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Abstract

Over centuries, many Chinese have migrated overseas from Qingtian County, Zhejiang Province,
China. This paper aims to shed light on how Chinese returnees from overseas make decisions on
migration and return in the transnational social space that connects their migration destination and
homeland.

Qingtian County, Zhejiang Province, is a county located west of Wenzhou City, which is a major
city in Zhejiang. Many Chinese migrated to Europe from the county over the centuries. Since the
reform and open-door policy in 1978, there has been a surge in the number of people migrating
overseas from Qingtian County. However, in the early 2000s, Europe experienced an economic
downturn, while China achieved economic growth. Therefore, the number of overseas migrants from
Qingtian County has decreased. On the other hand, there has been a notable tendency for earlier
overseas migrants from Qingtian County to return to the county.

This paper focuses on former Chinese migrants who returned from Europe in the 2010s. They
are currently managing or working at shops in Qingtian Imported Commodity City for Chinese
returnees which was opened in 2015. The Imported Commodity City was developed as part of the

overseas Chinese investment promotion project led by the Qingtian County government.
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Authors Xu (# ) and Zheng (&), who reside in Zhejiang Province, conducted an interview with
twelve returnees from Europe. The life-history interviews took place in Qingtian County between
July and August 2020. Since the study was conducted during the concurrent COVID-19 pandemic,
the results of the interviews also elucidated the impact of the global pandemic.

Prior recent research on the changes in the Qiaoxiang have indicated a shift towards tourist
resources [Kawaguchi 2019], an increasing presence of domestic Chinese migrant workers [Inazawa
2016, Kaneshiro 2016], and the introduction of foreign-capital businesses especially with the
establishment of the Foreign Investment Development Zone [Li 2005a]. This study shows how the
establishment of the Imported Commodity City and preferential treatment policies have fostered
changes in Qingtian County as a site of business opportunities.

Furthermore, in the life histories of the survey subjects who returned to Qingtian County,
there was a transformation into Luis Guarnizo’s “transnational habitus” [Guarnizo 1997] from the
migrant habitus of those who emigrated to Europe based on the former construct — that “overseas/
Chinese immigrants are rich, while China/Chinese in hometowns are poor.” The transnational
habitus found among the survey subjects who are in their 40s and 50s is expected to undergo further
transformation while being passed down to the generation of growing children in the context of

migration.
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