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Research Article

Online Community in the “Floating Life”:
An Anthropological Study of the Use of
Social Media among the New Generation of
Chinese Rural Migrants

Xinyuan WANG

Abstract

Based on a 15-month (2013-2014) ethnographical study that was conducted
in a small factory town in Zhejiang province, China, this project explores the
daily use of social media among the new generation of Chinese rural migrants
as well as the social effects of social media and the social transformations in
contemporary China. Drawing from field work conducted both offline and
online, this paper focuses on the construction of community in the floating life
of Chinese rural migrants and the ways new social relations and communication
patterns develop using social media. In their “floating life” of rural-to-urban
migration, rural migrants face crises in terms of interpersonal relations and the
sense of belonging. The findings showed that by using social media, these
migrants created a relatively stable and ideal social life. Their online
community had become an essential part—a new “dwelling place”—of the
migrants’ lives. The social media use among the new generation of rural
migrants is a new interpretation of “networked individualism.”
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College London. Research interests: digital anthropology, the Internet, migration,
contemporary Chinese society, ageing society.



Online Community in the “Floating Life”

Keywords: social media, social network, online community, floating population,
modernity

Citation of this article: Wang, X. (2018). Online community in the “floating
life”: An anthropological study of the use of social media among the new
generation of Chinese rural migrants. Communication & Society, 44, 151—
180.

&

AW FT | K R F 9% 3£ 4 & (European Research Council) T 2 £ (4R
5% © ERC grant 2011-AdG-295486 Socnet) °

153





