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ABSTRACT

Both gender relations and family structures have undergone tremendous changes since the
founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. This article reviews the recent literature on
gender and family in contemporary China, focusing on social changes. As a whole, research has
shown both radical departures from, as well as a continuation of, traditional practices concerning
gender relations and the family. Examples of departures include women’s significant
improvement in socioeconomic status relative to that of men, rises in premarital cohabitation and
divorce, and elderly no longer depending on sons for old-age support. Examples of continued
traditions include wife’s primary housework role, social hypergamy, multi-generational
coresidence, and substantial son-preference. In recent years, rapid economic development and
the associated high consumption aspirations have exerted economic pressures on young persons
entering marriage.

Gender and Family in Contemporary China

3

Traditional Chinese Family and Gender Roles
Family, a group of individuals connected by either marriage or blood, is the most elementary
social, economic, and residential collective unit in most human societies. While family as a social
institution is universal, its manifestation and significance vary both across societies and over time. Ample
evidence indicates that the traditional Chinese family, in its ideal form, is different from the “modern
family” that evolved from Western Europe.
One distinct feature of the traditional Chinese family is the paramount importance of family
lineage (Chu and Yu 2010). In this tradition, individuals are no more than temporary carriers who
perpetuate familial male lines, with ancestors assuming spiritual roles. Ancestors are believed to be active
in their afterlives and need to be worshiped, offered, and respected through family rituals. In return, they
provide protection and assistance to their living offspring. Thus, ancestors assume a god-like status in
Chinese culture, with each large family clan essentially having its own folk religion (Thompson 1989).
The god-like status of ancestors also carries practical implications for everyday life in the form of filial
piety. The core value in the Chinese family, filial piety requires that children or grandchildren respect
and care for their parents or grandparents (Thornton and Lin 1994; Whyte 2004).
The traditional Chinese family has long been characterized as patriarchal, patrimonial, patrilineal,
and patrilocal, putting women at a severe social disadvantage relative to men (Thornton and Lin 1994).
Indeed, in a classic paper on the influence of Chinese family structure on gender inequality, Greenhalgh
(1985, p.265) stated that “Traditional Confucian China and its cultural offshoots, Japan and Korea,
evolved some of the most patriarchal family systems that ever existed.” There are rational bases for this
gender inequality. In this family system, sons are permanent members of their natal family and retain
life-time financial relationships with their parents. They are expected to contribute to their parents’
economic well-being even after they are married themselves. Thus, it is in their self-interest for parents to
invest in sons because they may reap long-term returns from this investment. In contrast, daughters are
only temporary members of their natal families before marriage, upon which a woman serves her
husband’s extended family (Whyte and Xu 2003). Thus, due to the limited time during which daughters
serve their natal families, parents often extract resources from unmarried daughters, for example in terms
of remittances from daughters’ market labor or housework, to improve the family budget and invest in
sons. In Greenhalgh’s (1985, p.276) words, “Put baldly, parents’ key strategy was to take more from
daughters to give more to sons and thus get more for themselves.”
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Empirical Evidence and Social Changes
Researchers have found empirical evidence, mostly based on data from Taiwan, to illustrate the
traditional Chinese family system. For example, two studies report that Taiwanese families tend to
sacrifice older daughters’ educations to benefit the educational outcomes of younger sons (Chu, Xie, and
Yu 2007; Parish and Willis 1993). Furthermore, several studies have found that married sons provide
larger amounts of financial support than married daughters to elderly parents in Taiwan (Hermalin,
Ofstedal, and Shih 2003; Lee, Parish, and Willis 1994; Lin et al. 2003) and in rural China (Yang, 1996).
More evidence is given in books by Chu and Yu (2010) and Thornton and Lin (1994).
China has undergone major social changes in the last six decades, due to several revolutionary
movements, most notably the Communist Revolution that resulted in the founding of the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) in1949, the 1966-1976 Cultural Revolution, and the economic reform that
began in 1978. In 1950, China instituted the Marriage Law, which formally legalized free-choice
marriages and explicitly equalized wives’ rights and interests with those of husbands. As I will show
below, changes in education, the pension system, and economic structure have also greatly altered family
life in contemporary China. There are also good indications that a substantial fraction of Chinese parents
today, especially educated ones, no longer subscribe to the traditional Chinese value of maintaining
family lineage (Wu and Xie 2013).

Gender Inequality in Contemporary China
Since the founding of the PRC in 1949, women’s socioeconomic status has significantly
improved. This is most significantly shown in education. While women’s education fell far below that of
men in the early years of the PRC, women’s educational attainment has gradually caught up with that of
men (Hannum and Xie 1994; Li and Xie 2013; Wu and Zhang 2010). For instance, in 1982, the
percentages receiving postsecondary education were respectively 1.24% for men and 0.64% for women;
these percentages increased to 6.72% and 5.63% in 2005 (Mu and Xie forthcoming). Women’s
employment has been nearly universal throughout the history of the PRC, although severe occupation
segregation has persisted for non-agricultural jobs over time (Wu and Wu 2008). Although the gender
gap in earnings was low among urban workers, especially educated urban workers, in the early years of
the reform era (Xie and Hannum 1996), the gender gap has increased over time (Hauser and Xie 2005).
A recent study based on data from 2010 and 2012 estimates women’s earnings to be 70% those of men,
without any controls (Li and Xie 2013). The same study also reports gender differences, in favor of men,
in middle- and higher-level administrative/managerial positions and political participation.
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An explanation of the paradox of women’s large improvement in educational attainment being
accompanied by lower economic standing for women than for men, especially for high-level positions,
lies not only in the labor market but also in the family. Yu and Xie (2012) report large gender gaps in
household work in contemporary China, with the lion’s share falling on the shoulders of the wife rather
than the husband. It is quite possible that this traditional division of labor in the household, with women
being mainly responsible for caring for children and the household, may impede realization of women’s
full potential in the labor market.

Marriage Behaviors
The rapid improvement in women’s social status has important implications for marriage
behaviors in China. The median age of first marriage rose steadily for women, from 20 in the 1940s birth
cohort to 23 in the 1980s birth cohort; by comparison, the increase for men was smaller, from 24 in the
1940s birth cohort to 25 in the 1980s birth cohort (Mu and Xie, forthcoming). Despite these delays,
marriage has remained nearly universal, except for less educated men in the most recent birth cohort to be
discussed below (Yu and Xie 2013).
Status hypergamy – the tendency of women to marry men of higher social status – has been a
traditional practice in China (Thornton and Lin 1994; Xu, Ji, and Tung 2000). This cultural norm has
remained in place in contemporary China, although mate selection has largely been transformed from
being parent-arranged to being love-based (Xu and Whyte 1990). In the past, hypergamy was achieved
by women marrying men of higher educational attainment. With women now closing their overall
educational gap with men, however, hypergamy cannot be achieved easily through educational
hypergamy. Instead, we now observe a trend of increases in the age gap between husband and wife so as
to allow prospective husbands to accumulate more economic resources than prospective wives of similar
education (Mu and Xie forthcoming).
Mu and Xie (forthcoming) propose that high consumption aspirations resulting from the recent
economic boom in China have exerted economic pressures on young persons entering marriage.
Consistent with this conjecture, Yu and Xie (2013) find that, defying the universal marriage norm, more
than a quarter of men with primary school educations who were born after 1974 still remained single after
age 32, while similarly educated men in earlier birth cohorts did achieve universal marriage. Through
multivariate analysis of the hazard of marriage entry, Yu and Xie conclude that economic factors have
increased in importance as determinants of entry into marriage during the economic reform era. Most
directly, they report evidence that housing prices affect marriage entry interactively: higher housing prices
at the city level are associated with later age of marriage and a more positive effect of education on
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marriage entry. Wei and Zhang (2011) argue that the economic pressure for marriage comes from
China’s rising sex ratios. But this pressure may actually be generated from a combination of broader
factors, such as hypergamy, improvement of women’s socioeconomic status, and rising consumption
aspirations. Thus, economic pressure, combined with a hypergamy culture, will make marriage difficult
to attain for two groups: men with little education and highly educated women.

Cohabitation, Divorce, and the Second Demographic Transition
By the 1990s, China had completed its first demographic transition from a regime with high
fertility and high mortality to a regime with low fertility and low mortality (Xie 2011). The second
demographic transition refers to social trends of increases in non-traditional family practices such as
cohabitation, divorce, and out-of-wedlock childbirths (Lesthaeghe 2010). Has China experienced the
second demographic transition?
Out-of-wedlock childbirths remain almost absent in China. However, both premarital
cohabitation and divorce have risen. For example, the crude divorce rate increased from 0.3 per thousand
in 1979, to 0.7 per thousand in 1990, to 1.0 in 2000, and 2.1 in 2010 (Fa Zhi Wan Bao 2010). The latest
data from the China Family Panel Study (CFPS) indicate that premarital cohabitation, virtually absent for
marriage cohorts before the 1980s, has reached almost a third for the most recent marriage cohort in
2010-2012 (Xu, Li, and Yu 2013). Cohabitation rates are much higher in more developed coastal regions,
such as Shanghai and Guangdong, than in less developed inland regions, such as Gansu (Xu, Li, and Yu
2013). Furthermore, the same study also finds that cohabitation is positively associated with education.
These results reveal that premarital cohabitation has become a more socially accepted form of living
arrangement before formal marriage in China.

Coresidence and Elderly Support
CFPS data from 2012 show that about a third of the Chinese population still lives in multi-generational
families (Xu, Li and Yu 2013). Data from the China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study
(CHARLS) 2011-2012 baseline survey reveal that about 43 percent of elderly persons aged 60 and above
still lived with a child, the proportion being higher in rural than in urban China (Lei et al. 2013).
However, this number may substantially underestimate the social support that elderly receive from their
children, as another 31 percent have a child living in the same neighborhood, and 13percent more in the
same county but not in the same neighborhood (Lei et al. 2013). When the elderly coreside with children,
they are far more likely to coreside with sons than with daughters (Chu, Xie and Yu 2011).
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There are two main explanations for a higher percentage of Chinese elderly persons living with
children than in western countries. First, the traditional Chinese family is patrilinear and patrilocal.
Indeed, surveys show that a large portion of the elderly prefer or expect to live with their children (Chu
and Yu 2010). Second, largely due to lack of public support, a significant portion of Chinese elderly still
count on their children for old age support (Chu, Xie, and Yu 2011; Chu and Yu 2010; Lei et al. 2013;
Logan and Bian 1999). Both CFPS and CHARLS data show a high frequency of financial transfers
between elderly parents and their children. With China’s further economic development and better
provision of public support for the elderly, the rate of the elderly’s coresidence with children may decline
in the future.

Conclusion
Both gender relations and family forms have undergone tremendous changes in the past decades
in China. Researchers of contemporary China have shown that women’s socioeconomic status has
greatly improved and indeed reached parity with that of men by some indicators, although women remain
disadvantaged relative to men in terms of labor income, positions of authority, and housework. Marriage
behaviors in China have trended increasingly towards patterns observed in the West, such as later
marriage, more cohabitation, and more divorce. Despite these social changes, a high proportion of
extended families with elderly parents living with their sons remains a distinct characteristic of the
Chinese family today. Another pattern peculiar to Chinese marriages is social hypergamy, which remains
in effect despite a significant improvement in women’s socioeconomic status. The cultural expectation of
hypergamy, coupled with rising consumption aspirations and fast increases in housing prices in many
parts of China, exerts intense economic pressure on young men contemplating marriage. This pressure
leads to a marriage squeeze for two demographic groups: low-status men and high-status women, who
may find it increasingly difficult to fulfill their desires for marriage.
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