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Mobile Connecting and ‘‘Portable Community”’:
A Study on the Use of WeChat and
the Social Re-Embedding of “the Old Drifters”

Yan WANG

Abstract

Following the flowing of their children to the cities, “the old drifters,”
whose body and mind are in double wandering, form a representative picture of
today’s “aging China”. This study, based on an online ethnography survey of
the elderly in Wuhan, Hubei Province and a county in western Hubeli, tries to
explore what the new possibilities the mobile social media have supplied for
the social interaction practices and the social re-embedding of the “the old
drifters”. The study finds that the WeChat groups based on “square dance
groups” provide the entrance for “the old drifters” to arrive in the cities and to
establish new relationships. They gain the warmth of “sisterhood” in the online
communities, through the WeChat groups. Besides, their past social
relationships broken in their hometowns due to mobility also can be carried by
WeChat, gaining a continuous connection and “a mobile sense of place”. They
also use WeChat during returning to native lands to coordinate the tension
among their different states of transfer, temporary residence and dwelling.
Differing from the dominant “digital divide” paradigm, this study displays how
the elderly mobile population, who is often considered to be a marginal group
in political-economic structure and in internet use, utilizes the mediation of
new communication technologies to cope with dilemmas and difficulties in

social relations.

Yan WANG (Lecturer). Department of Journalism, School of Journalism and
Communication, Sichuan International Studies University. Research interests: aging
communication, communication sociology, urban communication.



Mobile Connecting and “Portable Community”

Keywords: the elderly mobile population, WeChat, “portable community”, social
re-embedding

Citation of this article: Wang, Y. (2019). Mobile connecting and “portable
community”: A study on the use of WeChat and the social re-embedding of
“the old drifters”. Communication & Society, 47, 87-133.

&l

A5 52 B B s o SCRER T A6 1 — it (% 52 5 P 22 3 ) 1 1 S
Fr o BEE WA G R BT I ORI H [ R BR S ~ P
S (LR B BT F 25 ) (16JTD860003) 14 Fis B HEIF 75 J 5L » VEH L
TR R T K T (R 2 e A Y AR DA B 4 B AL B ) s (v
DR~ BRSO ) R o

89





