 

extremely dichotomous images of mail-order brides as either trafficked victims trying to 

escape poverty or shrewd foreigners seeking to immigrate through marriage fraud. 

 The couples in my study do not speak each other’s native language and engage in 

translator-assisted email exchange for months before meeting in person. In Chapter 2, I 

illustrate how the 20-something year old translators use their cultural capital to write 

emails that cater to the Western male taste. I argue that, on one hand, middle-aged 

Chinese women with no knowledge of Western language or culture are now enabled to 

compete on the global marriage market. On the other hand, the translators’ “passionately 

hot, energetic, and ultra-hip” e-letters full of “teenage talk” reinforce the existing Western 

stereotypes of Asian women.  

 In addition to analyzing the construction of Asian femininity in Chapter 2, I also 

examine how the Western male clients are portrayed in Chapter 3. Interestingly, many 

men in my study are blue-collar in their native countries while some of the middle-class 

Chinese women they date were once married to wealthier Chinese men. I analyze the 

process by which the agencies deconstruct existing Chinese stereotypes of Western men 

as wealthy providers and reconstruct them as caring, family-oriented, and thereby worthy 
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of marrying despite their lack of wealth. This reconstruction has great appeal to many 

middle-aged Chinese women, who value marital stability but no longer believe they can 

find it in post-reform China, where rates of divorce and adultery are skyrocketing, 

particularly amongst the wealthiest strata. Moreover, while current scholarship focuses 

primarily on women as commodities, I also examine how the marriage brokers market the 

Western men to their female clients and explore the reversed role of the Chinese women 

as consumers during the commercially mediated cyber-dating process.   

 In Chapter 4, I reflect on the voices and perspectives of the matchmakers 

themselves, who are often depicted by the media as ruthless exploiters or even human 

traffickers in disguise. I argue that these images are oversimplified. I examine the process 

through which the staff attempts to strike a balance between making profit and retaining 

their conscience while taking into account the larger context of China’s socio-cultural 

environment. I discuss how factors such as the revival of Confucian patriarchal 

ideologies, the worldwide commodification of dating and marriage, as well as the lack of 

regulation in China’s current business environment, all contribute to a complex situation 

that requires us to rethink how gender and immigration issues are framed, as well as how 

we should evaluate their effect over women’s empowerment.   

 In summary, my work: a) explores how sending country cultures and conditions 

affect migrant decision-making processes; b) analyzes the construction of new gendered 

and racialized images and traces their transnational circulation; c) addresses how the 

commodification of intimacy exacerbates inequalities of gender, race, class, and nation 

while also creating unexpected opportunities to alleviate them; and d) illuminates the 

nuance and complexity involved in the transnational dating business. This work aims at 



18 

 

 

 

exploring the connection between China’s rapid socio-economic change in the past thirty 

years and new patterns of dating, marriage, and migration that have emerged. 
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Chapter 1: A Global Solution to a Local Problem  

The media portrayal of a “mail-order bride” is a young, never-married woman 

who seeks to marry foreign men to improve their economic conditions.  However, 

scholars now agree that for many women, poverty is not the underlying reason for their 

decision to migrate via marriage. Studies such as those conducted by Constable, Thai, 

and Schaeffer examine the aspirations of middle-class women. Results from their studies 

indicate that ideological aspirations – e.g. escaping “traditional” gender patriarchy in 

their native countries or experiencing romance and passion – are among the primary 

factors motivating middle-class women to seek cross-border marriages. Constable 

(2005)’s argument is that women are not marrying to migrate – that is, they are not 

marrying for money or for a green card, but rather migrating to marry – meaning that 

they are moving across the global in order to be with the right person. Adding to this 

literature, in this chapter I examine Chinese female marriage migrants who are migrating 

to marry and not marrying to migrate. Moreover, I focus on how China’s post-1979 

socio-economic transition affected their respective decision-making processes. In this 

chapter, I examine the pre-migration and post-marital lives of three female clients who 

grew up during three different eras: China’s 1970s pre-reform era, 1990s early-reform era, 

and 2000s post-reform era. Despite the generational gaps, they all face a common 

challenge on the post-reform dating market: finding a man who is of higher or equal 

socio-economic status as themselves but at the same time loyal and committed to 

marriage. On the one hand, China’s reform and opening up has created greater 

opportunities for women to “marry up” in terms of socio-economic class, given the rise 

of a nouveau-riche class dominated by men. On the other hand, it has also lead to the
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opening up of sex. Sex outside of marriage is gaining social acceptance while the state is 

also loosening its grip over people’s private lives and marital decisions. Both these 

factors led to increased rates of divorce and extramarital affairs. I argue that for many 

middle-class Chinese female clients, Western men are not necessarily their first choice 

for marriage but rather an alternative option after they experienced failed relationships 

with wealthier but more promiscuous Chinese men.  

This chapter contributes to the academic literature in several ways. First, this 

chapter shows the increasing complexity and variability in the motivating factors behind 

cross-border marriage, as well as how globalization and technological development have 

enabled people to resolve their local dilemmas with global solutions. It reaffirms the 

theory that women sometimes migrate in order to achieve marriage rather than marry in 

order to migrate. Second, it reaffirms the importance of hypergamy in mate-selection. 

Despite the fact that many of today’s marriage migrants are middle-class and not in 

poverty, financial considerations are still a primary factor motivating them to seek cross-

border marriages. However, it is not poverty but rather the desire to marry into a 

matching “class” that is driving the women to take their mate-selection to a global level 

when they cannot resolve it locally. Third, it shows that previous stereotypes of Asian 

locals and Western men in both the Western media and in academic studies need to be 

adjusted. In the eyes of the Chinese female migrants, many local Chinese men are sex 

symbols: they are exciting, rich, and powerful, but also dangerous and deceitful. They are 

applauded for their wealth and power but rejected for their infidelity. On the other hand, 

their Western counterparts are symbols of financial modesty, stability, loyalty, and 

dedication to family. Finally, this chapter explores how socio-economic transition and 
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changing social-economic structures in sending countries affect gender and international 

migration.  

China’s socio-economic transition and hypergamy 

Social scientists have long established that women across various cultures and 

societies seek “hypergamy” when it comes to mate selection. Hypergamy refers to the 

phenomenon of women marrying men with relatively higher economic and social status 

than themselves (Davis 1941; Merton 1941).  During the past few decades, exchange 

theory has become widely used by social scientists to explain mate selection. The theory 

asserts that compared with men, women have relatively less access to status, power, and 

other social resources. Thus, women seek men with higher socio-economic resources in 

order to gain upward mobility. In contrast, men are in a better position to place premiums 

on intrinsic qualities such as personality, youth, or physical attractiveness (Elder 1969, 

Goode 1951). Even in Western countries such as the United States, where women have 

experienced dramatically increased labor force participation since the 1970s feminist 

movement, men still place greater emphasis on physical appearance while women place 

greater emphasis on financial status when it comes to mate selection (Buss, et al. 2001).  

 While hypergamy is a universal phenomenon, I suggest that it is becoming 

especially pronounced in China’s current phase of socio-economic transition for several 

reasons. First, the reform has led to a rapidly changing social class structure in China. 

There is rise of a nouveau-riche entrepreneurial class dominated by middle-aged men 

(Osburg 2013), some of whom come from ordinary or even lower-class backgrounds 

during the pre-reform era. Along with the rapid change in their social-economic status is 

the increased opportunity and desire to date or remarry more youthful, beautiful, or well-
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educated women to match their new status (2013). Culturally, extramarital affairs and 

divorces are also becoming much more socially accepted as the state begins to loosen its 

control over people’s private lives. In the pre-reform days, when work units (单位) took 

charge of people’s private lives, divorce was often disapproved because individuals were 

supposed to sacrifice their personal happiness for overall familial stability while 

extramarital affairs were severely sanctioned. Discovery of an affair could mean an end 

to one’s career and banishment to the countryside. Today, personal happiness is 

emphasized much more greatly in marriages while divorce or extramarital affairs are 

viewed more as personal affairs.  

In the post-reform era, the Chinese family structure is experiencing increasing 

instability and turmoil. China’s rate of divorce has been on the rise since the 1979 reform 

and skyrocketed during the past 10 years (Guilford 2013). In 2013, 3.5 million couples 

filed for divorce, and this is a 13 percent rise from the previous year (Wu 2014). China’s 

marriage dissolution rate was 2 percent in 1970, 14 percent in the 1990s, and 27 percent 

in 2013 (2014). In large urban centers such as Beijing and Shanghai, the rate of divorce is 

even higher than the national average and has surpassed 35 percent (Li 2012). Moreover, 

divorce rates among the new rich are even higher than among the general Chinese 

population (Tang 2009, in Osburg 2013). In addition to the rising rate of divorce, 

numerous incidents of government officials keeping mistresses have also been reported in 

the news (Osburg 2013). “Investigations conducted by the Chinese Communist Party’s 

Central Commission for Discipline Inspection and the All-China Women’s Federation” 

suggest that “virtually every corrupt official has a mistress or second wife” (Xie Donghui 

2003; Zhao Chengliang 2001:7; in Jeffreys 2007). 
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Moreover, the post-reform increase of rural-urban migration as well as the 

expansion of higher education have created an over-saturated urban labor market. In 

addition, housing prices have skyrocketed following the privatization of the real estate 

market. As a result, many young women are resorting to marriage with older, financially 

well-off men as a means toward upward mobility. In popular culture, the hypergamous 

union between middle-aged “大款” (sugar daddies) and “小蜜” (young white-collar 

office workers) is deemed admirable (Farrer 2002). Mottos such as “better to marry well 

than to study well” or “laugh at the poor but not the prostitutes” are ubiquitous. On “非诚

勿扰” (If You Are the One), a prime time dating show, one contestant became known for 

infamously stating that she would rather “cry in a BMW than laugh on a bicycle.” All in 

all, the mounting competition in the job market, the increased desire for material goods, 

as well as the loosening of state control over people’s private lives have made hypergamy 

an especially relevant condition of marriage for many women. Some women even engage 

in extramarital affairs with wealthy married men in hopes of becoming his new wife 

(Farrer 2002; Osburg 2013). 

Big Monies vs. Genuine Accepting Men  

 Although there is mounting desire to “marry up” in the post-reform era, more and 

more women are also taking marital stability into account when selecting a mate. Rich 

men are more likely to cheat, and this is a universal phenomenon not unique to China. In 

the United States, research has shown a positive relationship between higher levels of 

income and marital infidelity (Atkins 2001). Frederick DiBlasio, a University of 

Maryland Professor of Social Work states that American men that have greater socio-
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economic resources and hold higher-status jobs with greater autonomy such as 

businessmen, lawyers, or doctors are more likely to commit adultery (Stoller 2007).  

In China, marital stability has declined rapidly in the post-reform era partially 

because the state has lifted its prior intervention (Osburg 2013). As women become more 

aware of these new risks, they also see benefit in marrying middle-income men belonging 

to the “salaried class.” Prior to the market reform, the vast majority of Chinese urban 

dwellers belonged to the “salaried class.” The “salaried class” includes anyone who 

received a state-enterprise salary along with social benefits such as housing and medical 

care (Farrer 113). Today, the term “salaried class” can be more widely applied to people 

with a middling income and family-centered consumption patterns rather than a position 

in production (e.g. business owner). The “salaried-class” lifestyle promises a secure 

living albeit not rich, mutual fidelity, and an emphasis on family values. This lifestyle is 

one which many Chinese women today both loathe and long for – they long for its 

promises of mutuality and security, but loath its perceived lack of money, excitement, 

romance, and mobility (Farrer 114).  For some white-collar female professionals of the 

post-‘80s and ‘90s generation, “big monies” are no longer considered the top choice for 

marriage due to the instabilities associated with marrying rich men.  

In popular culture, women have created the ideal-type of “经济实用男” 

(economic practical man). The ideal “economic practical man” is 1) average looking; 2) 

works in the educational, information technology, engineering other technology related 

white-collar fields; 3) earns a monthly salary of 2,000-10,000yuan (depending on city, 

salary should be above average but not extremely high); 4) is a one-woman man; 5) 

shares his salary with his wife; 6) does not smoke/drink, turn off his cell phone, go 



25 

 

 
 

clubbing, or have close female friends; 7) enjoys cooking and housework; 8) is respectful 

to parents, loves children; and 9) is modest, stable, mature, generous, and polite.  

In this chapter, I argue that the traditional assumption that Western men have 

economic advantages over Chinese men on the dating market is not always true. Today, 

many Chinese men are much wealthier than the Western men who join overseas dating 

agencies. I suggest that many middle-class Chinese women seek foreign husbands as a 

global solution to their local dilemma. The women seek to “marry up” or at least marry a 

status-equal in their native country, but are unable to do so while maintaining long-term 

martial stability because the upper-class or upper-middle class Chinese men they want to 

marry are rather promiscuous. At the same time, the women are also unwilling to lower 

their economic standards. I suggest that they resort to Western men as an alternative 

option after failed attempts to marry or stay married to rich Chinese men.  

 In Chapter 3, I will introduce the concept of “family man,” which is the agents’ 

presentation of the Western male clients as a new, alternative form of the Chinese 

“economic, practical man” that is presented to middle-aged, divorced Chinese women. 

Similar to “economic practical men,” “family men” earn an average salary, live a modest 

lifestyle, remain faithful to their wives, and greatly value family life. In addition, they are 

open to dating middle-aged women and accept step-children. These portrayals reflect an 

existing demand for emotional security and marital stability in light of the increasingly 

unstable family structure in China. Thus, I suggest that Western men are not only valued 

for their geopolitical status and wealth, but also for their personality and character.  
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Global Solution to Local Problem of Hypergamy 

In China today, finding the right status match is a problem that millions of “left-

over” women face. The term “left-over women” refers to unmarried women over the age 

of 27. In August 2007, the Chinese Ministry of Education added this term to the Chinese 

dictionary. Moreover, the All-China Women’s Federation, a government organization 

that is supposed to defend women’s rights, further supports its use (Lovell 2014). In 

Chinese popular culture, it is said that A-level men seek B-level women, B-level men 

seek C-level women, and C-level men seek D-level women (Xi 2014). Here men and 

women are categorized into different status hierarchies with A being at the top of the 

socio-economic ladder and D being at the bottom. Given that many men tend to place 

greater emphasis on women’s age and relatively less emphasis on her socio-economic 

status during mate-selection, A-level women over the age of 30 are often left with only 

D-level men to choose from. Rather than marrying down, they choose to remain single 

and hence they become “leftover” (Zhang 2014). In fact, in 2007 the Chinese Ministry of 

Education attributed the unmarried status of these women to their own “overly high 

expectations for marriage partners’” (To, 2013). 

I suggest that, like the never-married “left-over” women, middle-class, middle-

aged, divorced Chinese women also face a similar struggle. For example, let us assume 

that a middle-aged, divorced female client is a “B-level woman” in her native country. 

Although she wants to marry “A-level men” and “B-level men,” those men would 

probably choose a “C-level woman” in her 20s over a “B woman” in her 40s. Moreover, 

even if she did marry an “A-level man,” the relationship may later fail when he faces 

temptations from other younger, attractive women who admire his wealth and power. 
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Thus, she is left with “C-level men” and “D-level men” to choose from, and she finds 

them unacceptable. Thus, she looks to Western men as an alternative option.  

Although working class Western men such as truck drivers may also be at the C 

and D level in terms of socio-economic status in their native countries, their geopolitical 

status as Westerners, as well as the absolute value of their income and their standard of 

living is still much higher than that of working class men in China. For example, many 

working class men in the West live in two-story houses and own cars. In contrast, 

working class men in China live in small apartments and walk to work. Moreover, those 

living in the West enjoy cleaner air, a more comprehensive social security system, and a 

lower cost of living relative to income, given the higher purchasing power of the dollar to 

the rmb. Thus, I suggest that, in the eyes of the Chinese women, the Western men’s 

geopolitical status bumps them up a notch or two on the global socio-economic ladder. A 

truck driver from the U.S., who is a “D-level man” in his native country may get bumped 

up to be a “C-level man” or even a “B-level man” for the middle-aged, divorced Chinese 

woman, thus making him a viable suitor after she rejected numerous Chinese “D-level 

men.” Thus, I suggest that Western “C-level men” and “D-level men” have become an 

alternative option following Chinese women’s failed search for Chinese “A-level men” 

and “B-level men.”  

Three Generations of Chinese Women and their Gender Strategies 

 Between 2008 and 2015, I interviewed and observed the lives of 61 female 

marriage migrants. This is a snowball sample taken from a total of 1,740 enrolled female 

clients across three agencies. Amongst them, 54 percent (33/61) were seeking to marry 

foreign men for mixed reasons. In addition to seeking the right husband, some of them 
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also had other clearly defined goals in mind such as obtaining a Western education for 

their children and/or getting better retirement benefits for themselves. However, 46 

percent (28/61) did not have these two considerations in mind. Nevertheless, it is 

important to note that even amongst the 54 percent group, seeking the right man to marry 

still remains an important factor motivating them to join the agency despite their other 

goals. Thus, many of their thoughts and experiences are similar to that of the women in 

the 46 percent group. The decision to migrate via marriage is often motivated by a variety 

of different reasons. The cases I selected for this particular chapter draw from the 46 

percent group since this group has not been extensively studied in previous academic 

literature. 

 For this chapter, I selected three women, each from a different generation, to 

show why they felt they had to migrate in order to find a suitable husband as well as how 

they dealt with the problems they faced within their new marriages. Each of these women 

represents a typical case from her generation. For example, the case of Ruby, a woman in 

her 50s, represents older women of the 50s’ and 60s’ generation that were abandoned by 

their husbands who became rich after the reform. The case of Vivien, a woman in her 40s, 

represents Chinese “left-over women” that go to the agency. Although Vivien has been 

previously married, she does not have children, and she is similar to the typical Chinese 

“left-over” women in that she is financially independent, confident, and has high 

standards for dating. Finally, Tiffany, a woman in her 20s, represents clients from the 

post-80’s and 90’s generation, whose views on dating and marriage are completely 

different from her two predecessors.  
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 In this chapter, I compare and contrast the experiences of these three women. I 

suggest that they share many similarities as well as many differences. In terms of 

similarities, they face the same struggle of wanting to “marry up” or at least marry a 

status equal and at the same time date someone who is reliable and dedicated to family. 

All three of them look to marrying Western men as a global solution to their local 

problem. However, the three women also differ in how they think about the meaning of 

marriage, their roles within their marriages, as well as how they resolve marital conflicts 

after they migrate.  

I suggest that Ruby, who is from the pre-reform era and bounded more by 

traditional Confucian patriarchal ideologies, takes on a “traditional-tolerant” strategy. She 

perceives marriage as a serious commitment and divorce as shameful. Thus, she exhibits 

a history of compromise and tolerance. She tolerated her first husband, who was Chinese, 

and continues to tolerate her new American husband. She never allowed herself to engage 

in extramarital affairs. Moreover, she sought one man to fulfill both her spiritual desires 

for passion and her pragmatic desires for economic and emotional stability.  

Unlike Ruby, who grew up during the pre-reform era, Vivien was coming of age 

during the 90s’, when China was undergoing transition and the sex and marriage culture 

had opened up much more. Contrary to Ruby, Vivien does not see divorce as shameful 

and allows herself to engage in extramarital affairs, despite the fact that she does not 

tolerate infidelity from her own partner. However, she prioritizes marriage and 

motherhood and she is willing to give up her career in China and move abroad in order to 

marry the right man. Moreover she also seeks one man to fulfill both her spiritual desires 

for passion and her pragmatic desires for stability. However, when she could not get both 
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from her husband, she gave up on the relationship. Unlike Ruby, she did not tolerate it. 

Thus, I call Vivien’s strategy “transitional-perfectionist.”  

Finally, I discuss the case of Tiffany, who grew up in the post-reform era during 

the 2000s. Unlike Vivien and Ruby, Tiffany does not see marriage and motherhood as her 

top priorities in life, and nor does she have negative feelings toward divorce. Moreover, 

although she starts out seeking both spiritual and pragmatic satisfaction in her marriage, 

she quickly learned to separate the two while living in the highly unstable marriage 

environment of China today. Hence, I call her strategy “contemporary-pragmatic.” 

Case 1 Ruby: Traditional Tolerant 

Ruby and I had great rapport despite the fact that she was middle-aged and I was 

only in my twenties. She was very good at using allegories to describe things and she 

always put others in a relaxed state of mind through her laugh. Although she was not as 

youthful as some of the other women at the agency, she had a special kind of maturity 

and sophistication that made her attractive. Perhaps these are the qualities that emanate 

after many years of experience as a stage actress. By the time I met Ruby, she had 

already retired. Her daily life was spent in leisure hiking, visiting beauty parlors, 

browsing the internet, and cooking for her teenage daughter. Ruby had been divorced for 

a quite few years. In this section, I will discuss why she did not remarry a Chinese man 

despite her charm and affluence, as well as why she ultimately chose Larry, a working-

class man from Vermont.   

Ruby’s Experience with Chinese Men 

Ruby was coming of age during the late pre-reform (late ‘70s)/early reform (early 

‘80s) era, when the dating culture in China was extremely conservative and sex education 
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was lacking. Even by the age of sixteen, Ruby recalls fearing getting pregnant when male 

passengers brushed against her on crowded buses. Ruby met her first husband in her 

teens, and he was the first man she ever dated. Their brief and simple courtship was 

typical of that era. At the time of marriage she had little in-depth knowledge about his 

personality or character. Ruby’s experience on her first job was similarly lackadaisical. 

Although Ruby enjoyed singing and acting during high school, she did not have the 

opportunity to pursue a career in acting upon graduation due to the 1966-1976 Chinese 

Cultural Revolution. This was a time when film, art, and cultural production all across 

China came to a 10-year halt. After graduating from high school, Ruby started working as 

a secretary at the same state-owned enterprise where her father worked. Like many 

enterprises in the planned economy, this one was extremely inefficient. Ruby spent much 

of her time knitting yarn in her office, and it was not long before she felt bored and 

wasted.  

Ruby took the first opportunity to leave that job when she was offered a small part 

in a local play. This was in the 80s, when cultural production in China was just beginning 

to pick up again after 10 years of stagnation and there was a shortage of professionally 

trained young actors and actresses. Ruby began travelling to various cities for her acting 

career. Moreover, she used her connections to help her then husband establish his own 

company, which later expanded into a multi-million dollar business. Although they both 

achieved great financial success during the reform era, it came at the cost of divorce. 

Ruby’s frequent travels took her away from home and her husband started having affairs. 

By the time Ruby realized that her family life was in shambles, she quit her job and 
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returned home. However, her husband refused to end his various affairs. His motto was: 

“men are like teapots, each teacup should be matched with many tea cups.”  

Ruby associates her husband’s behavior with China’s economic reform. She says 

that China’s development has spanned out of control. The new entrepreneurial class got 

rich too quickly and too suddenly while their 素质 (inner qualities) lags behind. They 

don’t pay attention to the spiritual side of life and don’t realize the importance of family. 

Rich men like her ex-husband are not seeking status equals, but rather younger, more 

beautiful women. They see extramarital affairs as something to show off to their friends. 

Plus, a lot of young, single women try to seduce married men without shame. She says 

her ex-husband was one of these self-centered “nouveau-riche” men who achieved 

extraordinary financial success but lost his family life. She also blames her husband’s 

behavior on the current revival of pre-1950s gender practices such as mistress keeping, 

which she calls “old, ugly, and shameful.” She says it is almost as if China never went 

through the socialist revolution.  

Ruby felt that divorce laws were not well established in China and men could 

easily hide or transfer their property, thereby making it nearly impossible for women to 

get their fair share. She also felt ashamed of her situation and did not want to disclose it 

to friends or family. Even when a close friend suggested that she have her own affair to 

get even, Ruby responded: “women of my generation grew up under traditional thinking. 

I just cannot accept myself having an extramarital affair. It just feels wrong.” Ruby spent 

many years living alone before she decided to end her single life.  

Looking into her many years of singlehood, Ruby feels 心酸 (heartache) for 

having missed out on sex in her 30s and 40s, which was when she believed women had 
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the most physical desire. She realizes now that “women should not ‘亏待’ (mistreat) 

themselves.” Now she wants a new lifestyle. She says that even the rich in China are not 

living a high quality life because they are always working hard for money. They are 

always “拼搏” (fighting) and thus never in a position to enjoy their life. She says she 

already enjoyed all the luxuries that money could bring and now she wants a more 

spiritually-rich lifestyle even if it means compromising materialistic enjoyment.  

Nevertheless, financial concerns still played a central role in Ruby’s search for a 

new husband. One the one hand, Ruby believes that in China, men of similar age and 

status as herself are promiscuous like her ex-husband. On the other hand, she thinks that 

men less well-off than her are only interested in her for her money. She rejected many 

male pursuers of average or low income. She said: “I wanted to leave China because 

marriage in China is too pragmatic. Men are always thinking about money, and about 

whether you can help him, etc., especially for a woman with my kind of assets. I thought 

it would be just simpler to marry a foreigner.”  

Ruby’s situation is similar to that of many other financially secure middle-aged 

female clients of the 50’s and 60’s generation. This includes both women in the 46 

percent group and women in the 54 percent group. Unlike the stereotypical “mail-order 

bride” in the Western media, who is supposed to be economically deprived, Ruby is well-

off. She has the option to date Chinese men of lower socio-economic status than herself 

but she is not unwilling to “date down.” For well-off women such as Ruby, asset 

protection and emotional stability are important factors of consideration for marriage. Yet, 

she feels that they will be difficult to achieve if she married a Chinese man of lower 

socio-economic status than herself.  
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Ruby and Larry: marrying up in geopolitical status, down in socio-economic status 

Ruby thought that dating Western men would be easier because she would not 

have to disclose her background. If he were willing to date her even without knowing 

about her past, she could protect her property and test his sincerity. Ruby initially joined 

the agency without high expectations and saw the dating process as an opportunity to try 

her luck. When she saw Larry’s profile, however, she was immediately attracted. Six feet 

tall with blonde hair, deep blue eyes, and a toned body, Larry looked like a young Paul 

Newman.  

Although Larry was handsome, he was not wealthy. Larry was divorced and 

worked as waiter in Vermont. Although Ruby had some concerns about his financial 

situation, she very impressed with his dedication and sincerity throughout the dating 

process. Every day he wrote her letters that were much longer than those which her 

translators wrote. She was also impressed with his moral character. Unlike her ex-

husband who believed that men were like teapots, Larry strongly expressed his belief that 

couples should be faithful to each other and he made his profile hidden to other users 

very early on in their relationship. Moreover, Ruby felt reassured that Larry was not with 

her for her money because he knew little about her past. After a few months of exchange, 

Larry visited Ruby and the couple married. 

After their wedding ceremony, which took place in China, Ruby faced many 

months of waiting for her visa to the U.S. As the initial romance faded, she became more 

aware of the sacrifice she made in marrying a man of much lower socio-economic status 

than her ex-husband. Upon moving to Vermont, these disparities became even more 

apparent. While she always knew that Larry was not rich, she overestimated his ability to 
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handle what she considered “normal living expenses.” In Vermont, she was shocked to 

discover that he was living paycheck to paycheck and could not provide her with much 

beyond food and shelter.  

Larry’s low income and frugality had put a big strain on their relationship. She 

felt especially frustrated because although she wanted to work, she could not due to her 

lack of language skill. Ruby felt that their financial situation also swept away much of the 

romance that she once felt. When I asked Ruby whether he loves her, she admitted that he 

does, but she was disappointed by the fact that he only loved her in his own Western way, 

as illustrated by Ruby’s quote below.   

Western men say “I love you” all the time but unlike Chinese men, they 

don’t feel any fiscal responsibility for their wives.  In China if a man loves 

a woman, he would not only want to give her emotional support but he 

would also want to make money so that she could live comfortably. Here, 

even if your husband loves you, you are still expected to take financial 

responsibility for yourself. This is not my understanding of “true love.” 
 

Ruby believes that men should be the primary household breadwinner. As a 

currently unemployed woman, she feels that she should not be expected to chip in on 

household expenses, although she did indicate that she would chip in if she later got a job 

in the U.S. Moreover, she feels that Larry’s “love” is nothing but empty words because in 

China, loving a woman entails making an effort to provide for her, which she feels Larry 

has done a poor job of.  

Although Western readers may find it odd that Ruby expects Larry to assume the 

breadwinner role despite his low income, it is in fact the case that Chinese men are 

expected to support women even when they have less money. For example, while men 

and women share dating expenses in the U.S., Chinese men are expected to pick up the 
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entire tab. When Chinese couples marry, men are expected to provide both car and 

housing, in addition to giving dowry to the bride’s family and paying for their wedding 

and engagement ring. Women on the other hand, are not expected to pay for anything. 

Men who marry women with more money than themselves are looked down upon as men 

who “eat soft rice” (live off women).  

Much of their difference in thinking also comes from differences in their 

respective class background. Ruby has repeatedly indicated that Larry was “lazy” and 

lacking ambition. For example, he refuses to work overtime or seek out a second job. He 

is satisfied as long as he has enough to eat. Ruby is used to driving a Lexus, using 

redwood furniture, buying high end designer clothing, etc., while Larry drove a pick-up 

truck, used Ikea furniture, and went clothes shopping once a year. To compensate for his 

frugal American lifestyle, Ruby takes trips to China twice a year and goes on shopping 

sprees using her own savings. 

Ruby sees Larry as a “big child with simple mind.” Unlike her ex-husband, Ruby 

is not worried about Larry having affairs with other women. In her view, he is annoyingly 

clingy and emotionally immature. She believes that he is intensely insecure and perhaps 

even a little selfish for putting up a big struggle every time she goes back to China to visit 

her family. Ruby attributes his insecurity to his reclusive lifestyle. Larry has few friends 

and rarely socializes outside of work. According to Ruby, he spends most of his free time 

watching television. Thus, Ruby’s believes that her company is much needed to help him 

combat the lonely, Western lifestyle that men like Larry face. Ruby even jokes to Larry 

that he found a “free nanny” who does all the housework in exchange for only basic 

living necessities.  
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At the agency, I heard various rumors on why Ruby married Larry. Some people 

said that Ruby went for his good looks. Others said she was after his American social 

security benefits and medical insurance, which would start to kick in once she receives 

her green card. After a few years of marriage, Ruby sums up her situation in her own 

words as follows: “God’s eyes are extremely bright. He will not let you have everything. 

If you are happy in one respect you will be lacking something in another. When I was in 

China, I had everything - money, family, friends... the only thing missing my life was a 

man that loved me. Now I have a man, but I lost everything else.” 

Although Ruby was unhappy with her marriage, she decided to work with it rather 

than quitting. After all, Larry’s loyalty and dedication satisfied her desire for a faithful 

husband. During our Skype meetings, Larry is never shy in showering Ruby with 

affection. As we converse in Chinese, he always comes over to smile and say hello. From 

time to time he would give her a peck on the cheek or a massage on the shoulders like a 

doting husband. Moreover, she has slowly convinced Larry to compromise in certain 

respects. For example, Larry is now taking on more over-time shifts in order to increase 

their household income. In addition, Ruby also plans on starting her own business in 

Vermont. 

Ruby “married up” in geopolitical status and arguably erotic capital, but “down” 

in socio-economic class. Larry is working class in the U.S., while Ruby lived at least the 

upper-middle class, if not upper-class lifestyle in China. This type of mismatch is a new 

phenomenon in the study of marriage migration. With the advent of globalization and 

improved communication technology, the pool of women seeking cross-border marriage 

is becoming more diverse and no longer limited to poor women who desire to marry for 
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greater financial gains. Constable (2003) and Thai (2008) write about the trend of middle-

class women from developing countries marrying working-class men from developed 

countries. Despite being working-class in the U.S., Larry has other qualities that a 

Chinese working class man could not offer. For example, Larry’s geopolitical status as a 

Westerner fulfilled Ruby’s vanity when they go out in public. Moreover, Ruby can enjoy 

the social security benefits from having an American citizenship, as well as a cleaner and 

safer environment abroad. Furthermore, because she feels that Larry was not aware of her 

assets when they met, she believes that this relationship allows her to better protect her 

property than she would if she dated someone who is Chinese. Larry’s geopolitical status 

to a certain extent makes up for his lower socio-economic status, therefore making him 

more acceptable to Ruby than a working class man in China.  

Despite her drop in standard of living as a result of his lower socio-economic 

status, Ruby has decided to work with the marriage by motivating Larry to work harder 

and by starting her own business. For Ruby, resolving her marriage issue through 

globalization was not a top choice, but rather an alternative strategy she used when the 

local dating market in China’s current phase of transition could not fulfill her desire to 

marry a faithful man of similar socio-economic status as herself.   

Case 2 Vivien: Traditional Perfectionist 

After having analyzed Ruby, who grew up during the pre-reform era, next I turn 

to Vivien, a woman from the early-reform era. Vivien is a petite lady in her thirties. 

Although not strikingly beautiful, she puts on a variety of expressions that enable her to 

convey her emotions even when she is not speaking. Vivien is a confident woman with a 

sultriness that exudes as she walks and speaks. Her prompt responses and brisk 



39 

 

 
 

movements made clear that she is a polished professional with excellent interpersonal 

skills. In fact, socializing was part of her job when she worked as a marketing and public 

relations specialist in China. Divorced and childless, Vivien wanted to find her life 

partner and start a new family as soon as possible. Although surrounded by many 

pursuers in China, she ultimately chose to marry John, an engineer from Ohio. In this 

section, I will discuss how, like Ruby, Vivien’s attempt to balance her desire to “marry 

up” against marital stability lead her to pursue cross-border marriage.  

Vivien’s experience with China “new rich”  

Unlike Ruby who was coming of age during the 1970s late pre-reform era, 

Vivien’s teenage years were spent during the early 90’s, after China had experienced 10 

years of reform and when the dating culture had opened up much more. These changing 

trends are reflected through Vivien’s much more complex dating history. Unlike Ruby, 

Vivien dated other men before meeting her first husband. When she did marry, the 

relationship lasted only a few years. They divorced after he joined some friends in 

business, started making lots of money, and cheated on her.  

Yet, it was not her first husband that destroyed Vivien’s life but Ethan, the well-

dressed, well-travelled son of a wealthy businessman, whom she met following her 

divorce. Although Ethan was married, he pretended to be single. Months after they 

started dating, Ethan’s friends and relatives started pointing fingers at Vivien for being 

“the other woman.” Eventually, he decided to go back to his ex-wife, and this 

traumatized Vivien. She became depressed, took various medications, quit her job, and 

racked up debt. 
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Eventually, Vivien overcame her troubles and reestablished her life. Through her 

connections and hard work, she became a marketing and publicity manager at a profitable 

company. It was not long, however, before she fell in love with another playboy. This 

time it was the dashingly handsome singer Kevin. Vivien said she liked him not only for 

his good looks or successful career, but also because he was cultured and composed. 

Vivien said she never knew Kevin was married during the years they were together 

because he did not live with his wife. Nevertheless, Kevin also made clear to Vivien that 

he was not going to marry her. Eventually, one of Kevin’s coworkers told Vivien he was 

married. When Vivien finally confronted Kevin about his married status, he blocked her 

online and changed his phone number. By the time Vivien joined the dating agency, she 

had become highly distrustful of Chinese men. When asked “why do you want to marry a 

foreigner” on her registration form at the dating agency, she stated the following: 

Since the 1980s, China went through dramatic reform and opening-up 

under Deng Xiao Ping’s leadership. China developed at an unprecedented 

pace in every sector, including the economic, educational, medical, and 

construction sectors. Alongside these economic changes, people also have 

increased desires. People’s private desire - their sexual desire in particular 

- is growing out of control. Today, Chinese men like to have many women 

outside of marriage. This trend is particular to China’s current phase of 

transition. There is nothing I can do to change it. Thus, I give up on 

Chinese men and take my search for true love to the global level. 

 

John the alternative: middle-class “genuine accepting man” 

Compared with Vivien’s ex-husband and lovers, John is a completely different 

prototype. John a 40-something engineer who grew up under a traditional small-town 

American upbringing. His father worked for the town council while his mother was an 

elementary school teacher. Caring and affectionate, he has always been known as a “nice 
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guy” or even a “pushover” at certain times. He had one marriage that fell apart but the 

break-up was amicable. 

In terms of socio-economic status, John is middle-class. He drives an Acura RLX 

and a Toyota Highlander. He lives in a safe suburban neighborhood in Ohio. While 

John’s income may not be as high as that of Vivien’s ex-husband and lovers, I suggest 

that his lifestyle as a middle-class American is similar to theirs. As an American citizen, 

John enjoys many social welfare benefits that give him greater disposable income than 

Chinese citizens. For example, due to the lack of a social welfare system and the lack of 

comprehensive medical insurance (most Chinese insurance covers up to only 50 percent), 

Chinese citizens feel insecure about old age and disease. While most Americans have the 

option to live in houses, most urban Chinese citizens could only live in small apartments 

due to the high population density in China.  

Moreover, despite having much lower income per capita, many items in China 

such as cell phones, computers, or plane tickets are priced similarly to that in the U.S. In 

addition, luxury items such as designer cosmetics, handbags, clothing, or foreign cars are 

much more expensive in China due to import duties. Along with the development of 

global capitalism and an increasing culture of consumerism in China, more and more 

foreign brands are entering the purview of the Chinese. Items that middle-class 

Americans could easily afford, such as Estee Lauder make-up, the iPhone, or Honda 

Accord are luxuries that only the upper-middle class or the upper class in China can 

enjoy. Thus, John’s lifestyle roughly matches that of Vivien’s ex-lovers, despite the fact 

that he is middle-class in the U.S. while they are upper-middle class in China.  
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Socio-economic status as the necessary but not sufficient condition 

Again, contrary to many previous literatures that cited marriage as a means 

toward migration, I suggest that some women migrate for the purpose of marriage. While 

the advantage in socio-economic and political status that Western men once had over 

men from developing countries was a major driving force behind the women’s decisions 

to pursue cross-border marriage, I suggest that this trend is changing in countries like 

China. Unlike during the pre-reform era, today many upper-middle class and upper-class 

Chinese men are in fact wealthier than the Westerners who travel to China to seek brides. 

Thus, John’s socio-economic and geopolitical status is no longer the defining character 

that sets him apart from Vivien’s other Chinese lovers. In Vivien’s case, money and 

status are only the necessary conditions that allow John to be on par with the Chinese 

men she dated.  

    If socio-economic status is only a necessary condition, then what factors make 

John a winning candidate next to Vivien’s other lovers? I suggest that, similar to Larry, it 

is his loyalty and dedication that sets him apart. In post-reform China, nouveau-riche 

businessmen are sex symbols: rich, successful, dangerous, exciting, and irresistible to 

women. However, they also face many temptations and opportunities from attractive 

young women. After many failed relationships, Vivien eventually persuaded herself to 

give up the romance and passion that her wealthy and charismatic Chinese partners gave 

her and accept John, who offered her loyalty, stability, and affection instead. Although 

John is introverted and not especially good-looking, he is kind and caring. As he self-

describes in his letter to Vivien: “I know I am not the most attractive man, but you should 

know what I lack in looks I make up for in affection, devotion and respect for my love.”  
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The challenge Vivien faces on the dating market is typical for attractive, confidant, 

and financially secure Chinese women in their 30s and 40s, including China’s growing 

sector of “left-over women.” If not crippled by their age, these women would be viable 

marriage candidates for the so-called “A-level men” (tall, handsome, and wealthy) in 

China today. Nevertheless, many “A-level men” treat women over 30 as candidates for 

extramarital affairs and select younger women for marriage. Moreover, even if “A-level 

men” did marry, there is a high chance of them engaging in extramarital affairs. This is 

something that independent women like Vivien have little tolerance for. As cited in 

Farrer’s study, many Chinese women experience a similar struggle in choosing between a 

“salaried class” man who is family oriented but earns only a modest income and a richer, 

more charismatic businessman of the post-reform era who is unfaithful (Farrer 2002). 

Like Ruby, Vivien uses globalization as her gender strategy. On the one hand, as 

someone of middle-class background, John might be more faithful and family-oriented 

than men of higher socio-economic status in China. On the other hand, his American 

citizenship also puts him in a higher economic bracket than Chinese men of “salaried 

class.” In other words, John is the American version of the Chinese “salaried class” man 

to Vivien. 

Choosing between passionate love and affectionate love 

Vivien’s struggle in her decision to date John reflects her inner struggles between 

choosing romantic passion vs. emotional security. Compared with Vivien’s previous 

partners, John lacks “erotic capital.” She finds him physically unattractive and socially 

awkward. Even Vivien’s translator asked me “is John like the loser type in the U.S.? You 

know, we can kind of tell. A lot of foreigners I have seen on TV are handsome and 



44 

 

 
 

charming, but John is not.  He is unattractive and not very good with words. I bet he 

probably has trouble dating women in the U.S., or he could only date very fat women. 

Now that he is in China and sees Vivien, he probably thinks oh my god, what a world 

class beauty! I must do whatever it takes to make her mine!” Vivien confessed, during 

our first conversation, that she was conflicted because she had finally met a “nice guy” 

whom she had no sexual desire for. Vivien also disliked John’s introverted personality. 

She admitted to having serious doubts about dating him when she saw his solemnness 

when they attended social functions together.  

Vivien has never been shy in making her thoughts known to John. She was 

certainly not trying to hide her lack of attraction toward him in order to entice him to 

marry her. In fact, she was quite careless with her words exactly because she was not 

entirely convinced that he was marriage worthy. Despite Vivien’s lack of attraction to 

John, she ultimately chose him because she felt that, unlike all her ex-lovers, he truly 

loved her, and that made marrying him worthwhile. Although she felt no sexual passion 

for him, she thought she could try to slowly build on that after they married.  

She said: “I resigned for John. I did it because I did not want to give myself any 

kind of back-up. I forced myself to live with him no matter what, because he is indeed so 

good to me and loves me so much, so I am willing to give up many things for this man. 

Even if I don’t love him, I know that he loves me, and he has touched my soul, enough 

for me to quit my high paying job.” Her feelings for John were never the same as that for 

her ex-lovers. Vivien describes it more as more gratitude and a complicated feeling she 

could not explain. When she could not get in touch with John for a day or two, she felt 
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insecure and unhappy. He was someone she felt she was not completely happy with, but 

also someone she did not want to live without. 

Failed marriage and thereafter 

Vivien proceeded to date John and finally moved to the U.S. after many months 

of waiting for their marriage visa. Unfortunately, Vivien’s marriage with John lasted only 

a few months. From John’s perspective, Vivien had been both physically and emotionally 

unavailable. Vivien insisted on sleeping in a separate bedroom and she spent most of her 

time in that room with her door shut and talking to her Chinese friends and relatives 

online. Meanwhile, Vivien’s expenditures were piling up: she spent an enormous amount 

of money on food, furniture, and clothing.  

From Vivien’s perspective, her lack of physical attraction to John made sex 

impossible. Moreover, his grim personality also made it difficult for her to live with him. 

She says that he relied on her to cheer him up with her vivacious laugh and dance moves. 

If she is not jolly and happy, he goes back to his solemn self and has a depressed look on 

his face. She said: “I feel like I’m just a big doll he bought at the store to play with in 

order to cheer himself up.” She also feared his temper, stating that he sometimes threw 

things on the ground when he got upset. Vivien questioned herself many times “is it 

worth it for me to sacrifice myself for a green card?” She was debating whether she 

should sacrifice two years of her youth to stay with John, despite not being attracted to 

him, so that she could get her green card and then get a divorce. Of course, this was not 

her original intention when she first dated John, but rather something she started thinking 

about after recognizing that their marriage was not working out. After all, her original 

goal in seeking a foreign husband was to settle down and start a family. Moreover, 



46 

 

 
 

Vivien’s Chinese friends also recommended her to divorce John only after she gets her 

green card, given that she already gave up her job and moved to the U.S.  

Their relationship worsened even more when John heard from another friend that 

Vivien cheated on him with a local Chinese man while they were dating. At this point, 

John was furious. He told her that if her spending style does not change and if their 

intimacy does not improve he would consider divorce. One day, John woke up only to 

find Vivien missing. She secretly packed her bags and flew back to China without telling 

anyone, including me, until after she landed.   

Vivien’s profile represents a particular group of women at the dating agency. The 

prototype is a woman who was coming of age in China’s early reform era, divorced or 

never-married, successful in her career, and attractive. I argue that this group faces 

particular challenges in China’s current dating market. Having grown up during the late 

80s or early 90s, they are the first generation to be exposed to rich men. Given that they 

are attractive, financially successful, and independent, they also have high standards 

when it comes to dating. They seek wealthy, sexually attractive men of similar or higher 

socio-economic status than themselves. Yet, their age puts them at a disadvantage 

because single men that are wealthy and sexually attractive seek to remarry younger 

women. Thus, attractive and wealthy married men are the ones left for them to date. 

Given that they are more sexually open than women born during the 50s or 60s, as shown 

by the difference between Vivien’s and Ruby’s attitude toward extramarital affairs, many 

women like Vivien end up in relationships with married men who are not willing to 

divorce their wives. For this type of woman, globalization is a perceived means to end 

their emotional ordeals in China. 
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Case 3: Tiffany 

After having discussed two cases of middle-aged, divorced women, next I will 

explore the factors motivating women in their 20s to seek foreign husbands through 

examining the case of Tiffany. As previously stated, the vast majority of female clients 

are over the age of 35 and divorced. In fact, only 22 percent are below the age of 30. 

According to the management, younger female clients are less likely to join because they 

do not feel the same “marriage squeeze” and they view marriage to foreign men as only 

one of many options. Tiffany was only in her 20s and not very serious about seeking a 

boyfriend. She initially joined to agency to help out her friend, who was working as a 

translator and therefore required to bring in new clients each month. Tiffany was able to 

join without paying because the company offers free registration to female clients that are 

under 30 and physically attractive. 

Tiffany’s experience as a post-80’s girl 

Tiffany has always been popular with the opposite sex and she believes they are 

attracted to her not for her physical features but rather her personality. Friends like her 

because she is easy-going, fun loving, and witty. I suggest that like Vivien and Ruby, 

Tiffany has high erotic capital in the way of social skills, liveliness, and social 

presentation. Unlike Vivien, who had a lot of prior experience with Chinese men, Tiffany 

had never been in a serious relationship prior to meeting her American husband Kenny. 

When asked why she never dated any school boys her own age, she said: “I didn’t go to a 

top-tier college and most of the boys around me were unaccomplished and ugly.  Also, 

even after I came to city A I did not meet any accomplished boys.  Even those that went 
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to good universities and got engineering or government jobs --- I think they’re just so-

so.” 

Unlike Ruby who barely dated before she married, or Vivien who went through a 

number of relationships, Tiffany was much more selective and thoughtful. Tiffany said 

she saw marriage as a means toward upward mobility because she wanted a 

materialistically comfortable life but did not want to work too hard herself because life is 

too short to not be enjoyed. This philosophy of not working too hard in order to enjoy life 

is quite typical of many women of the 80’s and 90’s generation who grew up during a 

time of reform and opening up. During the pre-reform era, thrift, hard work, and 

dedication to state building at the sacrifice of personal leisure and materialistic pursuits 

was encouraged. In the post-reform era, however, society put much greater emphasis on 

leisure and consumption.  

Like many women of the post-80’s and 90’s generation, Tiffany wanted her future 

husband to own an apartment and a car at the time of marriage. Yet, in big metropolises 

like city A, most young men below the age of 30 do not make enough money to do so, 

unless they come from wealthy families. Given Tiffany’s own background as a small-

town girl and an office assistant, it would probably be difficult to marry into a wealthy 

family. Moreover, through her interactions with successful middle-aged businessmen at 

work, she also became attracted to their maturity and sophistication, which she felt was 

lacking amongst younger men with less life experience. Thus, she expanded her mate-

selection pool to middle-aged men. This mating strategy is quite typical of Chinese 

women from the post-80’s and 90’s generation. Given China’s increasingly more 

competitive job market, rising consumerist culture, as well as the rise of a nouveau-riche 
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class dominated by middle-aged businessmen, many young women from ordinary 

families look to marriage as a means of upward social mobility.  

Tiffany and Kenny 

Although Tiffany wanted to marry someone who made a good living, this was 

only a necessary condition, not a sufficient condition. Just because she rejected men 

without money did not mean she would marry any rich man. Tiffany also sought passion 

and romance. She had never been in love before. Like most young women, she expected 

to marry someone she was in love with. When she met Kenny, a 40-something divorced 

college professor from Massachusetts through the site, she fell in love unexpectedly. 

 Blonde, handsome, and fit, Kenny could easily pass as someone in his 30s. Kenny 

drives a Lexus, owns a two-story home, and starts each morning with a swim at the local 

gym. His hobbies include traveling, photography, and playing piano. When he showed 

her his books for sale on Amazon, he impressed her with his talent. Although Tiffany 

initially joined the site without serious intentions, as she only wanted to help her 

translator friend fulfill her monthly quota, Kenny’s personal qualifications, as well as 

sincerity and devotion to her made her changed her mind. He wrote her long emails and 

poems and called her every morning and night. She called him romantic, caring, sweet, 

knightly... In her eyes, he was the epitome of a perfect boyfriend, perfect husband, and 

perfect man. It seemed almost as if she met her Prince Charming and her life suddenly 

turned into a fairytale.  

Choice between passion and security 

After meeting Kenny, the wait for her American visa was a long process. During 

this time, Kenny still called Tiffany every day and visited China whenever he had the 
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opportunity. Nevertheless, her emotions for Kenny started waning. “The first time he left, 

I cried so hard, the second time, not so much, and the third time, not at all.” Perhaps more 

importantly, her waning emotions were a result of meeting various other successful men 

through work. Amongst them was Abraham, a wealthy but married businessman a few 

years younger than Kenny. According to Tiffany, Abraham was trapped in a loveless 

marriage.  

Like Tiffany, many young attractive women in China, especially those from the 

lower-middle class and working class, face temptations to engage in extramarital affairs 

with wealthy, married men. These women are attracted to the older men’s wealth, power, 

and sophistication, which younger men of their own socio-economic status lack. The 

middle-aged men, on the other hand, are attracted to the women’s youth, beauty, and 

innocence. The popular television series “Urban Dwelling” was banned by the central 

government for its realistic depiction of China’s social problems. The series tells the story 

of a young migrant girl who leaves her boyfriend to become mistress to a corrupt 

government official in order to help her sister purchase an apartment in Shanghai. 

Eventually she was beaten by his wife and lost her baby. When Tiffany’s friends saw 

Abraham and his colleagues donate bundles and bundles of cash at a charity event, they 

realized how rich he was. They were extremely worried that Tiffany would give up her 

relationship with Kenny for Abraham, who had been pursuing her, and end up like the 

girl in the TV show. Nevertheless, Tiffany chose Kenny over Abraham. 

Tiffany’s life in Massachusetts 

When I met Tiffany two years after she moved to Massachusetts, she said 

“ultimately I think I made the right decision. My life in the U.S. has confirmed that. 
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Kenny is a suitable husband. He is good-looking, financially stable, totally in love with 

me, and extremely loyal. I’m okay with having moved to the U.S.” My observations also 

confirm Kenny’s dedication to Tiffany. In Tiffany’s own words, “he is more into me than 

I am into him.” Like Larry and John, Kenny is rather insecure and clingy in the 

relationship. Sometimes Tiffany laughs and says “in our relationship, I’m like the man 

and he is the woman.” Tiffany feels extremely secure with Kenny and believes that she 

will never need to worry about Kenny having extramarital affairs. When I asked Tiffany 

whether she regrets giving up other men she could have dated in China for Kenny, she 

says: “No, I do not regret because Kenny was my first man and someone whom I once 

truly and passionately loved. Although those feelings faded over time, I think that is the 

law of nature and I would not expect those feelings to last within any marriage. It is not 

that I don’t love Kenny, but rather that I have a different kind of love for him now, one 

that is based more on affection rather than passion.”    

Although Tiffany is satisfied with her marriage on the whole, it is not a conflict-

free marriage. The hot-tempered Kenny is unhappy because Tiffany does not give him 

the kind of time and attention he desires. For example, she often misses his calls and text 

messages. After a long day of shopping and a few missed calls from Kenny, Tiffany and I 

would come home to a sullen Kenny. Tiffany attributes their conflicts to differences in 

personality and outlook on life. Kenny wants a more family oriented life but she is not 

that type of woman. Tiffany says she does not think her personality is truly suited for 

marriage, given that she rarely cooks, doesn’t enjoy housework, and spends a lot of time 

hanging out with friends. Moreover, Tiffany believes that the root of their problem lies in 

his love for her. On the one hand, Kenny is a good person all round and good husband 
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material: organized, smart, hard-working, and most importantly, he has no eyes for other 

women. However, because he is so dedicated to her, he asks for the same kind of 

devotion from her, which she says she doesn’t always do a good job of reciprocating.  

When I ask Tiffany about her future plans, she says she will try to make her 

marriage with Kenny work. Nevertheless, even if it does not, it would not be the end of 

the world. She is very confident that she will remain attractive into her 30s and 40s, and 

she will find an ideal partner, given that she already has many pursuers in Massachusetts 

even though she is married. In fact, having experienced marriage, she now thinks that 

marriage might not necessarily be the optimal arrangement. She says that if she were rich 

and successful, perhaps she would no longer need a husband. She prefers to be single and 

have more freedom. Ideally, she would live with a girlfriend and have a boyfriend who 

stays over some of the time. This way, she could enjoy the feeling of being “in love” 

without getting too close to her partner and wearing out the passion and romance. She is 

also hesitant on having children. On the one hand, she says “I don’t believe in the 

Chinese saying that a woman’s life is not complete without children. I believe that life is 

complete when you complete your own cycle. Children will grow up and leave. You 

don’t really reap much in return. However, if I didn’t have kids now, I wonder if I would 

grow old with regret one day?”  

Finally, Tiffany speaks of her philosophy on men: “Women should never take 

men too seriously and make one man the center of their life. It is better to spread out your 

love. I like my current state of being. Love is like sand, the more tightly you try to grip it 

in your palm, the faster it flows out. You cannot spoil men, you cannot be too eager, 

because then they will lose interest.  
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Tiffany likes Kenny for the balance of his middle-class American lifestyle and his 

“family man” attitude. In China, one must be upper-class or upper-middle class to live a 

middle-class American lifestyle – that is, owning a nice car and a house. While rich 

Chinese men like Abraham can offer her this lifestyle, she would feel insecure because 

she thinks they are too busy with their careers, travel constantly, and receive too much 

attention from other women. After marrying Kenny, Tiffany now owns a nice house and 

drives a Lexus. At the same time, Kenny gives her the loyalty, attention, and emotional 

security that many upper-class Chinese men like Abraham cannot give her. Thus, 

globalization is Tiffany’s gender strategy in mate-selection. Although Tiffany joined the 

dating agency and met Kenny by happenstance, she had the option of breaking up with 

Kenny and dating Chinese men like Abraham later on. However, she still chose Kenny.  

Although Kenny’s middle-class American lifestyle attracted Tiffany, it does not 

mean that Tiffany’s marriage to Kenny is based on nothing but materialistic pursuits. 

These materialistic conditions are necessary but not sufficient. Similar to many non-

internet based relationships, Tiffany and Kenny started out with strong, mutual feelings 

of passion and romance. Over time, these feeling faded for Tiffany as their relationship 

entered a more mature stage. While Tiffany encountered new opportunities for passion 

and romance during her long wait for her visa, she still chose to stay with Kenny because 

she thought Kenny would give her more affection and emotional security in the long run.  

Comparative analysis: Ruby, Vivien, and Tiffany 

This chapter shows how three different generations of Chinese women deal with 

the issue of mate-selection in post-reform China. The gender strategies they use to deal 

with the promiscuity of Chinese men are similar in some ways and different in others. In 
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terms of similarity, the three women share the same struggle of wanting to “marry up” or 

at least marry a status equal, and they look to globalization as the global solution to their 

local problem. However, having grown up during three different time periods, they also 

differ in how they think about love and marriage, the relationship between the two sexes, 

as well as how they deal with the problems that arise within their marriages.  

Ruby, who grew up during the pre-reform era, is heavily influenced by traditional 

Confucian patriarchal ideologies, which calls for women to remain loyal to their husband 

and maintain their marriage no matter what. She entered her first marriage without much 

knowledge of sex, romance or passion. It took her many years to realize that women too 

should pursue their own sexual desires, love, and happiness. Moreover, she believed that 

divorce was shameful and put up with her ex-husband’s affairs for many years. 

Throughout her unhappy marriage, she refrained from involvement with other men and 

dated Larry only after she ended her first marriage. Many friends suggested that she have 

an affair to alleviate her loneliness while still keeping dibs on her family property, given 

that her husband at the time was living with another woman. Yet, she refused because she 

thought cheating was shameful. Finally, she wanted to find a new husband who could 

fulfill both her idealistic desires for passion and her pragmatic desires for economic and 

emotional stability. When she realized that Larry did not fulfill her pragmatic desires for 

economic stability, she decided to tolerate his weaknesses, stay in the marriage, and work 

on the aspects she was unhappy with. She did so by motivating Larry to work more and 

by starting her own business. Thus, I suggest that Ruby took on a “traditional-tolerant” 

strategy toward marriage.  
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Vivien grew up during the early reform era of the 1990s when Western ideals and 

notions about love, romance, and casual sex were just entering China. It was also during 

this era that more men started getting rich and engaging in extramarital affairs. Vivien’s 

pursuit for romance and passion at the disregard of her partner’s character and morality 

lead her to many failed relationships with rich, charismatic married men. However, she 

still prioritized marriage and motherhood. She was willing to give up her career in China 

in order to find the right man. Having learned her lessons, she later sought John, the 

seemingly reliable middle-class American man as an alternative. However, she ultimately 

could not accept the lack of passion and chemistry in the relationship. Like Ruby, Vivien 

sought one man to fulfill both her idealistic desires for passion and her pragmatic desires 

for stability. However, when that could not be achieved, unlike Ruby, Vivien chose to 

give up on the relationship and continue her search rather than tolerating her partner and 

working within it. I call Vivien’s strategy “transitional-perfectionist” because she is a 

perfectionist living through a transitional period of China’s reform. 

Finally, Tiffany grew up during the post-reform 90’s and 00’s China when people 

have become more accustomed to the changes in dating and marriage culture in China 

and thereby more mature, more cynical, and more pragmatic. Hence came the term 

“economic-practical man” for husbands during the post-2000 era. Although Tiffany 

started out seeking both idealism and pragmatism from the same man, she quickly 

learned to separate the two. Despite her young age, she was already aware that passion 

and romance fades over time, and that one cannot always get both passion/romance and 

security/stability from the same partner. Much of her learning came from living under the 

highly unstable context of contemporary China and having met many married 
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businessmen that were unfaithful to their wives, including Abraham. Unlike Vivien and 

Ruby, Tiffany does not see marriage and motherhood as her highest calling in life. She 

occasionally contemplates divorce, hesitates on having children, and questions whether 

the institution of marriage is in fact a reasonable arrangement. Hence, I call her strategy 

“contemporary-pragmatic.”  

The marital choice and patterns demonstrated by the three women shows several 

things. First, it shows that women’s desire for hypergamy and/or homogamy (marriage to 

a status equal) remains important in mate-selection, regardless of their own socio-

economic status. Ruby, Vivien, and Tiffany are all middle-class in China. One may even 

argue that Ruby could pass for upper-middle class. If they were willing to lower their 

standard for the man’s socio-economic capital, they would all have dating options in 

China. For example, Ruby passed up many younger men who have less money than her 

out of distrust. Vivien only dates men who have both high erotic and socio-economic 

capital. Tiffany indicated that she has no interest in Chinese men her own age because 

she was not willing to live the “salaried lifestyle.” Despite the fact that all these three 

women are financially independent, they all still believe that men should be the primary 

breadwinner of the household. Thus, even though the pool of female marriage migrants 

has changed (it is no longer limited to women in poverty, and has started to include 

middle-class women) this elevation in the women’s class status does not alter their desire 

for hypergamy and it does not preclude financial considerations as a necessary condition 

behind their decisions to migrate.   

On the other hand, unlike our stereotypical depiction of Western men and Western 

culture as symbols of romance, passion, excitement, and wealth as opposed to stereotypes 
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of Asian men and Asia as stoic, unromantic, conservative, and poor, the Chinese men 

depicted in my study represent the opposite. The Western male suitors such as Larry, 

John, or Kenny are family-oriented and dedicated but unexciting and unsexy, while the 

Chinese lovers are rich and exciting but can also be deceitful and dangerous. The issue at 

stake here is not only geopolitical but also socio-economic. The Chinese men that the 

women in this study desire are upper-class or upper-middle class in their native countries 

while the American men are middle or lower-middle class. In the new era of 

globalization, the motives behind cross-border marriages are becoming more diverse and 

more complex than they used to be. Today, many middle-class Chinese women opt for 

middle-class American men as an alternative after encountering obstacles in dating 

upper-class or upper-middle class Chinese men. After their failed attempts to “marry up” 

or marry a status-equal in China, their alternative is to “marry up” geopolitically but not 

socio-economically. The advantages in environmental cleanliness, social security, 

education, and overall quality of life in the West compensates for the Western men’s 

lower socio-economic status, while at the same time, their middle-class or working-class 

values and lifestyle gives the women a greater sense of emotional security in the marriage. 
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Chapter 2: Cyberspace Romance in Translation 

 

While much has been written on international cyberspace romance, few studies 

investigate the role that commercial intermediaries play in mediating such relationships.
7
 

By commercial intermediaries, I am referring to for-profit companies that introduce 

marriage-minded men and women to each other and may or may not oversee the couples’ 

dating process. Many economists and mainstream migration scholars believe that migrant 

networks will replace commercial agents because technological advancements enable 

individuals to connect to each other directly through use of information technology tools 

such as mobile phones or the Internet (Xiang 2008). Yet, why do we witness the 

continuous growth of the international cyber-dating industry? I suggest that these 

business entities add market value through the language translation and cultural 

mediation services they provide, given that many clients do not speak each other’s native 

language and do not know how to make themselves appear attractive to their potential 

suitors. 

This chapter provides an in-depth look into the day-to-day operations of Web-

based dating agencies that use Internet technology to facilitate dating and marriage 

between women from China and men from English-speaking Western countries such as 

the United States, Canada, Australia, and England, and explores how commercial 

intermediaries utilize new technology and human capital to create what I call the new 

erotica of international cyber-dating. Unlike the conventional “mail-order bride” model, 

in which couples selected their mates based on photographs and occasional letters 

                                                           
7
 Examples of such studies include Koo (1999), Constable (2003), and Liu and Liu (2008). 
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exchanged via postal mail, the “e-couples” in my study engage in extensive translator-

assisted communication for months before they meet. I call this e-translation process

surrogate dating because some female clients are not fully involved in the writing process 

and rely instead on their translators.  

I suggest that, by using different forms of their cultural capital (Bourdieu 1984), 

which includes their knowledge of English, Chinese youth culture, and Western popular 

culture, the translators help their female clients build their erotic capital (Hakim 2011) 

during the email writing process. Catherine Hakim's definition of erotic capital includes 

not only beauty and sexual attractiveness but also charm, liveliness, and social 

presentation. By helping Chinese women develop and exude their online personae, the 

company enables middle-aged divorcées (35 or older) who do not know English and are 

unfamiliar with Western culture to compete in the international marriage market. Yet by 

presenting the women in highly sexualized digital photographs and in “passionately hot, 

energetic, and ultra-hip” e-letters full of teenage talk, the intermediaries reaffirm existing 

Western stereotypes of Asian women as innocent, domesticated, and yet exotic and 

sexually eager (Espiritu 1997).  

In this chapter, I examine how the commodification of intimacy affects migrant 

women in the context of global capitalism. This issue is central to transnational feminist 

scholarship. Taking into consideration both local contexts and subjectivity as well as 

global economic and cultural systems, I suggest that the commercial intermediaries 

empower women to compete on the global dating market, although this is achieved at the 

cost of compromising their authenticity. Previous literature on marriage migration tends 

to position female migrants as victims of macro-level circumstances such as poverty or 
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global inequality.
8

 Current literature challenges these assumptions and refocuses on 

migrants’ individual agency - that is, their ability to act as central players within larger 

the power structures of family and locality.
9
 Adding to the macro-level structural analysis 

and the micro-level agency focus, my project explores the meso-level, that is, the 

brokering intermediary that links the individual migrants to the global marriage market.  

Examining these commercial intermediaries sheds light on how globalization has 

transformed practices of intimacy, which is an area that has not received enough attention 

in globalization studies (Padilla et al. 2007, x). While traditional notions of family 

emphasized “the role of social obligation and the reproduction of kinship systems,” the 

new family models that have emerged in the global capitalist era increasingly emphasize 

the importance of love – especially the kind that is “chosen, deeply felt, ‘authentic,’ and 

profoundly personal” (Padilla et al. 2007, xv). This transition led to an increased demand 

for particular kinds of intimacy, and the late capitalist market has responded by 

commoditizing experiences of love in various ways. For example, the modern 

prostitution practice has transformed from “the quick, impersonal sexual release 

associated with the street-level sex trade” to a “new variety of sexual labor” that includes 

“the sale and purchase of authentic emotional and physical connections” (Bernstein 2007, 

192).  

In my study, the translators create fantasies for Western men online, only a 

minority of whom travels to China to meet the women behind the letters. Thus, I suggest 

                                                           
8
 Examples of previous literature that positioned female migrants as victims of macro-level circumstances 

include Shukuya (1988), Villapando (1989), Glodava and Onizuka (1994), Fischer, Martin, and Straubhaar 

(1997), Ong and Nonini (1997), and Fan and Li (2002). 
9
 Examples of current literature that refocus on migrants’ individual agency include Constable (2003, 2005), 

Freeman (2005), Lu (2008), Palriwala and Uberoi (2008), Thai (2008), Williams (2010), Yang and Lu 

(2010) and Schaeffer (2012). 
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that for many male clients, the email exchange process is not only a means toward 

marriage; it could also be a stand-alone option to satisfy their desire for intimacy in 

cyberspace without further commitment. This email translation service reflects yet 

another new channel through which intimacy is commoditized. 

Finally, this chapter contributes to discussions of how global capitalism and 

technological development shape and change gender relations across geographical and 

cultural borders. In the digital age, Western stereotypes of immigrants are continually 

being reconstructed by sending states. I examine the crucial role that commercial dating 

agencies play in creating new racial and gender prototypes of Asian women that combine 

elements of Western pop culture with Chinese youth culture. By tracing how stereotypes 

of Asian women are created in China and then disseminated to the West through the 

Internet, this chapter sheds light on the impact of sending-state culture on racial and 

ethnic stereotypes in the West.  

This chapter is structured as follows: I discuss how the translators use various 

forms of their own cultural capital to create erotic capital for their female clients 

throughout the surrogate dating process. Next, I briefly review the existing stereotypes of 

foreign brides and of Asian women in the Western media before presenting data that 

shows how the surrogate dating process reinforces these stereotypes. I conclude the 

chapter with suggestions for future research.  

The new erotica of cyber-dating  

What is new about the email-order bride phenomenon? How do contemporary 

cyber-dating practices differ from traditional mail-order bride practices? In the following 

section, I discuss how translators at contemporary cyber-dating agencies help their female 
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clients build their erotic capital (Hakim 2011) in ways that traditional mail-order brides 

could not. In the United States, the mail-order bride practice traces back to the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries, when Caucasian workers on the Western frontier sought wives 

from the East coast (Jameson 1977) while Japanese and Korean immigrant workers 

brought wives from their native Asia (Zhao 2009). During that era, the postal services 

enabled only infrequent correspondences. Thus men and women relied primarily on 

photographs to select their potential spouse. Photographs can reflect on one’s physical 

attractiveness but not social attractiveness. What is her personality like? How does she 

carry herself? Is she humorous and energetic? It would be difficult to make these 

judgments through just a few letters in the mail.  

I suggest that, during the lengthy email exchange process, the translators utilize 

their cultural capital, which includes their knowledge of popular culture, knack for 

writing, and mastery of English, to help their female clients develop online personas rich 

in the way of erotic capital (Hakim 2011). Erotic capital (Hakim 2011, 12-13) consists of 

the following six elements: beauty, sexual attractiveness, social skills, liveliness, social 

presentation, and sexual competence.  

Beauty is mainly focused on facial attractiveness. Sexual attractiveness is a matter 

of sex appeal conveyed through the way someone moves, talks, and behaves. Social skill 

refers to grace and charm; it is the ability to make people like you, to make them feel at 

ease and happy, want to know you and desire you, and so on. Liveliness is a mixture of 

physical fitness, social energy, and good humor. Social presentation refers to style of 

dress, face painting, perfume, jewelry, hairstyles, and so on that announce one's social 

status and style. Finally, sexual competence refers to energy, erotic imagination, 
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playfulness, and everything else that makes for a sexually satisfying partner. Note that 

while the first two elements of erotic capital are physical, the remaining four are social. I 

suggest that through the email translation process, the translators help their clients build 

their erotic capital, expressed in the way of social attractiveness. While in the traditional 

picture-bride practice women displayed only the physical aspects of their erotic capital, 

that is, their beauty and sex appeal, in the new email-translation industry women also 

display their personality. Clients pay for translators to act as cyber versions of themselves 

to increase their competitiveness in the international dating market.  

The making of cyber erotic capital 

What do translators use to help their clients create erotic capital in cyberspace? 

What kind of background, expertise, and knowledge is needed? I observed that during the 

email translation process, translators convert their own cultural capital into their clients’ 

erotic capital, expressed in the way of online personas that convey charm, liveliness, 

sexual competence, and so on. First developed by Pierre Bourdieu (1984), the concept of 

cultural capital refers to a variety of noneconomic forces such as one’s formal 

educational credentials, family background, linguistic capability, and tastes and 

mannerisms that can be converted to social or economic advantages. The majority of 

translators are recent college graduates who majored in English. In the following section, 

I discuss how the translators’ knowledge of China’s youth culture and Western popular 

culture as well as their talent for writing serve as important forms of cultural capital in the 

relationship-building process.  
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Knowledge of Chinese youth culture and Western pop culture: A tool kit 

Culture provides a pragmatic tool kit consisting of “symbols, stories, rituals, and 

worldviews, which people may use in varying configurations to solve different kinds of 

problems” (Swidler 1986, 273). I suggest that, as members of China’s contemporary 

youth generation, the translators draw from the thoughts, values, and expressions in their 

own cultural tool kit to help their female clients appear more desirable on the 

international market. Translators feel that many of their clients, particularly those who 

grew up in China’s pre-reform or early-reform era, are too traditional and reserved to 

appeal to Western male suitors.  

For example, one translator notes: “A lot of women here are very feudal and 

traditional. They cannot take it when they see reference to kissing or something more 

intimate in the letters, even when it is coming from someone they are attracted to. They 

get upset and complain. On the other hand, some men are left wondering why their 

expressions of intimacy upset the women.” By “traditional,” translators refer to 

Confucian patriarchal values that call for women to be sexually conservative - meaning 

that they maintain chastity before marriage and remain reserved in their expression of 

desire even after they marry. Translators note that sometimes they must go so far as to 

teach their clients “general facts about male anatomy and physiology” to help them 

understand and accept the Western men’s expressions of desire. By depicting the pre- and 

early reform female client sector as “old fashioned” and “feudal,” the translators label 

them as a group that needs modernization and change.  

The dating and courtship culture during China’s pre-reform era, during the 1960s 

and 1970s, or even during the beginning of the reform era in the early to mid-1980s, was 
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far more restrictive than today. Back then, work units imposed age restrictions on dating 

and people “started courting only when they were ready for marriage” (Farrer 2002, 157). 

Society “placed a high value on female virginity” (Zhou 1989, 279) while the state 

monitored and regulated premarital sexual behavior through both work units and schools 

(Farrer 2002). On the whole, people had few opportunities to meet and date various 

partners or to become intimately involved before marriage (Zha and Geng 1992; Farrer 

2002). On the other hand, throughout the 1990s, when the translators were growing up, 

work unit and parental involvement in dating greatly decreased (Tang and Parish 2000; 

Farrer 2002). People started dating at a much earlier age, and romantic relationships 

became more emotionally engaging and sexually involving (Farrer 2002).  

Given the social and institutional differences between the pre-reform or early 

reform era and the post-reform era of the late 1980s and beyond, it is not surprising to see 

differences in the rhetoric that men and women from the two time periods use. James 

Farrer’s 2002 study on sex culture in urban Shanghai, for example, showed that 

interviewees who grew up during the early reform era look upon “verbal expressions of 

love with suspicion” (2002, 200). Some felt that saying “I love you” was too blatant and 

characterized the speaker as a “tricky [hua]” (201) and philandering person. Others saw 

such overt verbal rhetoric of love “as a recent trend among youth and a Western import 

unsuited to Chinese” (201). In contrast, the respondents who came of dating age in the 

1990s or beyond expressed “a much more positive attitude toward saying ‘I love you’” 

(201) and found relationships that lack romantic narratives to be “generic and hence 

inauthentic” (202). Many urban youths in Shanghai today value romantic experiences as 

ends in themselves and regard sexual relationships not only as matters of practicality or 
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ethics but also as beautiful experiences that are worthy of pursing even without 

attachment to marriage.   

The differences in expression of love and in attitude toward premarital sex can be 

observed among the translators and clients in my study as well. Like the middle-aged 

respondents noted in Farrer’s study, many clients at the agencies I studied appeared to be 

uncomfortable with or lacked knowledge of verbal expressions of love, romance, and 

intimacy. Some clients said “I do not know how to say this mushy stuff, I am not good 

with men” or “I have no sense of imagination, I have never written love letters in my 

life.” The translators, on the other hand, were much more accustomed to such expressions 

and used them frequently. They attributed their knowledge and level of comfort to not 

only their experience on the job but also to their familiarity with China’s youth culture. 

As members of the post-1980s [ba ling hou] generation, which popular media depicts as 

“China’s first generation of couch potatoes, addicts of online games, patrons of imported 

fast food chains, and loyal audiences of Hollywood movies” (Li 2008), many of the 

translators I interviewed felt that their outlooks on life and means of self-expression are 

more modern, more Westernized, and more in tune with the thoughts of the male clients. 

Translators often use romantic, passionate, and poetic words to make their letters 

more appealing. Moreover, they read Taiwanese romance novels, listen to Hong Kong 

and American pop artists such as Faye Wong and Taylor Swift, and watch American 

movies and television shows such as The Bodyguard or Desperate Housewives to get 

inspiration for their letters. Some even discuss Hollywood flicks or celebrity gossip with 

their Western male clients to create rapport. For example, one translator asked a male 

client which Chinese actress was better dressed at the latest Ghana Film Festival – Fan, 
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Bing Bing or Zhang Ziyi. Translators notice that the female clients who decide to write 

emails without their help often end up losing the men. One translator says of her clients: 

“Many of them just talk about what you do today, what I do today, etc., in their letters. 

That is so boring! Eventually the couple will lose passion. On the other hand, the letters 

we help them write are sizzling hot with passion, energetic, and ultra-hip.”  

Talented writers: Capturing the Western man’s heart 

The cultural capital translators possess is not limited to their knowledge of 

China’s urban youth culture and Western culture, or to their mastery of the English 

language. Some translators are simply extremely talented writers, while many clients are 

not as skilled at expressing themselves. For example, one translator told me that her client 

often laments: “This is exactly what I really wanted to say, I just did not think of such a 

clever way to phrase it. You have captured what I wanted to say much better than I 

have.”  

Another translator reflects that she owes her own success to her special ability to 

“grasp the exact female characteristics that the men seek and make the women appear 

that way in the e-letters.” I have observed various candidates attempt to justify their 

qualifications on the basis of their language skills alone. Some had previously worked as 

translators in a different capacity; some are currently dating Caucasian men; others have 

studied or worked abroad for years. Yet the recruiting manager always says, “Mastery of 

English is important, but it’s not the key to this job. A lot of people who speak perfect 

English have tried out only to discover that their letters do not yield high response rates.”   

 

 



68 

 

 

 

Erotic Capital Expressed in Photographs  

[This portion was not included in the Signs article] 

 

While I have discussed the process through which translators build the women’s 

social attractiveness, physical attractiveness remains extremely important. The strategy 

that intermediaries utilize is to first entice the men with attractive female-client 

photographs that have been edited so that the men will start writing the women. 

Translators send real life photographs of the women after couples enter into a more 

committed relationship. The hope is that at this point the man would be emotionally 

attached and he would ignore discrepancies between the studio photos and the real life 

photos.  

All female clients are required to take professional studio photographs that make 

them look like fashion models. The women wear sexy clothing, get heavily made-up, and 

their photographs are edited afterwards to make them look younger, thinner, and curvier. 

This type of studio photograph is not only used at the agencies I studied, but across most 

major online overseas dating agencies in China. Having an attractive picture that meets 

the industry standard is crucial in this global cyber-dating market where the male clients 

can receive up to 50 letters each day from women all over China. The agents pay 

meticulous attention to their clients’ appearance and developed very strict and specific 

guidelines for the women in order to cater to the men’s taste. 

Conclusion  

 While the primary function of traditional dating agencies is to create networking 

opportunities for marriage-minded men and women, the contemporary cross-border 

cyber-dating industry offers much more. Email technology allows men and women who 
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do not speak each other’s native language to engage in much more frequent and in-depth 

contact, given heavy-handed translator assistance. In this chapter, I have discussed how 

the translators use their cultural capital, consisting of their knowledge of Chinese youth 

culture and Western popular culture, as well as their own writing talent, to create new 

cyber erotic capital for their female clients. This chapter contributes to feminist 

scholarship by shedding light on how globalization, technology, and the commodification 

of intimacy empower and constrain middle-aged women seeking second-chance 

marriages across geographic and cultural boundaries in the twenty-first century. It also 

reflects on the commodification of intimacy in the modern economy. Today, meanings of 

love “increasingly center on notions of intimacy that are emotionally authentic and 

personal” (Padilla et al. 2007, xv). The capitalist market, in turn, has responded to this 

change by producing new patterns of intimate commodification, and the services 

provided by the cyber-dating agencies in my study serve as an example.  

Nevertheless, many other aspects of the cyber-dating process have not been 

addressed in this chapter. First, while this chapter discusses the commoditization and 

objectification of women during the agent-assisted cyber-dating process, it does not 

examine the role of the female clients as consumers and the male clients as commodities. 

Second, while this chapter explored the effects of surrogate dating on the mate-selection 

and relationship-building process, little is known about its impact on the couples’ post-

marital lives. Third, while many scholars perceive the hyper-feminization of Asian 

women as a contributing factor to global gender inequality, the Chinese translators and 

managers in my study hold a different view. In China’s current phase of transition, many 

ideologies that were demolished during the Reform era are now reviving. Many 
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translators perceive women’s domestication and homemaking as ancient feminine virtues 

and privileges that were lost during China’s Reform era, when women were forced to 

compete with men on the labor market (Hershatter 2007). Thus, more discussion to 

distinguish between the agencies’ profit-making motives from their genuine desire to 

create happiness is needed.  

This chapter is, in part, is a reprint of the material as it appears in: “Surrogate 

Dating and the Translation of Gendered Meanings Across Borders: The Case of China’s 

Email-Order Brides.” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 41(1): 29-54. The 

dissertation author was the primary investigator and author of this paper.    
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Chapter 3: A New Portrayal of Western Masculinity 

In Chapter 2, I discussed the commoditization and objectification of women 

during the agent-assisted cyber-dating process. Chapter 3 shifts attention to the much less 

examined role of the female clients as consumers and the male clients as commodities. I 

address why the particular incentive structure at the dating agencies and the views toward 

dating and marriage that the female clients developed while living under the larger 

sociocultural context of China’s post-reform materialism contributed to the 

reconstruction of Western masculinity to Chinese women during the surrogate dating 

process. These aspects have been overlooked in the current scholarship that identifies the 

women as commodities and the men as consumers, but rarely vice versa.  

In sociology, much progress has been made in the area of masculinities research. 

As summarized by R.W. Connell, research on masculinities has led to some key 

conclusions. First, researchers recognize the concept of multiple masculinities, which 

speaks to the fact that there is not a single “masculinity” but rather multiple forms of 

masculinities which formed in response to different historical periods, cultures, and 

settings. Moreover, researchers note that the construction of masculinity is on-going and 

constantly changing rather than static. Despite these advancements, however, the 

discourse surrounding global masculinity still revolves around the concept of hegemonic 

masculinity, which is “a pattern of practices that allowed men’s dominance over women” 

in society (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005). In the American popular culture, the 

hegemonic male is a heterosexual, white, tall, well-muscled, physically imposing, 

assertive, and most importantly, he is economically successful (Blair-Loy 2009).  
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Much of the current discussion on global masculinities incorporates the aftermath 

of European colonialization in developing countries and the disruption of local gender 

hierarchies. In the 21
st
 century, the rising influence of transnational corporations across 

the globe has led to a new variation of the traditional hegemonic masculinity model, 

called “transnational business masculinity.” This type of masculinity is said to lead to 

increased commoditization of relations between wealthy, powerful business executives 

from the first world and poorer women from developing countries, thereby spurring 

global pornography and prostitution industries that cater to international businessmen 

(Connell 1998).  

In the marriage migration literature, Western men’s geopolitical and economic 

status had been put to emphasis while women were assumed to marry Western men to 

escape poverty (Villapando 1989, Glodava and Onizuka 1994). More recent studies, 

however, show that it is no longer the case that all female marriage migrants seek out-

migration for economic reasons. More recent studies such as those conducted by Thai or 

Schaeffer, for example, show that many middle-class Mexican and Vietnamese marriage 

migrants seek Western husbands in order to escape the more “traditional” and patriarchal 

gender hierarchies in their home country. They believe that Western men have more 

gender egalitarian attitudes. Western men are assumed to be more willing to share 

domestic duties and respect financially successful women, rather than feeling threatened 

by them.   

Through the changing desires of the female marriage migrants, we can also see a 

change in the construction of global Western masculinity from the “hegemonic 

masculinity” model to a more diversified model that includes the “multiple masculinities” 
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(Carrigan, Connell, and Lee 1985). My research adds to the “multiple masculinities” 

model by showing a new way by which Western men are presented to women from 

developing countries such as China. That is, they are portrayed as sincere, faithful, and 

family-oriented men who are worthy of marrying despite their lack of wealth. Their 

greatest strength lies not in their geopolitical or economic status, but rather in having 

higher moral standards than the local Chinese men. My research indicates that the 

agencies promote this image of their Western male clients to their female clients, many of 

whom are middle-aged and suffered emotional trauma from their previous marriages.    

Analyzing this new reconstruction of masculinity is important for several reasons. 

First, the portrayal itself reverses the previous stereotype of Caucasian males in both the 

Western and Chinese media as hegemonic males. The new construction of masculinity is 

unique in that “the West” has become not only a symbol of wealth, but also a symbol for 

“moral purity.” In the case of developing countries such as China, the social instability 

associated with the reform and opening up has led to a demand for greater trust, stability, 

and commitment. In the midst of rising rates of divorce and increased extramarital affairs, 

Chinese women increasingly value men’s faithfulness and commitment to family. Thus, 

the agents market the Western men as an “idealized other” in that respect. Traditionally, 

Western men value female marriage migrants for their “purity, innocence, and 

commitment to family.” Yet, this has now become a depiction of Western men through 

the dating agencies. This change shows versatility in the global construction of gender. 

Gendered images are highly malleable and largely dependent on the pragmatic “demand” 

and “supply” of the sending and receiving countries. 
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Moreover, these results probe us to rethink not only how gender is reconstructed, 

but also who constructs gender. In this case, for-profit agencies are constructing gender to 

women in developing countries. This is a rarely examined angle within studies of 

marriage migration, as previous studies tend to focus on the existing stereotypes of 

Western men, rather than on how they are continually being reconstructed their sending 

countries in accordance with the changing demographic and socio-economic patterns of 

the globalizing world. Moreover, I emphasize that, just as it is necessary for the agencies 

to market their female clients to the Western men, it is also necessary for the agencies to 

market the Western men to their female clients, who take on the role of a consumer. 

Cross-border matchmaking is as much a process that commoditizes Asian femininity as it 

is a process that commoditizes Western masculinity. 

China’s demand for “economic-practical man” 

The portrayal of Western men as family-oriented, innocent, and faithful is spurred 

by both the working-class and lower-middle class socio-economic status of the male 

clients enrolled as well as by the Chinese women’s increasing concern for men’s fidelity, 

which is closely linked with the changing structure of the Chinese economy and society. 

Although there is mounting desire to “marry up” in the post-reform era, more and more 

women today also take marital stability into account when selecting a mate. Rich men are 

more likely to cheat. This is a universal phenomenon not unique to China. In the United 

States, research has shown a positive relationship between higher levels of income and 

marital infidelity (Atkins 2001). American men that have greater socio-economic 

resources and hold higher-status jobs with greater autonomy such as businessmen, 

lawyers, or doctors are more likely to commit adultery (DiBlasio 2007). In China, marital 
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stability has declined rapidly in the post-reform era partially because the state has lifted 

its prior intervention (Farrer 2002, Osburg 2013). As women become more aware of 

these new risks, they also see benefit in marrying middle-income men belonging to the 

“salaried class.”  

Prior to the market reform, the vast majority of Chinese urban dwellers belonged 

to the “salaried class.” The “salaried class” includes anyone who received a state-

enterprise salary along with social benefits such as housing and medical care (Farrer 113). 

Today, the term “salaried class” can be more widely applied to people with a middling 

income and family-centered consumption patterns rather than a position in production 

(e.g. business owner). The “salaried-class” lifestyle promises a secure living albeit not 

rich, mutual fidelity, and an emphasis on family values. This lifestyle is one which many 

Chinese women today both loathe and long for – they long for its promises of mutuality 

and security, but loath its perceived lack of money, excitement, romance, and mobility 

(Farrer 114).  For some white-collar female professionals of the post-‘80s and ‘90s 

generation, “big monies” are no longer considered the top choice for marriage due to the 

instabilities associated with marrying rich men.  

In popular culture, women have created the ideal-type of “经济实用男” 

(economic practical man). According to one internet comic depiction, the ideal 

“economic practical man” is 1) average looking; 2) works in the educational, information 

technology, engineering or another technology related white-collar field; 3) earns a 

monthly salary of 2,000-10,000 yuan (depending on city, salary should be above average 

but not extremely high); 4) is a one-woman man; 5) shares his salary with his wife; 6) 

does not smoke or drink, turn off his cell phone, go clubbing, or see female friends on the 
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side; 7) enjoys cooking and housework; 8) is respectful to parents, loves children; and 8) 

is modest, stable, mature, generous, and polite.  

Construction of Western men as “genuine accepting men” 

In the first part of this chapter, I will discuss how the agency reconstructs the 

Western male clients as what I call “genuine-accepting men.” I suggest that the agents 

portray Western men as a new, alternative form of the Chinese “economic, practical man” 

geared toward middle-aged, divorced Chinese women. Similar to “economic practical 

men,” “genuine accepting men” earn an average salary, live a modest lifestyle, remain 

faithful to their wives, and greatly value family life. In addition, however, “genuine, 

accepting men” are open to dating middle-aged women and accept their children. These 

two characteristics make “genuine accepting men” especially appealing to divorced 

Chinese women.     

Given that cross-border matchmaking is officially illegal in China and thus the 

dating agencies do not publically advertise on television or in newspapers, one of the 

most effective means of promotion is blogging. In addition, while current scholarship 

often assumes that women already know they want to marry foreign men by the time they 

join the agency, many of the women at the dating agencies where I conducted research 

admit to never having thought of dating a foreigner until they heard about this service 

from a friend or until they saw a friend do it. Moreover, many are hesitant to join given 

the high fees involved. The agencies, on the other hand, give them a one month free trial 

period before they join. Thus, the agencies must market themselves to the clients, 

especially to those who are not entirely convinced of joining.   
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One of the most effective ways of demonstrating why the women should marry 

foreign men is by telling tales of their happy marriages in blog articles. These are short 

stories written by the managers that account for the process through which couples meet 

and marry. Some entries include follow-ups on their lives abroad. While the majority of 

the articles are written by the managers, they heavily draw on quotes from the female 

clients, the male clients, as well as from their translators. My analysis is based on 154 

published online blog articles. 

As previously discussed, many Chinese businessmen today are far richer than the 

Westerners who enroll at the agencies. Moreover, many Western male clients are not 

necessarily handsome or charming, especially given that they tend to be, on average, 5-20 

years older than their Chinese counterparts. Thus, the blog articles do not highlight male 

wealth or charisma. Instead, they emphasize the men’s caring, loving personality. The 

blog articles present many problems associated with second-chance marriages in China 

and portray Western men as an “idealized other.” This excerpt below, extracted from the 

manager’s blog article on women’s attempt at second-chance marriages in China, 

describes the problem that middle-aged, divorced women face on the Chinese marriage 

market. The implication of the passage is that it is almost impossible for women to find 

love in China after divorce. On the other hand, they have a much better chance with 

Western men.  

The rate of divorce is rising across different countries throughout the 

world, and China is one of them. Divorce is easy but remarriage is hard. It 

is even harder to manage second-chance families involving step-children. 

It is not like in the movies where a beautiful single woman meets a mature 

man and ends up happily ever after. It is never as simple as that. This is a 

romantic tale. It is the story of Cinderella. In a society like China, this 

story is a fairy tale. 
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In this chapter, I will use the blog articles to show that the agents achieve this goal by 

portraying the Western men as “genuine accepting men.” As detailed in the sub-sections 

below, “genuine accepting men” are willing to date middle-aged women, loyal to their 

spouse, affectionate and caring, and love toward step-children. 

a. Genuine accepting men: willing to date older women 

 Throughout history, we have witnessed age disparities in sexual relationships 

between men and women. Men tend to value a woman’s youth and beauty more while 

women put greater emphasis on men’s wealth and status. Across many societies, it is 

customary for men to marry women younger than themselves. In the U.S., only 14 

percent of men marry women older than themselves (2013 U.S. Population Survey). This 

preference often puts middle-aged and elderly women in a “marriage squeeze,” which 

refers to a demographic imbalance where the number of potential grooms does not equate 

the number of potential brides. This problem becomes especially apparent among middle-

aged couples because older men in their second and third marriages tend to seek women 

who are significantly younger than themselves. According to a recent Pew Research 

analysis of census data, in the U.S., one in five men that remarry will wed a woman at 

least 10 years younger than themselves (Livingston 2013).  

This middle-aged “marriage squeeze” is common in China as well. As discussed 

in previous chapters, female clients feel that they are at a disadvantage because middle-

aged Chinese men of similar status tend to remarry younger women. Thus, the agents 

often depict Western men as more receptive to dating older women. Below is an excerpt 

that expresses this point. This excerpt describes how Ms. Lin, a woman in her 50s with 
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no dating prospects in China, met a Western man who pampered and cherished her. The 

author asks why, unlike Western men, Chinese men could not appreciate older women 

like Ms. Lin. The implication is that Western men are much more appreciative of older 

women than Chinese men.   

It saddens me to see so many middle-aged women being forced to seek 

men abroad. Why do women like Ms. Lin – someone whose youth and 

beauty has been sucked dry like a dying weed while in China – bloom into 

a flower with a beauty that we have never before seen when Ronald 

showered her with love and affection? In China, men perceive 50-year old 

women as women to be disposed, like garbage. Yet, why do so many 

foreigners pamper them? 

 

A second example I will give is the blog an excerpt written about a yoga 

instructor in her late 40s who met a foreigner that was teaching English in China. The 

excerpt states: “She was worried about her age and worried that foreigners living in 

China will be so polluted that they would only want to date young beautiful Chinese 

women rather than women her age…They met within less than one month of writing each 

other. Upon meeting, all her worries were gone. He wanted to marry her, he was not 

playing games.” The implication from this excerpt is that Chinese culture encourages 

men to choose younger women. By moving to China, middle-aged Western men that 

were once open to dating women their own age will come under the influence of the local 

culture and only seek young, attractive women. Fortunately, the particular Western man 

described in the passage was not “polluted” by the local culture and he wanted to marry 

the yoga instructor despite her age. Indeed, at the agency I often hear the managers and 

staff tell their clients that foreign men who travel to China are better than foreign men 

who live in China. Those who live in China become spoiled by the local culture and only 
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want to date younger women. Moving to China will turn Western men from being 

“innocent” and “good” to “bad.”  

Moreover, the agents also believe that something about the Chinese culture drives 

Chinese men living abroad to put greater emphasis on female youth than Caucasian men. 

In her blog, the owner says that it is extremely unlikely for female clients over the age of 

36 to marry Chinese American men that are registered on their site. Although some 

female clients prefer overseas Chinese immigrants to Caucasian men, the managers 

usually do not recommend them for women over the age of 36 due to the low rate of 

marital success. In the following excerpt, the manager tells a 52 year old female client 

that her chances of marrying a Chinese American is low given her age and encourages 

her to date Western men instead.  The excerpt states: “Given that you are 52, it is 

impossible to find a suitable Chinese man for marriage. It may be possible to find a 

Chinese American to chat with, but marrying one of them would be almost impossible, 

unless you get really lucky. You should just forget about Chinese men. You have a much 

better chance with Caucasian men!” 

b. Genuine accepting men: loving step-fathers 

 China’s rate of divorce has been on the rise since the 1979 reform and increased 

dramatically after 2000. Thus, many middle-aged, divorced female clients face 

challenges associated with second-chance marriages, especially the coordination of the 

relationship between their children from their previous marriage and their future spouse. 

In response to this demand, the dating agencies market Western male clients as suitable 

step-fathers.  
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Bai and Timothy 

Below is a blog entry that illustrates this point. The article tells the story of Bai, a 

twice-divorced woman in her early 40s and her American husband Timothy. In first 

passage below, the manager presents Bai’s thoughts on why second-chance marriages 

don’t work in China. In the second passage, she moves on to discuss all the specific 

problems Bai’s husband had with her son that lead to their failed marriage. Finally, she 

discusses why Timothy from Wyoming is a much better candidate. The implication is 

that divorced women with children will face many problems when remarrying Chinese 

men, but somehow marriage with a foreigner would be different.  

Bai says: “in China, it is almost impossible to have a second marriage 

family where step-parents treat their step-children like their own, and 

where the couple will not quarrel over how much money to spend on their 

kids. Each party has his or her own child and own priority. When conflicts 

rise between your spouse and your child, you will no doubt side with your 

child. Over time, this will wear out your love and marriage.” 

 

After her second divorce, Bai insisted on seeking a Western man, someone 

who was willing to accept her daughter. Timothy was the first Western 

suitor that Bai met in person. At the time, I tried to persuade Bai not to 

rush to a decision… 

 

However, Bai answered: “After all my experiences, I don’t care about 

romantic love as much as I used to. My daughter is my priority 

now...Timothy really loves me, and he is very kind to my daughter, that’s 

what is most important…” 

 

Bai wrote to me on instant messenger: “Timothy is down to earth and he 

really knows how to manage the household. He really loves me, he’s very 

detail oriented, and he likes to cook, clean, and do the laundry. He is also 

very nice to my daughter…although he is very thrifty, he still tries to buy 

me some of the things I want. That’s enough…on the whole, women in 

their forties have different priorities when searching for a husband. In the 

past my expectations were too high and I experienced great 

disappointment. Now I am different.” 
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Lin Lin and Nathan 

This passage below describes Lin Lin’s experience dating Nathan, a businessman 

from France. Lin Lin is a sales clerk in her mid-forties with a teenage daughter. Her ex-

husband had a gambling addiction and ignored his duties as a father. The article did not 

focus on the economic disparity between Lin Lin and Nathan, despite the fact that Lin 

Lin was struggling to support her daughter while Nathan was a successful businessman. 

A description of Nathan’s wealth is buried in two lines in the middle of the article. 

Instead, the author chose to focus on the couple’s mutual desire to start a family as well 

as the fatherly love Nathan gave Lin Lin’s daughter. 

After three months of email exchange, the couple met. Lin Lin’s daughter 

came to see Nathan too. She was a sweetheart, always smiling. She called 

Nathan ‘Daddy,’ which made him very happy. Nathan did not grow up in 

a warm, caring home. Even after he married and started his own family, 

his children were never close to him. Meeting a soft-spoken, tender 

woman like Lin Lin and her sweet and clever daughter, Nathan suddenly 

knew he had a loving home. Spending just one day with Lin Lin and her 

daughter made him feel more loved than he ever has in his entire life. This 

made him appreciate Lin Lin and her daughter ever so much… 

 

At the wedding, Lin Lin’s daughter, who was attending middle-school at 

the time, cried as soon as she got up on stage. Her childhood experience 

had been unique in that she never grew up with fatherly love. Yet, from 

that day on, she knew she had a father. She was not only happy for herself, 

but also for her mother, who finally found love after having struggled to 

raise her alone all these years. Seeing the child cry, Nathan ran up to give 

her a hug. He told her not to cry and wiped tears off her eyes. When the 

child hugged and kissed Nathan, everyone’s heart at the wedding was 

deeply touched. At that moment, the world belonged to the three of them. 

At that moment, they were overcome with joy and happiness. 

 

Hong and Jeff 

The passage below is a quote from a female client named Hong. She describes in 

detail the fatherly gestures her American husband Jeff made toward her Chinese son. She 
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states that she gains tremendous emotional satisfaction from seeing that. Moreover, she 

says that Jeff’s devotion to her son makes marrying him worthwhile, despite the big age 

disparity between them. The implication is that the Western man has done such a good 

job taking care of her son that she is willing to forgo other conditions such as age when it 

comes to marriage. By inserting the following quote in the article, the blog writer shows 

other clients why and how Western men can be good step-fathers.  

Every morning Jeff wakes my son up at 5:30am to take him to 

school…this made my son proud. Ever since he was born, he has never 

enjoyed this kind of treatment. He never had a father who took him to 

school. Now he can proudly walk into the classroom. Every day we go 

pick up my son together. My husband says he wants to watch his ‘little 

man’ grow up. Looking at the back of their shadow, my heart feels warm. 

Even though my husband is old enough to be my grandfather, I feel so 

blessed to have him because he gave my son so much love and confidence. 

 

Al and Yan 

 This following excerpt is taken from a blog article written about a female client 

named Yan. The excerpt states: “Al loves children. Every time he emails Yan, he asks 

about her son. On weekends Al would write to Yan’s son and tell him about everything 

he wanted to know about the U.S. After Al found out that Yan’s son liked basketball, Al 

decided to build a basketball court in his back yard. This gesture alone deeply touched 

Yan’s heart.” It portrays Yan’s husband Al as a devoted, caring father who is willing to 

go the extra mile for his step-son by engaging in weekly conversations with him and by 

building a basketball court for him. The passage provides concrete examples of how 

Western men bond with their step- children and their generosity toward step-children in 

the way of time and money.     
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c. Genuine-Accepting Men: Loyal, Affectionate, Reliable and Caring 

 Aside from portraying the Western men as loving-step fathers, the blog articles 

also depict them as loyal, affectionate, and caring partners who are worthy of marrying 

even if they earn only a modest income. This portrayal is similar to the Chinese 

“economic practical man” model. Below I will use examples of stories from different 

couples to illustrate how the agents demonstrate the men’s loyal and caring nature.    

1. Affectionate and Devoted 

Qing and Donald 

The blog article excerpt I have chosen below tells the story between Qing, a 

divorced retail sales clerk and Donald, her American husband who works as a cab driver. 

The blog article opens by introducing three different men with whom Qing is 

corresponding, including a rich man from England, an American doctor working in China, 

and Donald, a taxi driver from the U.S. Soon the article shifts its focus toward Donald. In 

the first passage, Donald is romanticized as someone who admires China and looks up to 

Ping as if she were a queen. He is portrayed as a little school boy who is too shy to 

propose to the homecoming queen he secretly admires. In the second passage, Donald is 

depicted as someone who is very accommodating, democratic, family-oriented, and 

domesticated. In the third passage, Qing discusses why she chose Donald over other men 

who were better off financially. The implication is that although Qing had the chance to 

marry richer men, she chose the one who was most dedicated to her and most caring.  

Donald loves Chinese martial arts. After his involvement with Qing, he 

became even more enamored with everything that is Chinese. From each 

of his letters you can feel his attention to detail and his timidity in front of 

the woman he loves. He studied Chinese for Qing and tried to listen to 

Chinese music. He thought that Chinese music was the most beautiful in 
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the world. He even planned on watching the Olympics with Qing. 

Whenever he thought of watching TV with his Qing from the Far East, his 

eyes became filled with tears. He felt so enchanted by the grandeur of 

China. Moreover, he is proud to be in love with a woman from this 

majestic country! Imagine a big man throwing himself over a map every 

day, searching for Ping’s city, and imagining that the Qing he is deeply in 

love with might just be sitting under the shade or taking a walk in the 

park… 

 

In Donald’s letters, he talks about anything and everything, including their 

views on how to treat their children, the harmful effects of cosmetics on 

women’s skin, and his desire to do everything to be a caring husband and 

to help Qing cook and clean. He vowed to do everything he could to 

accommodate to his Asian wife and make their new home both Chinese 

and American.  

 

Qing was once hesitant on her relationship with Donald and she 

contemplated what she wanted out of life. Ultimately she chose Donald, 

the man with the average salary who gave her massages and told her 

bedtime stories.  She chose this taxi driver who was willing to study 

Chinese for her. 

 

Kiki and Howard 

Next, I will present the story of Kiki and Howard. Unlike Qing, who is a lower-

middle class retail associate, Kiki is a successful businesswoman. Yet, she married 

Howard, a plumber from England. The author describes Howard as an affectionate, 

romantic man that is worthy of Kiki’s love, despite his working-class background. In the 

first passage below, Howard is depicted as a romantic hero that warmed Kiki’s broken 

heart with his patience and dedication. In the second passage, Howard is portrayed as 

grown man with a boyish innocence and a strong desire to express his emotions. In the 

third passage, Howard is portrayed as a man who is genuinely in love and impulsive with 

his actions as a result. In the final passage, Qing has become the object of envy even 

among women much younger than herself because she had a husband who loved her so 

much. All these passages emphasize Howard’s loving nature. 
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Kiki is a hopeless romantic, but after having gotten hurt from her first 

marriage, she became very careful and did not allow herself to fall in love 

easily. However, Howard wrote her every single day and his sincerity 

really touched her heart. 

 

Howard is highly emotional. Whenever he thought of having to return to 

the U.S., he could not help but shed his tears. Kiki would be the one 

smiling and laughing while Howard cried. Seeing Howard express his 

feelings touched the translator’s heart. 

 

When Howard left China a second time, they both cried. Seeing his fun-

loving and jovial Qing cry broke his heart. He didn’t know what to do. 

The first thing he did upon arriving home in England was to Skype with 

her.  He didn’t even bother looking for his keys and hopped over his 

balcony so that he could get to his computer faster.” 

 

After they got married, they came to visit our office. Howard’s loving 

gaze upon his wife made every single young female translator envious. 

 

Sisi and Gerald 

The story below illustrates a Chinese woman’s decision to marry a foreign man 

because of his devotion to her. Sisi is a divorced woman who received a generous 

settlement from her wealthy ex-husband. Although she originally came to the agency 

with the goal of marrying someone as rich as her ex-husband, she changed her mind 

when she met Gerald, a middle-class man who was extremely devoted to her. The 

implication is that Western men are worthy of marrying not only for their wealth, but also 

for their character.  

Our beautiful Sisi, the woman whom I thought would never marry unless 

she could marry rich, accepted Gerald’s engagement proposal. She told me 

on instant messenger: “I originally wanted to marry someone rich, I never 

thought I’d marry someone who isn’t rich, haha, but it’s ok, I can work to 

support myself…Sometimes I think to myself, it’s easy to find a rich 

foreigner, but finding someone who would love me and care for me more 

than any other man I know would not be so easy.” 
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2. Family-Oriented and Responsible 

Yin and David 

The two stories below portray Western men as family-oriented, responsible, and 

having high moral standards. They are therefore worthy of marrying despite their lack of 

wealth. The first passage below describes how David raised his children by himself after 

his divorce. The excerpt states: “While Yin was writing Wayne, she was also writing to 

David, a man who eventually walked into her life. David is a typical American man – 

open and optimistic, but he was also poor. He divorced his ex-wife and raised three kids 

by himself, which is admirable. Because of this, Yin decided to continue writing him. She 

knew that he was a good person and that if they got married, he would never abandon her 

no matter what.” This reflects David’s strong sense of responsibility and devotion to 

family.  

Ding and Lee 

The second passage below describes Lee’s willingness to raise his ex-wife’s 

children from her previous marriage even after she passed away. It states: “Ding said she 

chose Lee primarily because he was a kind-hearted, down-to-earth man. Although he did 

not have biological children with his now deceased wife, she brought two children from 

her previous marriage, and he continued caring for them even after she passed away. 

Ding said to me, this is the kind of man I can rely on for life. From the way Lee looked at 

Ding’s daughter, we could see a lot of fatherly love and care in his eyes.” It aims to show 

that Lee is kind-hearted and generous with a strong sense of responsibility toward family.   
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3. Innocent and Hopelessly Romantic  

Patrick and Si 

The three passages below portray Western men as hopeless romantics with a 

boyish innocence. This is supposed to appeal to older women who want romance but 

cannot seem to get it from Chinese men. In the first passage below, Patrick is 

commended for losing weight for the woman of his dreams and for taking the courage to 

fly across the continent to marry someone he never met. The author portrays him as a 

hopeless romantic who believes in love and is willing to take risks for love. Moreover, 

the author also states that in contrast, Chinese men are more jaded and do not believe in 

romance after they enter middle age.  

Patrick White knew that life was short. Thus, when he saw an opportunity 

for true love, he wanted to grasp it immediately. To leave Si with a good 

impression, he lost nearly 40 pounds before flying to China to see her…he 

planned to marry her on the spot if things felt right. In America, women 

usually change their last name when they get married, so Patrick 

fantasized about bring Mrs. Si White back to the U.S. As the manager, I 

always admired Western men because they have the heart of a child. They 

really are more passionate when compared with Chinese men of their age. 

At least, they still believe in love and they are willing to travel thousands 

of miles for love. This courage makes me feel very touched. 

 

Brad and Lili 

In the second passage below, the author describes how Brad’s lost control of his 

emotions and cried out loud like a little boy under the covers before he departed from his 

wife in China. This depiction of Brad gives him a boyish innocence.  

Although Brad was not Prince charming, he gave Lili meticulous care and 

attention, which touched her heart. She said she had never been loved like 

that by any other man in her whole life…Two nights before Brad left 

China, he hid under the covered and cried out loud like a little boy. I often 

hear my female clients talk about how their Western boyfriends cried in 
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front of them, and this leads me to think how Chinese men, on the contrary, 

rarely express their softer side. 

 

Howard and Qing 

In the third passage below, the author describes Howard’s attempt to please 

Qing’s mother – that is, by taking off his watch and giving it to her mother to prove his 

sincerity. The author portrays Howard as someone with childlike innocence. Ultimately, 

the writer concludes that Western men are hopeless romantics, in contrast to Chinese men, 

who are described as more jaded. The author’s implication is that Western men’s 

innocence and romantic nature make them the more ideal life partners than Chinese men.    

When Howard found out that he could not start Qing’s visa application 

right away because there were some missing documents, he took off his 

watch and gave it to Kiki’s mom. When Kiki found out what happened, 

she laughed and laughed. Howard took off his most precious golden watch 

and gave it to Qing’s mother because he was worried that Qing’s mother 

would disapprove of their relationship. From this gesture alone, Kiki saw 

his childlike innocence. 

 

4. Patient and Mild Tempered  

Ting Ting and Connor 

The two stories below highlight Western men’s good temper. The implication is 

that Western men have good personalities and are therefore worthy of marrying even 

when they are not financially well-off. In the first passage below, Ting Ting is a beautiful 

and relatively young (30s) woman. Ting Ting settled for Connor from Ireland, a man who 

is much older than her and not as rich as some of the other men who pursued her. When 

the author asked Ting Ting why she chose Connor, Ting Ting said it is because of 

Connor’s good temper.  

Connor is a down to earth, devoted type of guy from Ireland…as soon as 

he saw Ting Ting he never stopped smiling…he kept complimenting her 
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on how beautiful and gentle she was…we can tell Connor has a good 

temper, because Ting Ting sometimes puts up some drama, but he would 

always let her have her way…I was quite surprised to hear that they were 

engaged. When I asked Ting Ting why a beautiful young woman like 

herself chose Connor, she told me it was because she felt that Connor was 

a devoted, “goody-goody” type of man whom she could rely on for life, in 

addition to the fact that she liked Ireland. 

 

Olive and Zhen 

The second passage below tells the story of Zhen and Olive. Olive is not a 

wealthy man. Nevertheless, Zhen chose to date him for his other qualities such as his 

dedication to her and his patience with her daughter. The implication of these two 

passages is that Western men are worthy of marrying for their good personality. 

Olive worked at his uncle’s car repair shop. He is an ordinary auto 

repairman. He did not earn much. However, he wrote Zhen every day, 

nothing could stop him. Sometimes he would even write more than one 

letter a day, which made Zhen feel like a queen...sometimes Zhen would 

fight with Olive on webcam, but he never got upset. At first Zhen’s 

daughter was strongly opposed to their relationship and even yelled and 

screamed in protest while they were meeting on webcam. However, Olive 

always greeted her with a smile and cared for her as if she was his own 

daughter... 

 

Western men as the “idealized other” 

The manager’s blog articles address in detail why Chinese men are not suitable 

for remarriage. In a blog article written about a female client named Mei, the manager 

presents three issues associated with marrying Chinese men. First, she states that it is 

difficult for middle-aged, middle-class Chinese women to find a spouse of similar socio-

economic status as their ex-husbands because middle-aged Chinese men seek to remarry 

younger women. Even if a middle-aged woman did find someone who was financially 

successful, he is assumed to be overworked or cheating on her, or both, thereby leaving 

her unhappy once again. Second, given that many urban Chinese parents are expected to 
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purchase apartments for their sons when they marry, this financial burden could become a 

major source of contention for the new couple. Third, the woman’s desire to take care of 

her grandchildren could become another source of stress in the new marriage.   

The dating process 

While I introduced the “genuine accepting man” portrayal in the first half of the 

chapter, the latter half will examine how Western men are commoditized and the female 

clients’ role as consumers during the cyber-dating process. These aspects have been 

overlooked in the current scholarship that identifies the women as commodities and the 

men as consumers, but rarely vice versa. Current literature tends to focus on the post-

migration phase of the dating process, where the men hold more power than the women, 

given the women’s lack of language skills, social network, and access to employment. 

However, my dissertation examines the pre-migration phase and my data suggests that 

both the men and women are objectified during this process. I argue that this type of 

objectification is closely associated with the involvement of the dating agencies during 

the email translation process, as well as Chinese women’s role as active consumers at the 

agencies.  

The women as consumers during the letter writing process 

  I emphasize the female clients’ role as consumers during the cyber-dating process 

for several reasons. First, although the women are portrayed as erotic and submissive, 

their role in the mate-selection process is actually more active than passive. This is 

because the women are consumers who have hired translators to search for a mate on 

their behalf, and thus the translators are much more proactive in contacting the men than 

vice versa. Although there are nearly 1 million foreign men registered at the “male 
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supplier” company, the women at the “female-supplier” agencies I study must also 

compete against women from the various other “female-supplier” agencies across China, 

Southeast Asia, and Eastern Europe. In my interviews with the male clients, many 

reported receiving more than 50 emails per day from different women.  

Second, many male clients become commoditized to the women because unlike 

some female clients who detach themselves from the letter-writing process, all male 

clients write their own letters. Even though translators encourage their female clients to 

provide their own content for the reply letters, the women sometimes fail to do so and 

their translators end up writing their letters for them.  

Third, many women hold a consumerist attitude toward the cyber-dating process. 

Female clients pay an expensive annual membership fee that is more than the average 

monthly earning of a middle-class person living in a first tier city such as Beijing or 

Shanghai. Many women view the letter-writing as a labor-intensive, burdensome process 

that they already paid their translators to compete for them. During my interviews with 

the translators, many stated that one of the most frustrating aspects of their job is their 

female clients’ failure to provide material for the letters. In fact, this issue has become so 

problematic that one agency dedicated a portion of its policy guide toward correcting it.  

While scholars and policy makers focus more on the female migrants’ well-being, 

the staff in my study is concerned about the men as well. During my interviews with the 

translators, many admitted to feeling guilty on the job and the source of guilt often 

derives from situations where the women mistreat the men. When asked what their 

impressions of the men were, “sincere” and “naïve” were the two words I heard most 

often. Oftentimes both translators and female clients feel touched by the men’s sincerity, 
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as reflected by the length of his daily emails. In fact, I often hear stories about how men 

who travel to China to visit their potential brides break down when they get rejected. 

Some cry in the manager’s office. Others even threaten to commit suicide. This occurs 

frequently, especially given that some female clients agree to meet men they have no 

interest in dating so that the agents could introduce the men to other women after they 

travel to China and experience rejection. The following excerpt, taken from my field 

notes, shows an example of a man getting depressed after getting rejected by the woman 

he liked.  

One afternoon as I was walking into the agency, I saw a Caucasian man 

sitting in the manager’s office. Through the glass window, I saw that he 

was a very thin, balding man with deep lines on his face. He looked stern 

and depressed. The door was not shut completely and I kept hearing him 

repeat “well she saw my photograph, so I don't understand why she didn't 

like me at the end” over and over. I halted my footsteps. The other 

translators sitting outside told me that he just got rejected.   

 

His translator Ling told us that he was crying. Another translator reassured 

me that “the manager is very good at comforting the men and helping 

them get over the rejection. She lets them cry. Then, she will introduce 

them to other ladies at the agency. The manager suggested a business 

woman named Ying Tao and he agreed after seeing her photo. After he 

left the office, we started gossiping about why he failed with the first lady. 

They all agreed that he was “太难看” (extremely unattractive). For me, it 

was not the homeliness but rather the gloomy, repressed look on this 

retired Canadian man’s face that bothered me so much.  

 

On the other hand, female clients who are actively involved in the letter-writing  

process can also hold a consumerist attitude toward cyber-dating. Different from the 

clients described in the previous paragraph, the clients in this group avidly respond to 

their translators’ requests for information. For some women, the enthusiasm is a result of 

their desperation to leave China. Yet, many others enjoy the letter writing process due to 
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their own loneliness as single, middle-aged women. They also seek emotional comfort 

from the men through the letter writing process, and pay for translators help them 

participate in this process. The following excerpt from my field notes, written about a 

client named Meng, illustrates this point.  

Meng’s husband left her for another woman soon after her children were 

born. To support her children, Meng left her factory and opened a small 

shop. Every morning she gets up at dawn to stock her store and stays there 

until the evening. One of her children is ill…over the years she worked 

hard to pay for her child’s multiple surgeries. Her ex-husband never paid a 

penny in child support. 

 

Meng says: “Everyone sees me as a tough lady. I made it all these years 

without relying on anyone. Although some Chinese men have pursued me, 

none of them were willing to accept my sick child. I refuse to abandon my 

child. I spent all these years by myself. The holidays were always difficult 

because they reminded me of my singlehood. Until I met Tim (her fiancé 

at the time). Tim and I have been writing for a long time. I am waiting to 

get my visa now. In his letters, Tim always asks me how I feel. He calls 

me ‘honey’ and ‘baby.’ My heart has been so cold for so long and but his 

letters have made me feel warm.”   

 

As the example above shows, the dating process is not just a one-direction process 

where lonely men from developed countries pay to seek comfort from Chinese women. 

The women also seek comfort from the men. Thus, not only are the women commodities, 

but they are also consumers. While some women pay for their translators to surrogate 

date for them, others enjoy the dating process and pay for translators to assist them in 

their participation. 
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Chapter 4: A Rising New Service Industry in Restless China 

 In this chapter, I explore how the commodification of sex, marriage, and intimacy 

in post-reform China affects the values, goals, and practices amongst the clients and staff 

at the dating agencies. Rather than viewing the Western-linked agencies as global 

capitalist entities spreading their commercial influence across developing countries, I also 

examine how changes within developing countries impact global business practices. 

Instead of singling out the “email-order brides” and their commercial agents as “gold-

diggers,” I argue that China’s overarching dating and marriage customs are trending 

toward materialism. As a result, many of the seemingly materialistic practices I witnessed 

at the dating agencies actually reflect contemporary Chinese dating culture.  

 I also investigate many sociological questions through my analysis of the staff’s 

perspective on their job. Previous literature on international cyber-dating agencies often 

portray them in negative light, as money-grubbing entities that exacerbate global 

inequalities between first-world men and third-world women. The assumption is that the 

agents are driven solely by profit and could care less for their clients’ personal interests. 

Moreover, little has been written on the managing party’s perspective and the guiding 

principles behind their actions. I explore whether the companies’ practices of sexualizing 

female client images and promoting gendered lifestyles such as homemaking empower or 

disable the Chinese women. I argue that, from the staffs’ point of view, their practices are 

not disabling and may even be empowering to the women. Many staff believe that, by 

teaching the women to be more appearance conscientious and more domesticated, they 

are helping clients improve their life chances. This view, in turn, is shaped by the Chinese 

cultural and socio-economic environment, which differs vastly from that of the West
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 In this chapter, I do not evaluate whether the agents empower or disable the 

women, but simply present their view. This gives us an alternative, secondary, and much 

less examined perspective on the issue. I argue that we should not adhere only to Western 

philosophies and interpret the Chinese agents’ practices without taking into account 

China’s greater socio-cultural context. My argument is in line with the view of third-

wave feminists, who take on a more cultural relativistic approach and pay attention to the 

perspective of the locals. 

 In addition, I illuminate the moral struggles that the staff endure on their job. The 

staff is often torn between their desire to promote love-based marriages, their need to 

uphold their personal dignity and conscience, as well as their desire to create profit. I also 

examine the agencies’ business strategies and question whether or not their practices are 

ethical. I present a complex situation where it would be overly simplistic to give the 

agents “good/bad” or “right/wrong” labels.  

 The purpose of Chapter 4 is to illuminate the nuance and complexity involved in 

the transnational matchmaking business. I suggest that China’s revival of Confucian 

patriarchal ideologies in the post-reform era, development of an increasingly consumerist 

dating and marriage culture, as well as the lack of regulation in its current business 

environment all contribute to a complex situation that requires us to rethink how gender 

and immigration issues are framed, as well as how we evaluate their effect over women’s 

empowerment.   
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I. Commodification of dating and marriage in contemporary China: influences on 

the email-order bride industry  

 

 One popular assumption in both the media and in academic studies is that 

commercially arranged cross-border marriages are not driven by love, and that the 

women involved seek to escape poverty or obtain a green card. Some recent scholars 

such as Constable (2003) argue against the dismissal of romantic love in e-

correspondence relationships, stating that romantic love can coexist alongside pragmatic 

considerations. In this chapter, I want to strengthen the argument that pragmatic 

considerations are not exclusive to “e-marriages.” I argue that we cannot single-out “e-

mail order brides” as “gold-diggers.” Below I discuss two important socio-cultural factors 

that must be taken into consideration in our discussion of the “pragmatism” behind 

commercially-arranged e-marriages: 1) the significance of pragmatic considerations in all 

marriages; and 2) the hyper-commoditized dating and marriage culture in China today. 

Pragmatic considerations in all marriages 

 Marriage, whether domestic or international, has always been influenced by 

pragmatic considerations. During the past few decades, exchange theory was used to 

explain mate-selection. Exchange theory asserts that women have relatively less access to 

status, power, and other social resources. Thus they seek men with these traits in order to 

gain upward mobility. In contrast, men have better access to these resources and thus are 

in a better position to place premiums on intrinsic qualities such as personality or 

physical attractiveness (Elder 1969, Goode 1951). Becker’s modified version of this 

theory depicts individuals as rational and goal-oriented actors who try to maximize their 

gain in mate selection (Becker 1991). Each individual strives to reach a state of 
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equilibrium where the resources being exchanged match evenly. Individuals may 

exchange equivalent but different resources on the marriage market (Hatfield, Utne, 

Traupmann 1979).  Many longitudinal studies support the exchange theory of mate-

selection. Elder (1969) found that physical attractiveness for women, especially working-

class women, was significantly related to gaining social class mobility through marriage. 

Furthermore, current studies show that many women, especially those from the lower 

socio-economic classes, still seek to marry for economic security (Gunderson and 

Muszynski 1990, National Council of Welfare 1999, in Fox and Luxton 2001). Thus, it is 

important to keep in perspective that pragmatic considerations are important to all 

marriages and not just commercially arranged cross-border marriages.  

 In recent years, technological development further transformed our dating culture. 

According to the Association for Psychological Science, in the U.S. online dating has 

become the “new normal” and it is the second most common way for people to meet, 

behind meeting through friends (Hixson 2013). New York Times columnist Alex 

Williams says that text messages, emails, and “hook-ups” have made our dating culture 

more casual, less costly, and more sexually open (Williams 2013). Moreover, Merkle and 

Richardson (2000) state that people tend to be more pragmatic when dating online than in 

person because they have more options to choose from, because the cost of switching 

partners is lower, and because multi-sensory experiences (body language, tone of voice, 

interpersonal chemistry) are missing. Thus, technological development and the advent of 

online dating worldwide also contribute to the pragmatic attitude we see in commercially-

arranged, cyber-mediated cross-border marriages.   
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Hyper-commodification of marriage within China 

 In addition to the laws of exchange theory and technological development, the 

hyper-commodification of dating and marriage in urban China also contributes to the 

pragmatism we see in China-Western commercially arranged cross-border marriages. 

Below I review some historical and modern social, economic, and cultural conditions in 

China that lead to the formation of this hyper-commoditized contemporary dating and 

marriage culture. 

 Historically, arranged marriages were the norm in China. Socioeconomic 

considerations were the primary driving forces behind marriages while romantic love was 

kept out of discussion. Although most marriages were arranged through matchmakers 

who sometimes received modest compensation for their work, matchmaking was 

generally not a commercial practice (Lu 2008, p.138). It was not until the New Culture 

Movement of the early 1900s that the notion of romantic love was introduced as an 

essential part of marriage. From 1949-1979, people’s pragmatic concerns for marriage 

focused more on the so-called “conditions,” which, for the most part, referred to socio-

political status. This is because in the state-run economy, salary differences between 

individuals were small and alternatively, and many non-monetary resources such as food, 

clothing, or housing were distributed according to one’s social and political connections. 

The vast majority of Chinese urban dwellers belonged to the “salaried class.” This class 

included people receiving fixed salaries as well as housing and medical insurance from 

the state (Parish and Farrer 2000).    

 Although China’s expanding economic development after 1979 lead to increased 

standards of living, it has also led to widening income gaps. The reform led to the 
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formation of a nouveau riche capitalist entrepreneurial class dominated by men (Beck and 

Beck-Gernsheim 1998), while women face an increasingly precarious capitalist labor 

market (Parish and Busse 2000).  Middle-aged women bear the brunt of the impact 

because many were laid off when former state-owned enterprises closed down in the late 

1990s (Parish and Busse 2000). In China, women get laid off more often than men, are 

forced to retire at a younger age than men, and they lower chance of re-employment due 

to the lack of social connections (Lin 2003). In addition, the increase of rural to urban 

migration has resulted in an over-saturated urban labor market and as a result, many 

young women are resorting to marriage as a means toward upward mobility.    

 James Farrer (2002) suggests that in this era of reform, choosing a partner has 

become a difficult balance between “marital conditions and romantic feelings.” More and 

more women are counting on marriage as a means toward upward mobility. Given that 

housing prices have skyrocketed following the privatization of the real estate market and 

the reality that people must now purchase their own apartments because their employers 

no longer provide free housing, in large cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, owning an 

apartment and car have become the prerequisite for marriage for many men (Kim, 2013). 

Even if a woman does not care for these material conditions, her family may request them 

as part of the marital negotiation. Of course, it is also important to note that pragmatic 

considerations in mate-selection are not entirely new creations. Traditionally, Chinese 

women have joined their husbands’ families after marriage while men were expected to 

pay a bride price.  An old saying goes: "jia han jia han, chuan yi chi fan" [marry a man, 

for clothing and food].  For many young men in China today, the ability to provide 

equates with the ability to love. While most men could not afford stay-at-home wives 
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during the socialist era, today this has become possible for a small group of upper-class 

men, and the practice is regaining social acceptance.  

 In the popular culture, the hypergamous union between middle-aged “da kuan” 

(sugar daddies) and young, white-collar office workers are praised and admired. Mottos 

such as “better to marry well than to study well,” or “laugh at the poor girls but not the 

call girls” are ubiquitous.  On “Fei Cheng Wu Rao” (If You Are the One), a prime time 

dating show, the contestant who infamously said that she would rather “cry in a BMW 

than laugh on a bicycle” became a media sensation overnight. The mounting competition 

in the job market, the increased desire for materialistic goods, as well as the loosening of 

the state control over people's private lives, have led some women who want to marry up 

do so at the expense of having extramarital affairs with older married men. 

  The popular television series “Urban Dwelling” was banned by the central 

government for its realistic depiction of China’s social problems. The series tells the story 

of a young migrant girl who became mistress to a corrupt government official in order to 

help her sister purchase an apartment. Eventually she was beaten by his wife and lost her 

baby. All in all, faced with unstable and unpredictable futures in a newly capitalist labor 

market with a growing sex economy, some men and women bend the traditional 

conventions of dating. They abandon the traditional norms of fidelity, earnestness, and 

honesty and turn to alternative strategies of hustling, cheating, and gold-digging (Farrer 

2002,185).  This is part of the new consumerist dating culture – one which creates 

winners, losers, and cheaters. 

 Bargaining for material conditions upfront before marriage is not unique to cross-

border marriages. I will use my own experience at a domestic Chinese dating agency as 
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an example. There was a dating agency that serviced local men and women in the same 

building as my research site, and one day I walked in pretending to be a potential client. I 

told the manager that I was currently working in China despite holding a master’s degree 

from the U.S.  I told her my upper age limit was 50, while income and level of education 

were unimportant. Despite having stated my criteria, she repeatedly asked me the same 

questions over and over again: what salary, height, and level of education did I expect?  

When I told her that those factors were not critical, she looked extremely puzzled.   

 Next, I was given a chart that listed their membership options. On the left side 

was the  membership fee and on the right side was the income and job description of the 

corresponding men to whom I could expect an introduction. For the lowest membership 

fee of 3880 rmb ($600), I would be introduced to men who made 2000-3000 rmb ($300-

$450) per month. Diamond, platinum, and VIP memberships, which cost more 20,000 

rmb per year ($3000+) would connect me to renowned scientists and business elites, 

supposedly. Before I left she said: “Little Liu, you Americans are extremely innocent. 

You don't care about income and education. Girls here would not think like you. They 

want to ‘yi bu dao wei,’ or achieve everything they need from life in one step, which is 

through marriage. For example, they want to own a car and an apartment. Do you know 

how expensive apartments are these days? Over 1 million RMB!  Many girls could never 

afford them on their own income.”  

 For all the reasons cited above, women in the contemporary Chinese dating 

market view marriage as an acceptable and expected means toward improving their 

socioeconomic status, and this attitude carries over to female marriage migrants seeking 

marriages with Western men as well. The point here is that cultures and customs that 
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originate from sending countries also contribute to migration processes and outcomes. In 

this case, the commoditized dating and marriage practices I witnessed at the cross-border 

dating agencies also reflect cultural changes within China. 

 Interestingly, many of the seemingly materialistic practices I observed at the 

commercial agencies are actually carried out at the request of the female clients 

themselves, rather than the agents. For example, providing an apartment for the bride 

and/or giving her family a lump sum of money as a precondition to marriage is a practice 

that originated from the historical bride price custom and has been reinforced in the post-

reform era where housing is no longer provided by the state. Under the influence of this 

local culture, a lot of female clients ask for monetary compensation from their Western 

male suitors. Some women ask the men to purchase an apartment under her name in 

China, while others ask the men to pay off their parents’ or their grown children’s 

mortgage. I have first-handedly witnessed a few relationships fail when the Western men 

refused the women’s financial requests. For example, Ming, an attractive woman in her 

40s, moved to Canada on a fiancé visa, only to return to China three months later because 

her fiancé did not agree to purchase an apartment for her daughter in China.  

 Instead of encouraging the female clients to follow these Chinese practices, 

managers at the agencies try to persuade them to change their thinking. The following 

excerpt, taken from a manager’s blog, illustrates her attempt to persuade her female 

clients to lower their financial expectations. Here the manager tells her readers that it is 

unreasonable and unrealistic for middle-aged Chinese women to ask for large sums of 

money from their Western suitors.  
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I often hear from my female clients that they want men to give them 

money, to buy them a condo in China, to be financially supported them, if 

the men don’t give them presents, then the men are stingy, if he really 

loved me he would help me pay for this and that…and at first I tried to 

change their view by telling them that you are no longer young, and if 

your understanding of marriage is still so warped, then don’t come to our 

agency, we are not a translation company set out to satisfy your 

materialistic desires, we are only a launching platform where you can seek 

a partner and find happiness in life and end your loneliness, if you believe 

that only men who give you lots of money qualify as good men, then your 

view of marriage is wrong, especially given that  you are middle-aged! 

 

 The point here is that many of the monetary practices I observed at the agencies 

are actually based on Chinese customs, not Western ones. Rather than viewing the 

Western-linked agencies as global capitalist mechanisms implementing their influence 

across developing countries, these examples also show how changes within developing 

countries impact global business practices. Interestingly, in some cases, it is the 

commercial agents that try to persuade their female clients to be less materialistic. 

The delicate boundary between money and love 

In this segment, I will present the case of a female client named Daisy to 

strengthen Constable’s (2003) argument that, in cross-border marriages, romantic love 

can coexist alongside pragmatic considerations. Moreover, Daisy’s case raises the 

following question: how should we assess the relationship between money and love when 

money is used as a test of love? Drawing on Zelizer’s “differentiated ties” model, I 

discuss how, within many societies, including Western societies, people do in fact accept 

and encourage the coexistence of monetary payment alongside intimate relations. In fact, 

money can be used to earmark or define the nature of a relationship. I apply this concept 

to the case of Chinese email-order brides and argue that under some circumstances, 
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female clients seek money from Western suitors in order to affirm his commitment and to 

feel loved.  

Zelizer (2005) explores under what conditions people combine monetary transfers 

with intimate relationships. She finds the existing literature on the relationship between 

money and intimate relations to be too extreme. The “Hostile Worlds” view argues that 

there are profound contradictions between intimacy and monetary transfers. Any contact 

between the two spheres will inevitably lead to moral contamination. Thus, monetary 

exchange and sexual liaison cannot coexist without moral degradation. Another view 

called “Nothing But” argues that intimate relationships involving monetary transfers are 

nothing but either (a) purely rationalized exchange, (b) an expression of prevailing 

cultural values, or (c) coercion. Zelizer rejects both views. She opposes the suggestion 

that the coexistence of monetary exchange with sexual liaison must involve moral 

degradation. She also rejects the rational-choice perspective that views such relationships 

as purely rationalized economic exchanges devoid of emotional or social constraints. Nor 

would Zelizer agree that the relationships are pure expressions of either culture or 

coercion.   

Feminists challenge both the “hostile worlds” and the “nothing but” views on the 

grounds that they “fundamentally undermine women's interests” by “turning traditional 

women's work exclusively into a matter of sentiment” and thereby dangerously obscuring 

the economic value of women's work (Zelizer 2005, 89). For example, some feminists 

believe that the domestic labor women perform should be recognized as economically 

valuable and therefore wives should claim compensation at divorce for having financed 

their husbands’ professional degrees. Yet, advocates of the “hostile worlds” model may 
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feel that viewing spousal contributions as an act of investment in human assets to 

“demean the concept of marriage” (William 2000, in Zelizer 2005, 117). 

Zelizer argues that it is in fact possible for monetary transfer and intimate 

relations to coexist alongside one another, although this coexistence will have a different 

nature (Zelizer 2005, 839).  Her “Differentiated Ties” model asserts that intimate 

relations involving monetary transfers include a variety of relationships and each 

relationship is earmarked by a distinctive pattern of payment. People simply match 

different forms of payment to various types of intimate relationships. To do so people 

adopt symbols, rituals, and practices to mark each type of relationship. The quality of the 

relationship, however, is not determined by the money involved, but rather 

appropriateness of that type of payment over another, as defined by the relationship.  For 

example, Zelizer notes when intimate relations become matters of legal dispute, lawyers 

and judges apply their own differentiating categories to resolve disputes. The outcome of 

several landmark cases she highlights reflects social approval of intimate relationships as 

entities deserving monetary compensation.
10

 These outcomes show that people in fact do 

accept and encourage the coexistence of monetary payment alongside intimate relations.  

In Western countries such as the U.S., money is often used to earmark the nature 

and stage of courtship between men and women. For example, when a man takes a 

woman out to an expensive restaurant for a first date, she may interpret that as a signal of 

                                                           
10

 Hirshman and Larson’s emphatic ‘concubinage proposal’ (Hirshman and Larson 1998, in Zelizer 2005, 

87) argues in favor of contractual obligations between unmarried sexual partners.  Significantly, they 

recommend doing away with the legal fiction underlying meretricious or illicit (sexual) aspects of 

unmarried couple’s long-term relationship from their legitimate contractual agreements, such as contracts 

for domestic services or partnerships.  
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interest. To give another example, when it comes to engagement ring purchases, the 

traditional norm is for men to spend one quarter of his annual salary, and spending too 

little relative to his salary could signal a lack of commitment. Thus, it is not so much 

money itself, but rather the appropriateness of the amount being spent relative to the 

context, that matters. Money is used to signal and define the nature of the intimate 

relationship.   

I will apply this principal to the case of Chinese email-order brides. In the newly 

consumerist and globalizing China, where dating and marriage has become hyper-

commoditized, money is an especially important channel through which people express 

and evaluate love and commitment. In China today, men are expected to buy expensive 

presents for their girlfriends from time to time, in addition to paying for expenses 

associated with dating. Moreover, many urban men follow both the Western custom of 

purchasing an engagement ring and the traditional Chinese custom of paying dowry to 

the bride’s family.  

Money becomes an even more important tester of love in the case of cross-border 

cyber-dating, where couples do not meet often and have limited ways of expressing their 

feelings and their commitment. For example, sometimes the agents advise their female 

clients to continue the e-letter translation process for a month or two, even if the couple is 

able to communicate on their own using online translation dictionaries. One of the 

purposes is to evaluate the men’s sincerity by testing whether he is willing to pay for the 

very expensive e-mail translation service. Moreover, after a couple gets engaged, some 

female clients also ask the men to send them monthly living expenses in order to prove 

his sincerity before the women delete their online profiles.  
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The case that I will present involves Daisy, a female client who often uses money 

as a test stick for love. The purpose in telling this story is to show the complexity and 

nuance involved when examining the relationship between money and love. When I first 

met Daisy, she was dating Anthony, a man from Florida. Soon after the couple met 

online, Anthony travelled to China to meet Daisy and they hit it off. Upon his return to 

Florida, Anthony started sending Daisy money each month and Daisy quit her job. While 

Anthony was supposed visit Daisy a second time, he called off the trip when he 

supposedly fell ill. Although he never travelled to China again, he continued sending 

Daisy money every month. Anthony contacted Daisy less and less often. Eventually, his 

children informed Daisy that he had to give up the relationship because he was diagnosed 

with a severe disease.  

Upon learning this news, Daisy was crushed. She often asked me to help her 

contact him. Over the course of a few months, I helped her with many emails and phone 

calls. Unfortunately, he eventually switched his phone number and left all her emails 

unanswered. Even then, Daisy still could not let go. I remember sitting at a café with her 

after he stopped calling her. She started sobbing on the spot: “I just love him, I feel like I 

am stuck in an emotional rut and I cannot get over him, I just cannot. I know that the 

manager is annoyed at me for ignoring all the other men that expressed interest in me, but 

I just cannot help myself.” In reality, many of Daisy’s friends at the agency, including 

myself, suspect that it could very well be the case that Anthony decided to marry 

someone from a different agency.  

 At the agency, I have heard different rumors about Daisy. Some clients thought 

Daisy was after Anthony’s money. Others sympathized with her and believed she was in 
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love. One manager who knew her well said: “Daisy is innocent. She is a typical Chinese 

woman living at the bottom of the city’s social ladder…Anthony, who gave her $2000 

per month, conquered her. To her, that was true love.” I think this sums Daisy up well, 

and her case is representative of many women at the agency with her income and her life 

experience.  

While some people become money obsessed later on in life because they grew up 

poor, this was not the case with Daisy. Daisy grew up comfortably. Although Daisy’s 

first husband did not have a college degree, he made a lot of money relative to the 

standards of that time period. When Daisy recounts those days of her first love, she says: 

“He started giving me money only after 10 days he met me. That was how I decided to go 

out with him. You see, he was that good to me.” After they married, he continued making 

a lot of money and always shared it with her to support her shopping and gambling 

habits. At one point, he even gave her money to start her own business. The highlight of 

her life was the year that she opened her own Western-style café, which later went 

bankrupt. Of course, Daisy loved him for more than just his money. She was really 

touched by the fact that he had been so loyal to her and never had an affair during all 

their years together, despite the fact that so many women wanted him.  

Although he made a good living in the 80s, later came the 90s, when more and 

more people entered the music scene. For quite a few years, he sat around at home, 

jobless, while she worked as a clerk to support them. She said she would have accepted 

her fate and continued the marriage had he not become mentally unstable. What she 

really could not stand was that he always suspected she was having affair with other men. 

Eventually, they divorced. Nevertheless, even to this day, she still uses the money 
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Anthony sends her to buy him food and clothing from time to time. When asked her why 

she was so supportive, she said: “I look back on all those happy days we once had. I had 

it all. I was so happy because he made so much money, for us. He gave me the happy life 

I once had. Now that I have money, I want to take care of him if I’m able to.”  

My point in telling this story is to show how Daisy uses money as an indicator of 

love. Her test of men’s love is largely based on how much money they are willing to 

spend on her. She decided to date her ex-husband because he gave her money after 

knowing her for only 10 days. As she stated, that was an important indication of love to 

her. When recounting their happy days together, she also continually mentioned how 

happy she was with the fact that he shared all that money with her. Nevertheless, even 

though money has been a crucial factor throughout this relationship, I suggest that it is 

still a love-based relationship. She stayed with him for many years after he lost his job 

and eventually left him only after he became sexually abusive. Moreover, she continued 

to support him even after they divorced. Daisy applies the same principal to Anthony. 

She fell in love with Anthony partly because she thought he truly loved her. Although he 

visited her only once, she felt assured of his love because he sent her money every month. 

In summary, this case draws on data from my interviews with Daisy to illustrate the 

delicate relationship between money and love. 

II. The ideal woman: a different perspective 

 During the past two centuries, feminist movements underwent various stages. 

While first wave feminists focused on basic women’s rights such as universal suffrage, 

second wave feminists broadened the debate range and addressed other issues, including 

women’s participation in the workplace, sexuality, and reproduction. Second wave 
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feminists gave strong disapproval to prostitution, pornography, and homemaking, 

rendering them as exploitative. In a backlash against these views, third-wave feminists 

argue that many of the oppositions second-wave feminists posed were based on white, 

middle-class Western values that fail to take into account other relativistic factors such as 

race, sexual orientation, or cultural diversity. Third-wave feminists point out that second-

wave feminism assumed either “a universal sisterhood that ignores the different structural 

locations of women” or that “Third World women are all the same – victims of extreme 

patriarchal oppression” (Littlewood 2004). The argument of this chapter parallels the 

approach of third wave feminists in that local cultures, customs, and values are taken into 

account when assessing the dating process. In the particular case of China, the gender 

culture is quite different from that of the U.S. I will give a brief historical overview of 

Chinese gender culture and then discuss how it has shaped the values and practices 

observed among the agents in ways that differ from Western expectations.  

 Chinese culture has long been ridden with the philosophy of “男主外，女主内,” 

which means that men should work outside the home while women take care of the 

household (Mann 2000). Prior to the 20
th

 century, most Chinese women lacked economic 

roles outside the home (Shu 2004, 311). Following the establishment of Maoist socialism 

in 1949, the majority of urban women participated in the labor-force under support from 

the state (Shu 2004; Wolf 1985; Whyte and Parish 1984). Nevertheless, this did not lead 

to gender equality between the sexes, given the persistence of the traditional Confucian 

gender culture that still held women responsible for childcare and domestic work despite 

their increased participation in the labor force. Women during the socialist era faced the 
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“double burden” of having to both work outside the home and serving as the primary 

caretaker at home (Hershatter 2007).  

 During the post-reform era, China’s expanding economic development lead to the 

emergence of a nouveau riche capitalist entrepreneurial class dominated by men. Their 

newly found financial power – unavailable to people during the socialist era – makes 

them extremely competitive on the marriage market. Different from a “salaried class”
11

 

marital union where men and women earned roughly equal pay and shared household 

labor more evenly (Parish and Farrer 2000), the wealthy elites sometimes sought wives 

who could fulfill the homemaker role and compliment their busy career. This 

reemergence of traditional marital arrangements among some upper-middle class and 

upper-class households has reinforced women’s traditional role inside the home. Many 

urban Chinese “characterize the present as a return to more ‘natural’ gender relations 

after the prohibitions of the Maoist years” (Osburg 2013). Some women today perceive 

homemaking as a modern way of living that “traditional” women growing up during the 

pre-reform era were deprived from. Their reference frame for “traditional” is the ‘50s – 

‘70s socialist era when no woman could afford to not work outside the home. In urban 

centers such as Shanghai, homemakers comprise nearly 10 percent of married women, 

many of whom are young, fashionable, well-educated, and previously held high-paying, 

high-status, white-collars jobs (He, 2013). 

 While the capitalist nouveau-riche class is still dominated by men, some women 

have also entered the troupe. For example, among the 2012 Forbes ranking of the world’s 

                                                           
11

 Prior to market reform the vast majority of Chinese urban dwellers belong to the “salaried class.”  

Members include anyone on a state-enterprise salary along with social benefits such as housing and 

medical care.  The shared identity of the “salaried class” relates to a middling income and family-centered  

consumption patterns rather than a position in production (Farrer 113).   
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richest self-made women billionaires, the largest number came from China (7 among the 

top 14 came from China), with Chinese real estate developer Wu Yajun topping the list 

(The Richest, 2013).
12

 Among women of the ‘50s and ‘60s generation, many were laid off 

when state-enterprises downsized during the ‘90s and had to seek jobs in the private 

market. Some eventually became successful small business owners. For women from the 

post-‘80s and ‘90s generation, even better career opportunities await them, especially 

given the fact that China’s 1979 one-child policy has increased urban families’ 

educational investment in their daughters (Fong 2002).  

 Despite these new economic opportunities for women, Chinese culture is still 

heavily influenced by Confucian patriarchal ideologies. Today, marriage and 

reproduction is still deemed integral for women. Married women are encouraged to 

become “virtuous wife kind mother” and expected to prioritize family over career when 

caught in the balancing act. In the media, unmarried women over the age of 30 are 

labelled “left-over” and given a lot of negative press. When the 2015 Chinese New Year 

Gala, China’s biggest television event of the year put on by the state-run China Central 

Television aired, netizens petitioned against the program for sexism. In the show, a 

woman approaching 30 was put next to a supermodel and teased for being overweight, 

unfeminine, and unmarried. In a different segment of the show, unmarried women with 

prior sexual experience were mocked for being “second-hand goods.” It is within this 

highly gendered socio-cultural context that I evaluate the practices of the marriage 

agencies. 
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Embracing traditional feminine virtues 

 In Chapter 2, I discussed how the translators’ portrayal of their female clients 

resembled the “lotus blossom baby” caricature of Asian women in the American media. 

Through my research, I discovered that the agents not only create these online images, 

but also encourage women to adopt them in real life. While some critics might perceive 

this as a profit-making practice that compromises the women’s personal interests, I 

suggest that the agents actually believe their actions are beneficial to their clients. In this 

section, I will first discuss how the staff encourages their female clients to adopt 

traditional Chinese feminine virtues, and then explain why their encouragement is not a 

deliberate attempt to create profit at cost of compromising their clients’ personal interests. 

 I have selected the following excerpt from the managers’ promotional blog to 

show how and why the agents encourage female clients to be docile and submissive to 

men. The excerpt below is about Da Fen, a 40-something year old professional singer 

who felt conflicted as to whether she should continue dating Jim from Canada. Although 

Jim is wealthy and successful, he and Da Fen have encountered some major conflicts, 

especially with regard to her spending habit. Eventually, Da Fen decided to overlook 

their problems and marry Jim anyway. In the passage below, the author praises Da Fen’s 

willingness to compromise.  

Many women mistakenly believe that men who listen to them and do as 

they say are good husbands. In reality, they do not understand the real 

nature of men. Many men like to have things done their own way. Even if 

they listen to you, it’s only because they love you, not because they think 

you are right. Women like to bury their head in the sand, like ostriches.  

 

Believe me, women like men who want to have things done their own way 

because this is an indication of masculinity. Men want women to be gentle 

like water, not women who give him orders like a female tiger.  
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Women who have been single for too long without a man to protect her 

get into the habit of making all the decisions in the relationship by herself. 

This will force men out of her life. As a result, they shut themselves away 

from happiness…  

 

Through dating Jim, Da Fen experienced “rebirth.” She was able to 

overcome her weakness, that is, her controlling nature, and that’s why she 

was able to marry…Da Fen had been lonely for many years but that era of 

loneliness has ended. From now on she has a warm loving home. 

 

 As indicated in the excerpt above, the author encourages clients like Da Fen to be 

more submissive to men. The author calls men like Jim, who insist on having their own 

way “masculine” and thereby favored by women, as opposed to men who are open to 

negotiation, which the author implies is effeminate. The author encourages women to 

compromise, release control, and give men more decision-making power in the 

relationship. She says that women should be “gentle like water.” On the other hand, she 

calls women who seek control daunting, undesirable “female tigers.” From a radical 

Western feminist standpoint, the author’s philosophy is derogatory to women. 

Nevertheless, this is neither her intention nor her belief. I suggest that the author wants 

her female clients to adopt traditional Chinese feminine virtues such as being submissive 

and showing weakness because these virtues are part of her personal moral belief system 

and because she thinks that they would help women improve their quality of life from a 

pragmatic standpoint. Alongside from her desire to make profit is her genuine attempt at 

steering strong-headed women like Da Fen toward what she considers to be self-

improvement.  

 The author’s sincerity can be traced back to her personal ideologies and life 

choices, which are in turn affected by China’s patriarchal culture. The author grew up in 
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a traditional family where she was taught to follow “三从四德,” meaning that women 

should listen to their fathers when they are young, to their husbands after they marry, and 

finally to their sons as they grow old. Whenever guests visited her childhood home, the 

men would eat first and the women would eat the leftovers only after the men left the 

table. Growing up in a family that clung tightly to traditional Confucian gender roles, the 

author accepted and embraced them.  

 In her personal life, the author practices what she preaches. As a career-minded, 

successful business woman, she is strong willed and strict with her employees. Yet, she 

attributes her failure in her first marriage to her strong personality. Following her divorce 

with her first husband, she describes herself as follows: “I suddenly realized that finding 

a partner is not easy. I was even at risk of rejection by men! I came home, took a good 

look at myself in the mirror, and found the answer. I really was not the ideal woman men 

wanted. I did not know how to dress up, I did not know how to do housework, I was not 

womanly, I was too masculine, and most importantly, I did not know how to 

compromise.” Here, she believes that the root of her problem is her strong, controlling 

personality, which she disregarded as overly masculine, and she was determined to 

change that. Over the years, she has learned to “show weakness” to men, and she believes 

that this led to the success and stability of her current marriage. One classic line from her 

blog that sums up her philosophy is: “if you want to be happy, please be a real woman 

first! Learn to be soft-spoken, compassionate, respectful, and use your ‘feminine means’ 

to resolve problems.”  

 She likes to impart her wisdom to her clients, colleagues, translators, friends, and 

even to me. We have engaged in heated debates over what constitutes a “good woman.” 
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When I commented that peer-marriages (Schwartz 1994) ensure gender equality while 

the old fashioned male-breadwinner female-homemaker model was a recipe for gender 

inequality, she said: “Western feminist scholars like you have a gross misunderstanding 

of ‘traditional Chinese feminine virtues.’” She says that the beauty of traditional Chinese 

virtue is women’s desire to put her family ahead of herself and show her strength in the 

domestic arena. She saw these virtues as the essence of Chinese culture that is well-

worthy of praise by Western men. Yet, she thinks it is unfortunate that these virtues are 

getting lost in as China globalizes. In her own case, she feels guilty for not cooking and 

cleaning for her husband, despite the fact that she has hired a full-time nanny to do this 

work. Even when her good friend Jin, another manager, had disagreements with a 

boyfriend she was dating at the time, she stepped in and tried to persuade Jin to give him 

more “face” and “show weakness.” Given her upbringing and the choices she made in her 

own life, I suggest that she does not intentionally promote values she does not personally 

believe in at the cost of compromising her clients’ interests. 

 Next I will discuss the case of Jin. Having grown up during the pre-reform era, Jin 

says that she adhered religiously to the “virtuous wife kind mother” model during her 

younger years. While her child was growing up, she sacrificed her own career and took 

on a much less demanding job in order to support her husband’s business. Years into her 

marriage, when she discovered that he cheated on her, she filed for divorce. Looking in 

retrospect, she now thinks she was stupid back then for divorcing her husband. She now 

thinks it is normal for men to have extramarital affairs. She says she should have put up 

with it because it would have left her with a family intact and saved her the trouble of 

having to start over as a middle-aged woman, which is a huge disadvantage on the 
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Chinese marriage market. Today, Jin is still seeking to marry. After a few failed 

relationships with Chinese men, she is looking to date Caucasian men because she 

believes they are more honest with their emotions, less likely to cheat, and more willing 

to marry women their own age. Jin once said to me that deep down inside, as a woman, 

she needed a husband and a home. Yet, she feels that the Chinese dating market is 

especially disadvantageous for middle-aged women, thereby leaving many divorced 

women alone and miserable. Staff like Jin advise their clients to compromise to the men 

under the assumption that marriage is vital and yet often untenable to middle-aged 

women in China. Drawing from her personal experience, Jin feels that it is better to 

compromise and marry sooner than to be single. Given the fact that Jin draws from her 

personal experience when she advises her clients to compromise, I suggest that she does 

so with integrity and good intention.  

Hyper-sexualization of women: in whose view? 

 In Chapter 2, I argued that the agents portray their female clients in ways that lead 

to the continued hyper-feminization of Asian women in the Western media. Nevertheless, 

questions such as what is the agents’ intention or how do the women feel about this 

process themselves have yet to be addressed. I will clarify these issues in this section. 

First, I suggest that the staff do not find the hyper-sexualization of women distasteful or 

harmful from a personal standpoint. Many of the staff who are single and seeking 

Western boyfriends voluntarily post revealing photographs of themselves on the company 

websites.  

 Not only did the staff like seeing their own sexy photos, but so did many female 

clients. Quite a few clients thought the photos boosted their self-esteem and made them 
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feel younger, sexier, and more modern. In fact, some women even showed off their 

photographs on their personal social media websites for their friends to see. On the whole, 

the sexiness of the photos raised little concern for the female clients. Both my interview 

notes and the managers’ blog articles indicate that most client complaints were related to 

the time and money involved in the picture taking process. Some clients also expressed 

concern for authenticity. That is, they were concerned that they looked too differently 

from their photos and worried that posting such “fake” photos would reflect poorly on 

their character. Among the few complaints, one came from a woman in her mid-20s, who 

told me she was upset with her agency because they used her pictures to attract men she 

did not like, thereby destroying her “online reputation.” Even then, she did not emphasize 

the sexual nature of the photographs. 

 The staff viewed this process of sexualization as a necessary means of making 

their female clients competitive due to the nature of the business model they worked 

under. Thousands of existing female-supplier agencies have already made the push for 

their clients to look extremely attractive online. Photographs that meet the current 

industry standard make the women look 20-something, regardless of her actual age. The 

men, on the other hand, receive many emails per day, and could only afford to reply to a 

few. Thus, the woman’s photograph becomes an extremely important determinant of 

marital success, at least in the beginning. The staff express this point clearly in the 

following excerpts, which are written to educate clients who are not willing to invest in a 

set of professional photos. 

Despite China’s fast paced development in recent years, and despite 

changing standards of beauty, we still see many middle-aged women show 

up with their uni-sex, not-so attractive photographs. Many people think: “I 
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should show my true self online because otherwise, what if a foreigner 

comes to China only to think that he sees a different person?” Although 

their idea makes sense, they have ignored the important reality that these 

unattractive photos put them at a disadvantage in the online dating market. 

If nobody looks at your profile, then you will not have an opportunity to 

write anyone, nor meet anyone in person for that matter. Although your 

friends and family might think you are most beautiful and that nobody is 

good enough for you, reality is cruel. Middle-aged women face limited 

choices in life. 

 

Think about it this way. Even film stars are not always glamorous. In real 

life they could also look plain and unattractive. Yet, when they go to 

parties or meet up with friends, they will make an effort to look good. 

However, we are not going to deny that they look ordinary in real life just 

because they look so glamorous in their movie posters. If you want to 

choose this new life, you must face reality: increase your glamour and 

promote yourself! 

 

 In the above passage, the author argues that beautifying and sexualizing the 

women’s photographs is a necessary means of self-promotion and self-improvement in 

the competitive international dating market. It empowers the female clients by improving 

their erotic capital. From a pragmatic standpoint, these pictures give middle-aged women 

the opportunity to compete on the global dating market. Given that the female clients 

joined the agency with the goal of finding a life partner, tactics that help them improve 

their opportunity is therefore accepted by the clients.   

Weight-loss, fashion make-over, and plastic surgery: China’s new beauty economy 

 As discussed in previous chapters, the agents encourage their female clients to 

make themselves more attractive to Western men by losing weight, dressing 

provocatively, wearing make-up, or even getting plastic surgery. As one translator states: 

“If you are a nanny and you want to marry a foreign lawyer, this is not practical. 

Meatballs do not fall from the sky. You must work on yourself first, dress better, read 

more, and become worthy of him before you can marry up.” While some scholars feel 
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that these measures turn women into objects of fantasy for Western men and thereby 

cripple women, many staff actually view it as a means of self-improvement and self-

empowerment. In this section, I will connect the staff’s perspective with China’s post-

reform socio-cultural environment. I suggest that the rise of China’s new beauty 

economy, which did not exist during the pre-reform era, has transformed female bodily 

attractiveness into a symbol of modernity, privilege, and empowerment. The agents’ 

attitude toward their female clients, especially with regard to their physical appearance, 

should be interpreted under this socio-cultural context.  

 Chinese gender ideology has dramatically shifted since the pre-reform era, during 

which the state downplayed gender differences in order to maximize the use of female 

labor. During the Maoist era, beauty and fashion were “frowned upon as frivolous and 

decadent” (Yang 2013, 336). Today, the market economy’s demand for labor reduction, 

alongside the development of consumerism, has lead the state to support gender 

polarization and associate femininity with beauty, youth, and sexuality (Young 1989; 

Yang 1999; in Yang 2013). China’s new beauty economy, which refers to “everything 

from beauty pageants and modeling competitions to advertisements, cosmetics, plastic 

surgery, beauty and health care services, and television and cinema” (Xu and Feiner 2007 

in Yang 2013) now ranks fifth amongst China’s consumer goods industry (China Daily 

2004 in Yang 2013). Chinese women today pay much more attention to their appearance 

than in the past. Weight control centers, spas, and plastic surgery clinics are spurring all 

over urban areas. Given these changing gender ideologies and practices, I suggest that the 

agents’ obsession with physical attractiveness is not unique to the cross-border dating 

industry, but rather a manifestation of a nationwide phenomenon.   
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 In addition, one interesting aspect of the agents’ work is that they provide service 

to middle-aged women, many of whom grew up during the pre-reform era. Many middle-

aged urban women who frequent beauty parlors today realize that during their younger 

days, they catered to state demands and focused too much on work while ignoring their 

appearance (Yang 2013). Now they try to make up for their lost youth and lost 

opportunities by taking advantage of new beauty services and technology (2013). 

Similarly, many staff and clients at the agencies I studied also believe that becoming 

consumers in the new beauty economy is modern and empowering rather than old-

fashioned and sexist.    

 Qing’s experience with weight loss is a good example where a client saw herself 

benefitting from the agents’ advice. Qing is a salesclerk in her forties. After joining the 

agency, Qing was told that her weight was not ideal and that her skin needed 

improvement. From then on, she set hard goals for herself. By the time I met Qing, she 

had already been enrolled for three months. She was engaged to Donald, an American 

taxi driver. She appeared cheery, attractive, and confident. Every day she went to the 

agency to read his letters and often shared her weight loss tips with other clients. She told 

us she had lost 30 pounds in two months by going on a low carb diet. She ate many hard-

boiled eggs and claimed that doing so dramatically reduced her waist size and tightened 

her skin. She said that while department store clerks always used to tell her “nothing in 

our store is going to fit you,” now she can wear anything she wants. In addition, she also 

started using new facial creams and learned how to do at home facial massage through 

other clients. She proudly said that her neighbors hardly recognize her now. She appeared 

happy with her new life and her new weight. 
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 The following excerpt, drawn from a male translator’s work blog, presents a case 

where a middle-aged woman who was at the bottom of the social-economic ladder 

regained her confidence and found happiness in life through her own hard work at self-

improvement, including improving her physical appearance. The blog entry opens with 

the translator’s first impression of the client. In the passage below, the translator 

describes the client as an older, unattractive woman from a low-status socio-economic 

background. It is implied that she has no choice but to be single because she has such low 

erotic capital. As a result, she is unhappy with her life. Moreover, the staff also has little 

confidence in her chance of succeeding at the agency because she is so unattractive.  

To be honest, the first time I saw Ms. Lin, I was taken by surprise. She 

was middle-aged, out-of-shape, carelessly dressed, with a head full of 

grayish white hair and blister-filled hands from hard manual labor. It 

seemed almost impossible to associate words like “happiness” or “love” 

with Ms. Lin. 

 

To tell you the truth, as a 20-something year old young man helping a 

woman my mother’s age, I felt a very very heavy burden on my shoulder. 

 

Ms. Lin says that she is an excellent cook and whoever marries her will 

have a great life with her. Gazing into her hopeful eyes and those blister-

filled hands, our manager knew that, outside of a miracle happening, 

marrying her off will be next to impossible. 

 

 In the next passage, the translator proceeds to discuss the specific steps he took to 

help this client improve her erotic capital. This includes improving her physical 

appearance in the way of losing weight and getting a fashion make-over. The translator 

states: “After I found out that she already paid her full fees, I was a bit worried about her, 

so I took her aside and taught her how to lose weight, style her hair, check email, and 

learn English. Most importantly, I told her that she must develop her own feminine style 

and character.” 
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 In the passage below, the translator further explains the underlying philosophies 

behind his work and the meaning he saw in his job. He agrees with his manager that 

giving clients fashion and beauty makeovers helps them establish confidence and feel 

empowered. Moreover, it is implied that clients with less money have lower erotic 

capital, as they are less likely to be fashionable and stylish. Thus, it is the translators’ job 

to strengthen this capital. Finally, the agents believe that improving one’s physical and 

social attractiveness is a necessary condition to finding love and happiness. 

Our manager has always told us that our job looks simple, but in reality 

we help women get make-overs and we re-establish their confidence. 

There are no ugly women in this world; there are only women who don’t 

know how to dress. The lower the class status of the client, the more we 

should learn to respect her because everyone deserves an equal 

opportunity online. We provide the same service to every woman no 

matter who she is. It does not matter how low her starting point is, but the 

key is that she maintain a positive attitude and be willing to strengthen her 

weaknesses. As to the staff, we continue to do our best for our clients no 

matter what the outcome will be. 

 

 Ms. Lin took the translators’ advice religiously and worked hard at improving 

herself. She never missed a single English class the agency offered. She lost a significant 

amount of weight, chemically straightened her hair, learned to send emails, and even 

asked the branch manager to teach her how to speak coyly to men. Ultimately, she met 

and married Tim, a divorced truck driver from Tennessee. In the final passage below, the 

translator follows up on Ms. Lin’s outcome with a few remarks from a manager. The 

point of the manager’s remarks is that Ms. Lin worked hard despite her disadvantages 

and eventually found her “true love” and left China happily, while many other women 

who had better credentials than her still remained single. The staff believe that they are 
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helping unattractive, lonely, and poor women become more beautiful, more loved, and 

richer through their work.   

Follow-up remarks from my boss: “In January 2011, at another client’s 

wedding, I met Ms. Lin…a kind-hearted, simple woman who worked as a 

cook at a fast food restaurant all her life, someone who long forgot the 

scent of a man and the softness of femininity. Having spent so many days 

and nights alone, I need not say more on what her present outcome means 

for her…our team gave this nearly 50-year-old woman a new life that will 

start on the other side of the Pacific Ocean. She will have a man who loves 

her and whom she wants to take care of. From now on, she will no longer 

need to work outside in the cold wind, because from now on there will be 

a new shoulder on which she could rest her future. The mere thought of 

that satisfies me.”  

 

 Finally, while it may seem unethical for dating agencies to advise their clients to 

lose weight or get plastic surgery, I suggest that the agents do so with good integrity, 

given that the staff “practices what they preach.” Many of the female staff is on some 

form of diet themselves. Moreover, others have participated in various forms of plastic 

surgery. Given that the staff is willing to undergo plastic surgery themselves, I suggest 

that they advise their clients with good intention.   

III. Money, love, and conscience: view from the staff 

 While both public and academic discourse depict commercial dating agents as 

exploitative and immoral business entities and sometimes even conflate them with human 

traffickers, I agree with scholars such as Lu (2008) in that the situation is far more 

complex than this over-simplification. In China’s under-regulated business environment 

and in light of the chaotic reform, moral boundaries have become murky. Under such 

circumstances, many agencies, including the ones I studied at, also struggle to find a 

balance between making profit and upholding morality. I take into account China’s 

culture and political situation in my discussion of the agencies’ motives and practices. I 
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suggest that at the micro-level and in the short-run, some women feel empowered by the 

agencies’ tactics. I begin my analysis by reviewing the agencies’ pragmatic goals and 

then discuss how they are juxtaposed alongside moralistic concerns. 

Profit is not the only concern – love matters too 

Despite this highly commercialized dating process, it would still not be fair to 

conclude that the managers view their own rhetoric as pure marketing tools without 

believing in what they preach. One manager believes that although profit is a concern, it 

is not her primary or her only concern. In fact, she ran a domestic Chinese dating agency 

before she entered the international dating business. She told me that she quit the 

domestic business partially because many of the practices within that industry stood 

against her personal ethical standards. For example, she disapproved of the 婚托 practice. 

This is a scam where men are hired as mock suitors to meet female clients and then reject 

the women after a few meetings. This practice is rife across domestic Chinese agencies, 

where middle-aged women far outnumber middle-aged men. In contrast, she feels that 

her overseas dating business is “实实在在,” or real and honest, because the men and 

women actually exist.  

 Moreover, she says: “If a female client feels troubled and wants to consult with 

me, I would love to talk to her, but if she tells me that she just wants to pay me money to 

marry a foreigner without regard for who he was, then I would not be interested. I am not 

just in it for the money. I really feel that I am doing good for people. Even if I get caught 

by the government one day, I would look back with no regrets because I once helped 

more than 2,000 women find love and happiness.”  
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She credits her love for her career to her personal experience as a middle-aged 

woman who once went through divorce. She empathizes with her clients’ pain and 

loneliness. I have heard many clients praise her for her dedication and honestly. For 

example, one client said: “She genuinely cares for me, and her concern is far beyond 

what I give her in the way of business.  She never hesitates to discourage me from dating 

men she believes are incompatible with me.” I once witnessed her disapprove marriage 

between one couple because she knew that the woman was only marrying the man so that 

her son could go to school in the U.S. Another time, I witnessed her saying the following 

to a client who demanded that her American suitor mail her $1500 per month as a 

precondition for continuing their online relationship: “It sounds almost as if you are 

selling yourself. If that is the case I really do not know if you will find ‘the one’ at our 

agency. You may be wasting your own time and hurting a man’s noble heart.” Then, in a 

note she wrote to this client, she stated: “I ask her to put herself in my shoes. If I spend all 

my time each day helping women who only want Western men for their money, then 

what would be the purpose of my work? After all, I still want to promote love through my 

work, because I believe in love, because love touches my heart. I strongly believe that 

money is a necessary part of life, and basic material needs should be met. However, life 

should not only be about money. Couples should also love each other.” 

Like the managers, many translators also stigmatize women who seek foreigners 

for only money or green card and call them “impure gold diggers” with “ulterior motives.” 

One translator states: “we don’t agree with this kind of behavior and we believe it is a 

loss of face for Chinese people.” Moreover, many feel that this attitude negatively affects 

the quality of their letters. As the managers say, their translators are “writing with their 
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heart.” Some translators end up having to switch their “gold-digger” female clients to 

other translators because they cannot stand the clients’ attitude. As one translator states: 

“It is okay if you want money, but you have to believe that the marriage is based on love 

too. If it is all about money, then I cannot write.” Another translator writes in her blog: 

“After a lot of hard work, I finally got a Western man to take interest in Ms. Fu. I told Ms. 

Fu excitedly, but she only said to me: ‘just ask him if he has money, if he owns a house, 

and whether he could help me take my kid abroad. All in all, she was not interested in 

anything but that. I really did not like her attitude, so I could not write nice letters for her.” 

Thus, while the traditional stereotype is that the agents care for nothing but profit, I argue 

that morality, conscience, and justice also mattered to the staff.   

In Chapter 3, I discussed how the agents portrayed Western men as “genuine, 

loyal, and accepting,” meaning that compared with Chinese men, they are more genuine 

with their emotions, less likely to cheat, and more willing to date middle-aged women. 

While this may be a myth in our perception, it is certainly one which the agents 

personally believe in. I will use Jin, one of the divorced staff, to illustrate this point. 

Following her divorce from a cheating Chinese husband in her younger days, Jin had a 

string of failed relationships with other local men. After all that she went through, Jin 

gave up on Chinese men and locked her sight on Western men. She believed they would 

be more honest with their love, less likely to cheat, and more accepting of older women. 

Currently, Jin is seeing an office administrator from Canada. Not only do the staff date 

foreign men, but many have also married Western men through their company website. 

In fact, joining the site for free is one of the perks the company offers to its staff in 
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attempt to attract them to the job. I argue that these “insider” staff would not subject 

themselves to this process if they lacked confidence in Western men. 

To advise or not to advise 

When it comes to advising clients, the agents are often put in a difficult position. 

On the one hand, they must give clients full autonomy to make their own dating and 

marital decisions. On the other hand, it can be difficult to refrain from giving input, 

especially when the client happens to be a good friend. I have witnessed many cases of 

conflict where clients feel that the agents are undermining client interests for their own 

profit, while the agents believe they are acting in their clients’ best interests. I will use 

some examples from the Daisy case that I introduced earlier to illustrate the nuance 

involved in such disputes.  

Daisy was a long-time client at the agency. Since she quit her job after meeting 

Anthony, she had a lot of free time and often dropped by the manager’s office to chat. 

Over time, she became good friends with staff and they often hung out together after 

work. Because of her special relationship with the staff, they gave her free translation 

perks from time to time. Moreover, she also works with Ling, the most highly regarded 

translator at that agency.  

Although Anthony sent Daisy a monthly check, he only visited China once while 

her visa application also moved along slowly. Thus, Daisy accepted the agents’ advice to 

continue corresponding with other men online. About one year following Anthony’s visit 

to China, Peter, Daisy’s second suitor, arrived in China. While in China, Peter joined 

Daisy, the manager, some other clients, and me on mini getaway to a nearby seaside 

village. After getting to know Peter, we started to really like him. He had a sweet 
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personality – always smiling, laughing often, and never complaining. He also appeared 

humble, polite, and easygoing. He always finished all the food we put on his plate, even 

the foods that he did not really enjoy. Moreover, he was very patient with Daisy despite 

her standoffish attitude. For example, while riding on the train, Daisy would play cards 

with her Chinese friends the whole time and leave Peter sitting alone by himself for hours 

while I caught up on my sleep. Yet, he maintained his cheeriness and never expressed 

discontent. Throughout his stay in China, Daisy rarely stayed in Peter’s hotel room. There 

was also little intimate contact between them beyond an occasional hug. Yet, he said he 

did not want to rush her and he respected her wishes.    

Peter was clearly attracted to Daisy and wanted to continue the relationship. 

Everyone else who went on the trip thought he was a decent man. Moreover, everyone 

also thought he was more easygoing than Anthony, who had a fierce temper and an 

alcohol addiction. Thus, they suggested that Daisy date Peter and forget about Anthony, 

who had not shown up in China for more than a year. However, Daisy’s refused. Her 

heart was still with Anthony. In fact, she originally wanted to “hand him over” to other 

female clients at the agency. She said she was not physically attracted to Peter. After 

Peter left China, Ling continued writing him on Daisy’s behalf. Nevertheless, Daisy was 

still emotionally invested in Anthony. One morning, she begged me to help her write 

Anthony an email after not hearing back.  

Daisy said she had no appetite because she had been so distressed over Anthony’s 

lack of response. She said: “Maybe I should have listened to everyone else and just dated 

Peter instead. Everyone says he is a nice guy, but I don’t like him like that. He feels like 

more of a big brother to me. But I am looking for a husband, not brother! Sometimes I 
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think I would rather start over than date Peter.” Nevertheless, she also admitted that she 

had to move on if Anthony keeps dragging on like this. Then, she shook her head and 

said: “Relying on men is a bad idea. Although I am no longer working, I live in fear 

every day. I freak out when I lose touch with Anthony, even for just a day or two. I can’t 

live like this anymore. If I can get a job then I won’t be so scared if I don’t hear from him, 

because I won’t need his money. But I can’t go back to my old workplace. Everyone 

would ask me, why are you coming back? What happened to your rich boyfriend? We 

thought you were moving to America? It would be such a huge loss of face.”  

 Luckily, Daisy soon found a temporary job. Nevertheless, her financial condition 

was still unstable. Since Daisy did not have any particular skills, her job options were 

limited. While at her apartment, Daisy voiced quite a few complaints against the agents. 

Although she wanted to reject Peter, she was scared of Ling, her translator, because she 

thinks Ling will blame her if she did so. Daisy says: “Ling is very harsh when she scolds 

her clients…if I don’t keep in touch with Peter, Ling will say, ‘we put forth so much 

effort in helping you secure Peter, do you know how much thought it took to write those 

letters for you? How could you just give it up so easily like that?’ Although Ling is the 

most talented translator, she is also the harshest.”  

When I asked the manager for her thoughts on Daisy, she said: “Daisy is a simple-

minded, childish woman. She grew up with money and she likes money. However, she is 

not well educated. She has not really seen the world or experienced much. She thinks a 

guy is good to her as long as he gives her money. She is still hung up over Anthony, 

partly because she is emotionally attached to him and partly because she likes his money. 

However, she should be more realistic. Based on our experience, the situation with 
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Anthony looks pretty much hopeless. I think she should move on, or else she is wasting 

her own time. We all think that Peter is a decent guy. Although he is no rich, he could 

still offer her a much better living than what she has now, which is to say, pretty much 

nothing. If she passes Peter up, we really cannot guarantee that she will come across 

another guy like him anytime soon. I have seen so many cases where female clients pass 

up “nice guys” they’re not sexually attracted to and later regret. Moreover, everything is 

becoming more competitive these days, as more and more Chinese women join online 

agencies. Even just a few years ago, it was much easier to secure a man than it is now. 

Besides, these things are often based on luck and beyond our control. You know, youth is 

precious to women, especially to someone like Daisy, who is older and has no money. Of 

course, if she really doesn’t like him, then that’s that. We cannot and will not force her 

into dating anyone she doesn’t want to date.” 

 My point in presenting this long story about Daisy is to illustrate a situation where 

a client and her agent are at conflict with each other. In this particular situation, it is 

difficult for me to assess how much of the agent’s advice is driven by their own concerns 

for profit and how much of it is based on their concern for Daisy’s well-being. Daisy is 

upset with the agents because she felt pressured to accept Peter, a man she was not 

attracted to. She thinks the agents are tired of dealing with her and just want to marry her 

off to increase their number of successful marriages. The agents, on the other hand, are 

irritated with Daisy for getting hung up over Anthony. They felt that her obsession with 

Anthony was based more on greed than on love. The agents also thought Daisy was 

immature for putting so much emphasis on passion and romance, despite her own 
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unstable financial situation. In their eyes, she was barely surviving and her priorities were 

not correctly aligned.  

It may very well be the case that the agents genuinely thought Daisy was making 

a mistake by passing Peter up, and they believe she will regret later if they do not give 

her a push now. It could also be the case that the agents are primarily in it for their own 

profit and couldn’t care less how Daisy actually felt. Or, it could be a little bit of both. 

While I cannot provide the answer to these questions, what I did deduce from my 

research was that these situations are extremely complex. Thus, it would be overly 

simplistic to portray the agents as nothing but money-grubbing entities. 

Translators struggle to balance profit and conscience 

 Unlike the managers who have a vested interest in the long-term health of the 

company and strive to bring up the rate of marriage and minimize future divorces, most 

translators stay at the company for only a few years to earn some fast cash. Translators 

are under intense pressure to fill their quota. Only when translators meet a minimum 

quota (based on the number of letters they write and the rate of reply) will they get their 

base salary. Due to the short-term nature of the job and these sales pressures, translators 

are often caught in a struggle between their desire to earn money and their desire to feel 

good about what they do. Despite these pressures, many translators still feel obligated to 

uphold their moral dignity.  

 For many translators, the struggle between upholding their own conscience and 

making money is an ongoing battle. One translator who no longer works at the agency 

says: “I feel that if you want to survive and make money as a translator, sometimes you 

cannot always be a good person…translators always have to find the balance between 
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maintaining an acceptable conscience and making money.” While translators cannot 

always be “good people,” they cannot do without their conscience either. For example, 

another translator says that her emotional detachment is exactly her problem on the job. 

Although her writing elicits very high response rates online and she is one of the top 

earners, her lack of empathy for her clients makes the job stressful for her in the long-run. 

She claims that she cannot last on the job if she only works for money because she will 

ultimately be haunted by unhappy couples whom she paired together for profit-making 

purposes at the cost of compromising their compatibility. Her quote below, taken from an 

interview, illustrates this point.  

If you have love in your heart, you will try to think from her perspective 

and pick a fitting person for her.  Otherwise you would say, Marry him! 

Look! He has money! Many women may be tempted by your words and 

marry someone they don’t love. But at the end of the day, if they're 

unhappy with their marriage, they will come back and blame you. You 

will feel guilt and pressure, and put the company in a bad position too. It is 

a vicious cycle. Over time you will feel like you owe so much to so many 

people that your guilt will force you to quit. 
 

 Another time, I even witnessed a translator resign because she could not come to 

moral terms with her work. The story involves a translator and her client Claudia. At the 

time, Claudia was already engaged to Randy but she still insisted that her translator 

accept Ken’s money and presents. The branch manager advised Claudia to stop but she 

refused. The translator kept writing Ken and accepting his money for months before 

Claudia eventually asked her to stop. The excuse Claudia made up was that she got 

stomach cancer. One day, the translator received an email in the name of Ken’s son, 

asking what they did to his father because he suddenly died from a heart attack. This 
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incident, along with some other conflicts the translator had with the company, led her to 

resign on the spot.  

  Finally, as with many other jobs, it appears that translators who thrive in the 

industry need to have a genuine passion for their work. For example, Ling, the top 

translator at agency B, is highly praised for her dedication by her managers and peers. In 

the excerpt below, Ling’s colleagues attribute her success to her passion for her job.  

She is the top translator at our agency for a reason.  She loves this job so 

much.  I am different.  I need to go out and do other fun things such as 

shopping or karaoke in my spare time. To me, work is something I do to 

pay the bills.  However, she doesn’t need to do these other things to find 

fulfillment in life because she enjoys the work so much. She has the ability 

to empathize with her clients, to immediately grasp their thoughts and 

desires, and to remember every detail about their lives. It is not just 

because of her good memory, but also because she likes it and she cares. 

 

Colleagues describe Ling as someone who is truly gifted with the ability to 

empathize with her clients and a knack for writing to put their best personality forward. 

However, they acknowledge that this is not only a result of her natural talent, but also her 

hard work. They say that she spends a lot of time thinking about how to get to know her 

female clients better and how to write letters for them. More importantly, they believe 

that she works hard because she has genuine passion for her work.  

A new cyber-dating industry with “Chinese characteristics” 

 I suggest that the deeply rooted social cause of the moral ambiguities and chaos 

illustrated in this chapter lies within China’s current state of transition from Maoist 

socialism to post-2000 capitalism. After more than three decades of social and political 

turmoil, which resulted in the upturning of many traditional norms, rules, and regulations, 

China’s contemporary business and legal environment suffers from a lack of uniform 
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standards. First, the cross-border matchmaking industry itself is not even legal. As with 

many enterprises, they fall within a “gray zone” where they are officially illegal but the 

government does not always crack down on them. Back in 2008 when I first visited the 

agencies in city B, I remember hearing about a few other similar agencies in the city. By 

the time I returned the following year, I learned that the government shut them down after 

clients sued them for fraud.   

 When evaluating the ethicality of the agencies’ practices, we must also take into 

consideration China’s overall social morale, which is rather low in the current stage of 

reform and transition. China is well known for producing pirated computer software, 

DVDS, and knock-off designer products. Across universities, plagiarism is rampant. In 

2010, Nature reported that “in one Chinese government survey, 1/3 of more than 6,000 

scientific researchers at 6 leading institutions admitted to plagiarism, falsification or 

fabrication” (The Economist, 2013). Moreover, highly publicized lethal incidents caused 

by corruption and poor regulation, such as the 2008 milk-scandal,
13

 also repeatedly 

appear in the news. By comparison, tweaking online photos to make women appear 

younger seems like a negligible flaw in business practice. Perhaps his attitude reflects 

China’s current moral norm.    

 A final factor leading to the ambiguity and chaos in this industry is inexperience. 

The managers, for example, have no formal training in business. One manager recalls 

writing the employee regulations and guidelines based on nothing but her “gut feelings.” 

The managers’ lack of English knowledge further complicates the situation. Their 

Western partner company often asks them: “aren’t you worried about getting tricked by 
                                                           
13

 Food safety incident involving milk and infant formula being adulterated with melamine, a harmful 

chemical. An estimated 300,000 babies became ill and kidney damage led to six fatalities (Huang, 2014). 
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your own translators?” Similarly, the translators also lack professional business training. 

Most translators are fresh out of college and have no prior experience in relationship 

counseling. The managers see them as children and forgive them for making “childish 

mistakes” such as forgetting to ask for the men’s contact information when they 

accompany the women to meet the men at the airport.   

 Without legal protection, professional training, or experience, this business relies 

heavily remains largely experimental. In a manager’s own words, she is “crossing the 

river by feeling the stones.” Although the practices at these entities are not up to par with 

Western business standards, it would also be unfair to dismiss them as nothing but phony, 

sketchy money-laundering enterprises with no concern for ethnics. As described in 

Restless China, “the collapse of socialist ideals, which began in the late Mao years and by 

now is all but total, has led to what scholars both inside China and outside have 

sometimes referred to as a ‘values vacuum.’ Accustomed, for better or for worse, to a 

powerful public ideology, people find when it disappears that they still need some kind of 

ethical belief system for use in daily life both as a guide to their own decision making and 

as a basis for assuming how others in their society will conduct themselves. In China’s 

booming economy of recent times, money making and materialism have filled the space 

to become the most conspicuous public values, and these values have been satisfying, but 

only up to a point” (Link, Madsen, and Pickowicz, 2013). Given the greater chaotic 

socio-economic environment of China, I suggest that these business entities struggle to 

balance their market interests with their conscience and dignity. Despite all the 

constraints, I suggest that the managers and translators too try hard to find a sense of 

meaning in their work.  
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Conclusion 

 

My dissertation examines the effect of globalization on practices of gender, 

intimacy, and migration. Specifically, I study online dating and cross-border marriages 

between Chinese women and Western men who don’t speak each other’s native language 

and rely on translators at their online dating agencies to translate their email exchanges. I 

analyze why Chinese women marry foreign men despite the fact that Chinese men 

outnumber women by more than 34 million, as well as how the commercial 

intermediaries mediate courtship between couples that cannot otherwise communicate 

with each other. 

Chapter 1 examines why female clients at the agency seek foreign men and how 

they adapted to their post-marital lives abroad. Through three different longitudinal case 

studies, I show the increasing complexity and variability in the motivating factors behind 

cross-border marriages, which is no longer confined to poverty. My research indicates 

that women also seek globalization as a solution to their local dilemma of not being able 

to “marry up” or marry a status equal. This chapter contributes to studies of gender and 

immigration by reaffirming the theory that women sometimes migrate in order to achieve 

an ideal marriage rather than getting married in order to obtain money or green card.  

I deliberately selected women from three different generations to illustrate how 

changes in China’s larger socio-economic structure affected their outlook on marriage. 

Ruby represents women that grew up during the pre-reform era. They have a relatively 

conservative outlook on sex and marriage. They value female chastity, view divorce as 

shameful, and they are more inclined to work on their existing marriages even when they 

feel unsatisfied. Vivien represents women that grew up during the early reform era. They 
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are more open to premarital and extramarital sex. Women of Vivien’s generation are less 

likely to view divorce as shameful and more likely to end relationships that do not work 

out. Finally, Tiffany represents women from the post-reform era. Growing up during the 

post-2000 transitional period when Chinese family structures are becoming increasingly 

unstable, they learn to separate emotional desires such as sex and passion from more 

pragmatic concerns such as money and stability at an early age.  

Despite these intergenerational differences, the three women still share many 

common values and beliefs. Living under China’s heavily patriarchal gender culture, they 

agree that men should always be the primary household provider and that women must 

“marry up” or at least marry a status equal even if they are already well-off. In addition, 

they also believe that Western men are the “idealized other” who will be more faithful 

than Chinese men. These mutual beliefs explain why the three women sought cross-

border marriages despite their different life experiences. Hence, Chapter 2 encourages us 

to rethink the concept of “desperation” in mate-selection. In many previous studies of 

cross-border marriage, desperation is often conflated with financial destitution. However, 

the case of China’s middle-aged email-order brides shows us that female clients can feel 

desperate even when they are not poor. Instead, they are desperate to find a status equal. 

This phenomenon reaffirms the importance of hypergamy to women in mate-selection. 

Among the 61 female marriage migrants I interviewed, 46 percent appeared to 

seek foreign men solely for the purpose of marriage while 54 percent reported other 

clearly defined goals such as providing a Western education for their children or getting 

better retirement benefits for themselves (note that a variety of factors drive the women to 

seek foreign husbands and these two goals are not necessarily incompatible with love and 
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sexual attraction). While the case studies in Chapter 2 draw from the 46 percent pool, I 

plan to incorporate more cases from the 54 percent pool in my book manuscript.  

As China becomes more westernized, more globalized, and more consumeristic, 

people also have higher expectations for life. With regard to education, 20 years ago most 

Chinese parents were happy if their children could just test into college. Today, parents 

are increasingly concerned with the quality of their children’s education. Many dismiss 

the East Asian style pedagogy with heavy emphasis on memorization and standardized 

testing. They opt for more creative and flexible curriculums such as those found in 

Western countries. Sending children overseas for college has become the new norm for 

many upper middle-class and upper-class Chinese families. China is now the world’s 

largest source of overseas students, accounting for 22 percent of all foreign students in 

the U.S. in 2011 and 14 percent of the global total in 2013 (Caixin Online, 2012). China’s 

socio-economic transition has also brought increased concerns for social welfare in the 

way of social security and Medicare. Many women, especially those who lost their state 

jobs during the reform era and work in the private industry feel insecure about their own 

retirement. They believe that Western countries provide better public assistance to the 

elderly. In my book manuscript, the additional case studies will address why education 

and retirement have become important new driving factors behind marriage migration, as 

well as how these motives affect the couples’ relationship dynamics.   

Chapters 2 and 3 address how the commercial intermediaries created images of 

Asian femininity and Western masculinity during the cyber-dating process. In Chapter 3, 

I discuss how translators use their cultural capital to write emails to the Western men on 

the women’s behalf. The process of email translation, during which the translators create 
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emotional and sexual fantasies for the Western men, signifies a new means of 

commoditizing intimacy. Moreover, I argue that, on the one hand, they open the doors of 

the international dating market to middle-aged women with no knowledge of Western 

language or culture. Yet on the other hand, the agents reinforce existing Western 

stereotypes of Asian women in the media. In Chapter 4, I analyze how the agents 

deconstruct existing Chinese stereotypes of Western men as wealthy providers and 

reconstruct them as “genuine accepting men” that are worthy of marrying despite their 

lack of wealth. Moreover, while current scholarship focuses on women as commodities, I 

also explore the reversed role of the Chinese women as consumers during the cyber-

dating process.  

Chapters 2 and 3 contribute to studies of gender, race, and migration by tracing 

how sending countries create and circulate gendered and racialized stereotypes. Moreover, 

Chapters 2 and 3 also illuminate the conflation of race with class during the process by 

which stereotypes are constructed. I suggest that the Chinese men many women idolize 

are promiscuous because their status as China’s “new rich” or “new middle class” puts 

them at an advantage on in their local dating market. On the other hand, the working class 

and lower-middle class men enrolled at the cyber dating agencies may be more faithful 

because they have lower socio-economic status within their native countries and thereby 

less power in their local dating markets. I suggest that class status plays an important role 

in mate-selection, dating strategy, and promiscuity. Yet, by equating the Caucasian race 

with marital fidelity, the agents and clients are conflating class characteristics with racial 

characteristics. Moreover, Chapter 3 also illustrates the malleability and the context 

dependent nature of racial and gender stereotypes. In the case of China’s email-order 
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brides, the agents emphasize Caucasian men’s moral purity in response to the female 

clients’ demand for “economic practical men.”  

Finally, in Chapter 4 I explore how Chinese culture and society - especially the 

changes brought on by the reform - affected the values, goals, and practices amongst 

clients and staff at the agencies. I argue that “mail-order brides” should not be singled out 

as “gold-diggers” because pragmatic considerations are not exclusive to cross-border 

marriages but rather vital to marriages of all types. Moreover, these considerations are 

especially important in post-reform China where dating and marriage customs have 

become increasingly commoditized. In addition, I suggest that existing media portrayals 

of commercial intermediaries as ruthless exploiters or human traffickers are over-

simplified. I discuss how the agents also struggle to uphold justice and find moral 

meaning through their work. Moreover, I illustrate how context driven factors such as 

China’s revival of Confucian patriarchal ideologies, rising consumerism, and lack of 

uniform legal regulations or business ethics shape client and agent behavior.  

Chapter 4 probes the dynamics between structure and agency. Rather than 

focusing on the individual actors, that is, the agents and their clients, I also examine the 

larger socio-cultural context they operate under and question who is responsible for 

perpetuating global racial, class, and gender inequalities. When immediate systemic 

change is not possible, do individuals carry the moral responsibility to reverse existing 

race, class, and gender inequalities? Is it up to the individual actors to overcome the 

influence of China’s over-arching patriarchal gender culture, rising consumerism, and 

moral vacuum? These questions beg us to think about how we should frame gender and 

migration issue
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