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Unpacking the Second—wife Phenomenon from

a Relational Approach to Gender

Xiao Suowei

Abstract: A critical reflection of the individual lurking within theories of gender has been emerged in
recent years. Scholars propose to adopt a relational approach to gender, paying attention to the affective and
bodily efforts performed by other that bolstering one’s gender authenticity or co—producing its transgression.
Drawing upon the approach of a relational construction of gender, and the concept of gender labor in particu-
lar, this article examines the relational construction of masculinity in the second—wife’ arrangements in con-
temporary China, analyzing the ways in which second—wives’ domestic, emotional and bodily labor help their
male partners achieve a sense of dignity as a man that help them navigate through or communicate class sta-
tus. It also explores an unequal processing of gender labor in intimate relations and is concluded with a dis-
cussion of the advantages of applying the relational approach to gender in Chinese context.

Key words: gender; relational construction; gender labor; second—wife phenomenon; masculinities
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