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Abstract
Against the backdrop of sustained population mobility, the left-behind elderly have increasingly
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become a prominent group in rural China. Existing research and policy discussions largely portray
them as a vulnerable population, emphasising their dependence on younger generations for economic,
caregiving, and emotional support, while overlooking their actual roles and structural position within
rural families and communities. Drawing on an analysis of intergenerational relations and everyday
family practices, this study re-examines the role of the left-behind elderly within rural households.
Rather than merely being recipients of care, they play multiple critical roles in sustaining the func-
tioning of rural families. First, by caring for grandchildren and undertaking domestic and agricul-
tural labour, they enable younger working-age members to migrate for employment. Second, as cus-
todians of land, houses, and local social networks, they maintain the family’s material and social
presence in the village. Third, through everyday intergenerational interactions, they serve as emo-
tional anchors and moral regulators, helping to sustain the family’s moral order and sense of re-
sponsibility. The left-behind elderly thus constitute key actors in the operation of rural households.
Viewing them solely as a vulnerable group therefore fails to fully capture their social role and may
obscure the hidden burdens of care and labour they undertake.
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