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Liu Liu was born in a small village. “My 

family was very poor,” he told me. “When 

I was young I did not do well in education 

and knew that I would not be able to go to 

university. Even if I could, my family would not 

have enough money to afford my study. I decided to 

go out to work.” He desperately wanted to move away from 

his rural home, hoping for a brighter life in the city. “I swore that I 

would never stay in a small village for the rest of my life. I swore I 

would live in a big city!” 

After a string of low-wage, demanding jobs, Liu Liu soon 

to work in a restaurant in Xi’an when he was 16 years old. 
The wage was about 60 yuan, about 8 dollars per month, plus 
meals and accommodation. “I stayed there for about half a 
year, I then went back home,” he said. 
He went to Shanghai to work in a factory, 
where the pay was somewhat higher, and 

Liu Liu shared the dream of many 
rural-to-urban migrants: he wanted to 
become an entrepreneur by starting a 
small business or opening a small shop such as a restaurant, 
grocery store, or boutique. These aspirations were never real-

an opportunity to earn some quick money, and became a sex 
worker. In 2006, through some friends he made chatting on 
the Internet, he began to work in a bar and to earn money 
from sex work.

In China, male sex workers who predominantly serve men 
are called “money boys,” or zai (“son,” “boy”), while those 
who serve women are called yazi (“duck”) or nan gongguan 
(“male public relation”). Money boys comprise the largest 

is unknown, and estimates vary widely. Of the 2 to 20 million 
men who have sex with other men in China, 5 to 24 percent of 
them are money boys.

For gay money boys, migration represents a way to escape 
from the rural homophobic environment and avoid familial 

city in China, Liu Liu says, “I can make love with men, lots of 
men!” Like other rural migrants, he was drawn into sex work 
when he became disillusioned with the hardships of both agri-
cultural and industrial work. He wanted the freedom offered 
by an urban lifestyle. “I thought I would earn some money, 
and yes indeed, I have earned quite a lot of money,” he says. 

live much happier than any one of my relatives who still live in 
my home village.” 

Since 2004, I have conducted ethnographic research on 
the male sex work industry in three major Chinese cities that 

Transience characterizes the lives of money 
boys, self-reliance is their motif of survival, and 
urban entrepreneurship is their dream.
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have large concentrations of money boys: Beijing, Shanghai, 

teams, visiting venues frequented by money boys and gay men, 
such as parks, bars, saunas, massage parlors, and nightclubs. 

Most Chinese people see money boys as powerless young 
men who suffer personality deficits, childhood traumas, and 
family dysfunction, or as rural-to-urban migrants with little or 
no education, who are unaware of the illegality of prostitution. 
Attracted to the quick money that can be earned through sex 
work, these innocent young men, they believe, are lured by 
pimps, who then lock them up in brothels and force them to 
have sex with clients. Such experiences lead to severe depres-
sion, substance abuse, and high-risk sex for money boys, who 
become vectors of sexual diseases and victims of exploitative 
capitalism.

Contrary to this widespread view, what I’ve found is that 
money boys are rural-to-urban migrants who have made a 
ration al choice to engage in sex work in order to become suc-

men like Liu Liu must be understood within the context of Chi-

The reconfiguration of the “capitalist” market and the “social-
ist” party-state in reform China has generated new forms of pos-
sibility and control on both the societal and the individual level, 
opening up a labor market that has led to massive rural-to-urban 
migration. This, and the state’s diminished control over private 
life, has led to a growing informal sex labor market, as well as 
the emergence of gay and lesbian identities and communities. 

The growing emphasis on capitalist ideals in China means 
that individuals are being encouraged to pursue their fortunes, 

prompting many to move from the 
countryside to the city. Sex work pro-
vides financial and other rewards at a 
time when China is undergoing rapid 

some to escape the constraints of their 
daily lives, but also leads to dislocation 
and displacement. 

becoming a money boy
In China, the state’s increasing 

promotion of the market economy 
-

tion” of rural-to-urban migrants. The 
adverse working lives of these migrants 
have been well documented: from the 
increasing numbers of protests and 
strikes by rural migrant workers in 
recent years, to the recent suicide cases 
at Foxconn, where Apple iPhones and 
other products are manufactured. 

Money boys move to cities with 
the same goals as other rural-to-urban 

migrants: they want to earn money, experience a new world, 

Chinese (the dominant group), they tend to be from rural or 
semi-rural villages, and sometimes second-tier towns. Most 
self-identify as homosexual or bisexual, while a few identify 
as heterosexual. The majority are single, having been raised in 
conventional families and possessing similar levels of education 
as other rural migrants. Few report having suffered from sexual 
abuse, or being forced to enter the sex industry against their will. 

Like other migrants, money boys are governed by the sys-
tem of hukou (“household registration”), through which a reg-
istration number is designated to an individual based on his or 
her locality and family background. Since 1958, the hukou has 

urban, governing people’s lives and providing the government 
with a mega-database on the populace. 

If you are born in a rural village, you acquire a rural hukou, 
and are eligible for lesser housing, healthcare, and education 
benefits than those with an urban hukou. Consequently, rural-
to-urban migrants end up in the temporary, menial jobs in the 
construction, retailing, or catering industries that most urban 

to place. 
While the Chinese state claimed that it had successfully 

eradicated prostitution in the Mao period, it “resurfaced” in 
the late 1970s, coinciding with China’s move to a market-based 
economy, and has since become a highly lucrative business. 
Prostitution offers a relatively attractive alternative to other 
menial jobs, not just in terms of monetary rewards, but also 

China’s growing emphasis on capitalist ideals prompts many rural citizens to migrate to 
cities in pursuit of greater wealth.
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mobility, self esteem, and sexual pleasure. There are many types 
of sex workers: independent workers; hustlers at parks, bars, 
and on the Internet; brothel workers, who labor under a man-
ager (or a pimp), who are often required to stay at the brothel; 
and houseboys, who are kept by a man. 

-
ture of male sex work is relatively loose, and workers can move 
quite freely from one type of work to another. Street prosti-

While prostitution provides career opportunities, it’s also a risky 
business. China operates a “prohibition” model in which all 
prostitution activities are illegal, and sex workers and clients are 
subject to detention and possible fines if they are caught. Third-
party prostitution is considered to be a serious criminal offense 
punishable by years of imprisonment. Because they fear being 
caught, money boys find it difficult to move up the ladder to 
become managers, or pimps. There is also 
the constant risk of physical violence, and 
robbery, rape, sexual disease, and stress.

As Ah Jun, a 20-year-old man who 
worked full time at a brothel for three 
years, told me, “Some [clients] took you 
out and you had to drink with them 
and take pills with them, they wanted to get ‘high’ and then 
brought you home and had sex with you … they could then do 
it many times … day and night … I think I kind of abandoned 
myself. I don’t want to learn anything. If I have clients, I work; 
if not, I just watch television, play cards. Every single day I am 
idle, I don’t know how a day is spent … time just passes … I 
can’t think about the future, I don’t know what it will be … I 
just hang in there.”

There are also the stresses of a short-lived career. Internal 
competition among money boys is fierce; the sex industry is 
constantly looking for “fresh meat.” The longer 
one is in the business, the less one is paid. As a 
result, money boys are a highly mobile class of 
migrants, shifting continuously from one occu-
pational setting to another—between street 
hustling, brothel/massage parlors, freelance, 
and houseboy varieties—in China, Hong Kong, 
Macau, or other South East Asian countries like 
Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand. This transna-
tional “circuit of desire” is the lifeblood of sex 
tourism in Asia. 

Because prostitution is traditionally defined 
as a feminine activity, the masculinity of money 
boys is often suspect, and they are not consid-
ered “real men.” Their same-sex activities are also 

China have been transformed from pathological, 
deviant subjects to responsible, respectable con-

-

and middle-class—is the new homosexual norm. In this con-

gays that mix sex with money, corrupting the image of middle-
class gay men. 

migrants “on the wing”
While the hukou system certainly contributes to their 

political, economic, and social exclusion, most money boys 
do not view hukou as a structural problem. Rather, they see 

-
aged to raise the amount of money they would need to buy 
an urban hukou, so they tend to remain suspended within the 
rural-urban chasm, often moving between their home village 
and the city. 

Xiao Hao, a 35-year-old gay man who was born in a small 
village in Chongqing and spent six years as a money boy, suf-

fered a lot at the hands of the hukou system. “I hate the hukou 
system very much … wherever I go, I need to apply for a tem-
porary resident permit,” he said. “If I stay here [he now resides 

Since you are not from here, you cannot enjoy the insurance, 
medical care, etc. Why should one family treat its members so 
differently?” He has no medical care if he gets sick, and needs 
to go home. If he goes abroad, he must provide certificates 
from his hometown. “If I am married and have babies, it will 
cost more for them to study,” he says. “It is very troublesome.” 

One man told me, “I live much happier than any 
of my relatives who are still in my home village. 
I can make love with men, lots of men!” 

Money boys share the goals of all rural-to-urban migrants: to earn money, 
experience a new world, and become successful urban citizens.
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Given these common experiences, it is no wonder many 
-

ers. Xiao Qing, a 25-year-old gay man who has freelanced for 
the past eight years, mainly meets men through the Internet. 
He chats with clients online and they send him travel money. 
He moves around and stays with any client that wants to “buy” 
him for a few hours, a few months, or a few years, watching for 

this transient, temporary way of operating that Xiao can maxi-

is also less dangerous than soliciting in public, or working in a 

brothel that may be raided by the police at any moment. With-
out a physical entity, the Internet serves as a hukou-less world, 
which allows him to erase rural-urban boundaries and perhaps 

Many money boys don’t see selling sex for money as work. 
Instead, they adopt the attitude that “this is not a job, it’s just 
a tool to earn money”—words I heard time and again. They 
stress that it is simply a way to meet “friends” and have fun, 
downplaying the exchange of their body for financial rewards. 
This is particularly true for the gay money boys, who view sex 

work as a way to find a boyfriend, someone to love, who might 
help them get out of the industry. This leads to a blurring of the 
boundaries between love and money, friend and client, and sex 
and work. 

This weak work identity, which leads them to reject the pro-

collective sense difficult. Under constant threat of violence from 
clients and triad members (Chinese criminal underground orga-

prostitution), and sanctions from police and government offi-
cials, money boys have no legitimate channel for protest. 

Due to social stigma, few money boys 
come out to their families and friends; 
they are doubly closeted. They cannot 
hide their money boy identity in the gay 
community as gay men are their potential 
clients. Due to the prevalent anti-money 
boy atmosphere, most choose to keep 

their distance from the gay community, carefully choosing 
friends whom they can come out to. “People from society look 
down upon us,” says Xiao Hao. “The gay circle is the same … 
they discriminate against us. They don’t think we are proper. 
I think people should make their own choice, live their own 
lifestyles.” 

urban dreams—and risks
Contrary to conventional understandings that may con-

struct them as innocent, as naïve, or as sociopaths, money 

In Shenzhen (population 14 million), there are 12 million temporary or migrant workers.

Money boys challenge middle-class gay 
sensibilities and the logic of cosmopolitan 
consumerism they embody.
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boys are in many respects like other rural-to-urban migrants. 
Tired of the dead end of menial labor, with its long hours and 
shamefully poor wages, they chose an alternative route. The 
men I spoke with are well aware of the hardships sex work 
may entail, but are determined to take responsibility for their 
own lives and rely on themselves rather than on a state that 

lives of money boys, self-reliance is their motif of survival, and 

Money boys illustrate many of the contradictions within 
-
-

egies produce massive job opportunities in the cities, while the 
hukou system deprives rural-to-urban migrants of rights and 
benefits, leaving many in hopeless job situations. Prostitution 
offers rural migrants an opportunity to escape these situations, 

-
preneurs. Although money boys enjoy job satisfactions such as 
financial rewards, control, and freedom, they are also exposed 
to physical, sexual, social, and psychological risks. 

The burgeoning informal sex labor market of the past 
few decades coexists with the state’s prohibitionist stance on 
prostitution, which in turn contributes to the stigma surround-
ing the occupation. The state’s decreasing control over private 
life has led to the emergence of gay and lesbian identities and 
communities which have long been suppressed (especially in 
rural areas), and adds to the growing demands for sex workers. 
But money boys pose dilemmas for the gay community; their 
“provincial,” “bad,” and “disrespectable” image challenges 
newly established middle-class gay sensibilities, which operate 
according to the logic of consumerism and cosmopolitanism.

Money boys’ engagement with sex work can be seen as a 

form of resistance to an adverse 
formal labor market. But the 

means that they are not keen 

migrant status, labor benefits, or 
sexual rights. They are shunned 

other men, and rejected by the 
gay community.

Like many other participants 

they search for independence 
and empowerment but endure 
displacement and dislocation. 
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Money boys and China’s other migrant laborers: selling their bodies.
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