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Using data from a survey in Songzi county of Hubei province, this paper
analyzes the relationship between a couple’s marriage form and their duration
of postmarital co-residence with their parents. The results show that, after
controlling for important factors, a couple’s marriage form has a significant
influence on the duration 9f their postmarital co-residence with their parents.
Among couples, the duraftion of co-residence increases in the following
sequence: virilocal marridge, institutional uxorilocal marriage, contingent
uxorilocal marriage. Morgover, for all couples, the first five years after
marriage is the period with the highest hazard of ending this postmarital
co-residence status with their parents. Causes and social implications of this

phenomenon are also discussed.







Family and kinship system generally refers to the customary, normative manner in which
family processes unfold, that is, the usual preferred pattern of family practices and house-
hold dynamics. The key elements usually included in the family system are marriage type,
succession, property inheritance, residential arrangements, and power structures charac-
terized by gender and age within the family (Skinner, 1997). Throughout history, rural
Chinese society has been dominated by a traditional patrilineal family system, of which
the male-centered marriage form and residential arrangement are the two core elements.
Under this system, virilocal marriage and co-residence with the husband’s parents after
marriage occupy an overwhelmingly dominant position. That is, parents call in a
daughter-in-law for each of their sons and marry all of their daughters out to other
families, and newlyweds must reside with the husband’s parents for a period of time until
they divide from the parents’ family and set up their own residence, or until both parents
pass away. Thus, marriage, co-residence, family division, etc., are the important events
forming joint, stem, and nuclear families, driving family expansion, and defining
different family types.

Recent studies show that, with modernization and significant progress in the econ-
omic, social, and population structure of rural China, the length of postmarital co-resi-
dence with parents for junior conjugal units has decreased, and in a number of places, it
has even become a symbolic procedure (Lavely and Ren, 1992; Yan Y., 1998). This in
turn has produced a trend of nuclearization of family, relative stabilization of the stem
family, and rapid decline of the joint family structure (Zeng, 1986; Yan Y., 1998; Li et al.,
2001). A similar phenomenon has also been observed in Taiwan (Freedman et al., 1978,

1982; Weinstein et al., 1990).



To date, studies on couple’s duration of postmarital co-residence with parents are
based mainly on virilocal marriage, whereas studies, especially quantitative studies,
based on uxorilocal marriage are few. There are two kinds of causes underlying this
phenomenon. First, uxorilocal marriage, in which a couple resides with the wife’s parents
after marriage, is an occasional variant of the dominant virilocal marriage under the
patrilineal family system and has rarely been prevalent in the history of rural China. As a
result, it has not yet drawn extensive attention from researchers. Second, there are few
detailed surveys about the duration of co-residence between uxorilocal couples and the
wives’ parents.

Previous studies reveal that uxorilocal marriage is a variation of the Chinese
patrilineal family system and includes two types, contingent and institutional (Wolf, 1989,
Li et al., 2000, 20024, in press).

Contingent uxorilocal marriage, driven by household micro-demographic factors for
preservative purposes, occurs in families without a son or in those that for various
reasons are unable to adopt a son. To ensure continuity of the family lineage and security
for their old age, parents in these situations usually call in a son-in-law for one of their
daughters. In the past, the called-in son-in-law has had to sign a written contract or reach
an oral agreement with his wife’s parents. Usually, he must agree to live with his wife’s
parents for their lifetime, or for some years, and lock after them in their old age. Either
his surname is changed to that of the wife’s family, as a normally adopted son, or one of
his sons (usually the eldest) is assigned the maternal grandfather’s surname to carry on
the wife’s family’s lineage, and another son is assigned his surname to continue the
son-inlaw’s lineage. He and his wife have the right to inherit family property (Pasternak,

1985; Li and Zhu, 1999). Although signing a contract and having a uxoerilocal son-in-



law’s surname changed have become rare in recent years, the essence and function of the
contingent uxorilocal marriage have not changed much (Li and Zhu, 1999; Jin and Li,
2001). Moreover, the low proportion of no-son families in populations with high fertility
(in a population where each couple has five children, on the average, the proportion of
couples without a son is less than three percent; see Lavely et al., 2001, for a detailed
explanation), together with the fact that a called-in son-in-law is less recognized and
respected by the wife’s family’s clan and community under the patrilineal family system,
has resulted in contingent uxorilocal marriage being rare, with its frequency less than or
equal to that of no-son families.

Institutional uxorilocal marriage driven by economic factors for practical purposes
occurs in families that have at least one son but face economic constraints. Previous
studies reveal that the economic factors leading to the occurrence of institutional
uxorilocal marriage include a shortage of male labor, low cost of uxorilocal marriage,
unwillingness of daughters in wealthy families to leave the natal family after marriage,
and relatively stronger ability of uxorilocally married men from outside to become
wealthy (Pasternak, 1985; Li and Zhu, 1999; Li et al., 2000, 20024, in press). Under the
patrilineal Chinese family system, institutional uxorilocal marriage has rarely been
practiced on a large scale across rural China, although it has been reported as prevalent in
a few Han Chinese areas, such as Taiwan in the late nineteenth and the early twentieth
centuries (Wolf and Huang, 1980; Pasternak, 1985; Wolf, 1989; Chuang and Wolf, 1995),
Jiaxing in Zhejiang province in the 1930’s (Feng, 1936), Songzi in Hubei province (Yan
M., 1995; Yan M. and Shi, 1996; Songzi County Government, 2001; Jin et al., 2002),
Lueyang in Shaanxi province (Li et al., 1999, 2000, 20024, in press), Yihuang in Jiangxi

province (Yihuang County Government, 2000}, and Longnan in Gansu province (Han,



1992; Ma, 1997; Gansu Family Planning Commission, 1998). In these areas, uxorilocal
marriage has the common feature that its frequency is much higher than that of no-son
families.

In light of the above description of the origin and nature of virilocal and uxorilocal
marriages, we make two hypotheses regarding the relationship between a couple’s
marriage form and the duration of their postmarital co-residence with parents. First, we
hypothesize that the duration of postmarital co-residence with parents is longer for
couples in uxorilocal marriages than for those in virilocal ones. Furthermore, differences
in the nature and function of contingent and institutional uxorilocal marriages suggest the
second hypothesis that, among couples in uxorilocal marriages, the duration of post-
marital co-residence is longer for couples in contingent- than for those in institutional-
type marriages. Testing of these two hypotheses requires data from a Han Chinese area
where virilocal marriages, as well as contingent and institutional types of uxorilocal
marriages, have been historically accepted and practiced. New surveys are beginning to

provide the necessary data.

DATA AND METHODS

Data

The data used here come from a sample survey of “Marriage and old-age support” in
Songzi county, Hubei province, conducted by the Population Research Institute of Xi’an
Jiaotong University of China in November 2000 (Jin et al., 2002). Songzi, a county with
a large majority of Han Chinese, is located on the Jianghan Plain in southwestern Hubei
on the southern side of the Yangtze River; it consists of plains, foothills and a few
mountainous areas. This is a relatively well-developed agricultural county in southern
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China, with a population of close to 900 thousand. There is diversity in marriage forms in
response, historically, to the local culture and customs, and both virilocal and uxorilocal
marriages have been common here (Hu, 1990; Yan M., 1995; Yan M. and Shi, 1996; Jin
and Li, 2002; Jin et al., in press; Songzi County Government, 2001). This encouraged us
to conduct a sample survey in Songzi and to study the relationship between a couple’s
marriage form and the duration of their postmarital co-residence with parents.

The survey was conducted in three administrative villages selected by cluster
sampling in Babao township using a structured household questionnaire and a structured
community questionnaire. The targets of the household questionnaire were all the
households in the selected villages in which there was at least one living couple. The
samples included 1,745 couples in 1,459 households. The survey of “Marriage and
old-age support” may be regarded as a continuation of the sample survey of “Cultural
transmission of son preference” conducted in Sanyuan and Lueyang counties of Shaanxi
province in 1997 by the Population Research Institute of Xi’an Jiaotong University (Li et
al., 1999). To facilitate comparison, the contents of the original household questionnaire
in the previous survey were retained, including basic demographic and social background
information of each couple and their natal and in-law parents, information about marriage,
fertility and contraception experience, their attitudes toward fertility, marriage, and social
life, and family economic status. In addition, the current household questionnaire adds a
section about whether and when a couple separated from their parents’ family after the
marriage, as well as information about intergenerational transfer of family resources
between each couple and both sets of their parents in the year 2000. Preliminary analysis
reveals that the quality of data from this survey is quite satisfactory and reliable, with a

relatively high consistency rate of about 90 percent between the sampled formal inter-



views and post-survey re-interviews, a level comparable to that of our 1997 survey of
“Cultural transmission of son preference.” A detailed description of the survey back-
ground, sampling design, contents, implementation, and data quality is given in the
survey report (Jin et al., 2002).

Marriage form entails residential arrangements, succession, family-property inheri-
tance, and power structure within the family, etc. (Skinner, 1997). However, a practical
definition of marriage form is required for the formal survey. In the survey, virilocal
marriage is defined as a wife’s moving to her husband’s natal family and living with her
parents-in-law upon marriage; uxorilocal marriage is defined as a husband’s moving to
his wife’s natal family and living with his parents-in-law upon marriage. The duration of
postmarital co-residence with parents is related to timing of family division. Family
division 1s virtually a revision of the ownership of family resources and power structure
(Yan Y., 1998), which is embodied through either of the two practical symbols, division
of family property or division of hearths (Cohen, 1976). This survey adopted the defini-
tion of family division as “division of hearths,” which also indicates a formal end to the
co-residence relationship between a junior couple and their parents, although in reality

they may actually reside within the same courtyard or under the same roof.

Analytic Framework and Methods

The beginning and the end of a couple’s postmarital co-residence with their parents
are the two time events, marriage and family division, respectively. This suggests the use
of event-history analysis to analyze quantitatively the relationship between a couple’s
marriage form and the duration of their postmarital co-residence with their parents
(Lavely and Ren, 1992). This method has also been widely used in studies on family
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dynamics in Taiwan and the mainland of China (Freedman et al., 1978, 1982; Zeng, 1986;
Weinstein et al., 1990). The advantage of the event-history method for analyzing family
dynamics lies in the fact that it can incorporate censored data, in which some couples
have not yet ended their co-residence relationship with their parents at the time of the
survey. Three common methods in event-history analysis — life-table analysis, Kaplan-
Meier survival analysis, and Cox hazard-regression model — are employed in this study.

The current study is divided into two parts. First, we present a description of the
frequencies of marriage forms, duration of postmarital co-residence with parents, and
dynamics of a couple’s probability of co-residing with their parents in the survey sites in
Songzi. The mean duration of co-residence is obtained through Kaplan-Meier survival
analysis, and a couple’s probability of co-residing with their parents by duration of
marriage is completed through life-table analysis.

The second part involves using a multivariate Cox hazard-regression model to analyze
the influence of a couple’s marriage form on the duration of their postmarital co-residence
with parents. The Cox models include a dependent variable, an independent variable, and
covariates, whose definitions, values, and basic statistics are shown in Table 1.

The dependent variable in the multivariate models is duration of postmarital
co-residence defined by the timing of family division after marriage. Up to the time the
survey was conducted, 51 percent of couples sampled had experienced family division,
while 49 percent had not. In other words, the proportion of censored samples is 49
percent.

The independent variable in the multivariate models is couple’s marriage form,
including virilocal and uxorilocal marriages. The latter is further divided into two types,

contingent and institutional.



Table 1. Descriptive statistics for variables used in Cox models (N = 1,120)

Variable Definition and value Mean SD
Dependent variable
Duration of postmarital
co-residence (years)® 22.96 0.53
Family division 0 No (Censored) 0.49 0.50
1 Yes 0.51 0.50
Independent variable
Marriage form 1 Virilocal 0.81 0.39
2 Uxorilocal 0.19 0.39
21 Institutional 0.09 0.29
22 Contingent 0.10 0.30
Time-constant covatiate
Marriage cohort 1 1950-1969 0.06 0.24
2 19701979 0.17 0.28
3 1980-1989 0.40 0.49
4 1990--2000 0.37 0.48
Individual factors
Sibship structure ° 1 None 0.06 0.24
2 Only brothers 0.14 0.35
3 Only sisters 0.18 0.39
4 Both 0.62 0.49
Adoption ? 1 No 0.94 0.24
2 Yes 0.06 0.24
Age at marriage
Husband 22.98 2.77
Wife 21.11 2.49
Years of education
Husband 7.28 211
Wife 6.75 212
Marriage arrangement
Parentally arranged 0.87 0.33
or introduced
Self-arranged 0.13 0.33
Time-dependent covariate
Individual factor
Having a child
Yes 0.74
No 0.26

Source: Survey of marriage and old-age support in Songzi, 2000.
? Calculated by Kaplan-Meier method.

® Referring to information about the husband in virilocal marriages and the wife in uxorilocal

marriages.



Covariates, namely, control variables, include marriage cohort and couple’s
individual factors. The inclusion of marriage cohort is mainly to reflect the change in
postmarital co-residence with parents caused by increasing modernization in rural China.
Because all samples used in this study are couples for whom at least parent who ever
resided with them is still alive, marriage cohort is primarily post-1970 with few repre-
sentatives before 1970. Therefore, couples married in 1950-1969 are combined into one
marriage cohort. Couple’s individual factors include sibship structure, adoption status,
age at marriage, educational level, marnage arrangement, and whether they have had a
child. These variables are chosen because they are expected to affect a couple’s duration
of postmarital co-residence with parents, and this information is available in our survey.
The two covariates, sibship structure and adoption status, refer to only one member of
cach couple: the husband for virilocal couples; the wife for uxorilocal couples. The other
covariates refer to overall information about a couple. In addition, having a child or not is
a time-dependent covariate varying with the duration of marriage, whereas the others are
time-constant covariates, which do not vary with the duration of marriage.

We used six multivariate Cox regression models to analyze the influences of mar-
riage form, marriage cohort, and couple’s individual factors on duration of postmarital
co-residence. Models 1, 3, and 5 classify marriage form into virilocal and uxorilocal
marriages to test hypothesis 1, and models 2, 4, and 6 subdivide uxorilocal marriages into
contingent and institutional types to test hypothesis 2.

This study makes use of 1,120 samples, that is, couples whose individual information
is complete, with at least one parent who resided with them at some time and is still alive.
For those couples who resided with their parents until the latter passed away, and never

separated from their parental family, the duration of their postmarital co-residence with

n



Percentage

85
80
75
70
65
60
55
50
45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10

5

0

— — — Virilocal
Uxorilocal

— - — - Institutional
...... Contingent
— - - — Cther

1930-1049 1950-1959 1960-1968 1970-1979 1980-1989 1990-2000
Marriage cohort

Figure 1. Distribution of marriage form, by marriage cohort.
Source: Survey of marriage and old-age support in Songzi, 2000.



parents is not available, since dates of death of their parents were not recorded in the
survey. These samples are not included in this study but are used in another study on

family division (Li et al., 20025).

RESULTS
Marriage Form

QOur survey data show that among 1,733 couples with information about marriage
time, virilocal marriage accounts for 75.2 percent, uxorilocal marriage 20.8 percent,
leaving the other forms of marriage to account for only 4 percent, with the proportion of
uxorilocal marriage much higher than that of no-son families in Songzi (Jin et al., 2002).
Figure 1 further describes the distribution of marriage forms by marriage cohort and
shows that since the 1930’s the proportions of various marriage forms have been
fluctuating within a limited range. Specifically, the proportion of virilocal marriage
fluctuated between 60 and 80 percent, showing a down-up-down temporal trend; the
proportion of uxorilocal marriage fluctuated between 15 and 30 percent, showing an
up-down-up temporal trend. Note that the proportions of contingent and institutional
types in uxorilocal marriages are always close to each other. This illustrates the diversity
of marriage forms in Songzi, confirming that both virilocal and uxorilocal marriages have

been accepted and practiced throughout the twentieth century.

Duration and Probability of Co-Residence with Parents

We used Kaplan-Meier survival analysis to calculate the mean years of postmarital
co-residence of a couple with their parents in the survey sites of Songzi. For all the
couples, the mean duration of postmarital co-residence is 23 years. However, while the
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Figure 2. Probability of co-residing with parents, by duration of marriage.

“ Data in this figure are calculated by using life-table analysis. The probability of
co-residing with parents for a couple does not change after 25 years of marriage and
is omitted in this figure.

Source: Survey of marriage and old-age support in Songzi, 2000.



mean years of postmarital co-residence is 21 for virilocal couples, it is 33 for uxorilocal
couples. This shows clearly that the length of postmarital co-residence with parents is
longer for the latter than for the former. Among uxorilocal marriages, the mean years of
postmarital co-residence is 37 years for the contingent type, much higher than the 26
years for the institutional type. These indicate that the length of postmarital co-residence
increases as follows: virilocal marriage < institutional uxorilocal marriage < contingent
uxorilocal marriage. Thus, our two hypotheses are basically supported by the data from
Songzi.

Figure 2 shows a couple’s probability of co-residing with their parents, by marriage
form and duration of marriage obtained by life-table analysis. These probability curves
never cross within the observed length of postmarital co-residence. The probability of
co-residing with parents after marriage is always higher for contingent than for institu-
tional uxorilocal marriage, and it is higher for uxorilocal marriage than for virilocal
marriage. The probability of co-residing with parents for all marriages declines rapidly
within the first 5 years of marriage. It then continues to decline steadily 5-10 years after
marriage and finally attains stability after 10 years of marriage. The temporal pattern of
the probability of co-residing with parents for virilocal marriages is generally similar to
that for all marriages. By contrast, the probability of co-residing with parents for uxori-
local marriages, including contingent and institutional types, also declines rapidly within
the first 5 years of marriage but remains stable after 5 years of marriage. Thus, the
duration, as well as the level and temporal pattern of the probability of postmarital
co-residence with parents, differs greatly across the various marriage forms, in a manner
consistent with the two hypotheses put forward above. However, since these preliminary

analyses have not yet taken account of the potential confounding effects of other covari-
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Table 2. Estimated couple’s hazard ratios of ending co-residence with parents

Variable/Model 1 2 3 4 5 6
Marriage form
Virilocal 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Uxorilocal 0.43** 0.45*** 0.61***
Institutional 0.70* 0.77+ 0.70*
Contingent 0.20** 0.20*** 0.19***
Marriage cohort
19501969 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
1970-1979 1.81* 1.86** 1.91* 2.03*
1980-1989 233" 243** 2.46™** 2.84**
1990-2000 1.67* 1.69* 1.86* 1.98**
individual factor
Sibship structure
None 1.00
Only brothers 11.26***
Only sisters 279"
Both 10.37***
Adoption
No 1.00 1.00
Yes 1.38 0.84
Age at marriage
Husband 1.04+ 1.04*
Wife 0.97 0.97
Years of education
Husband 0.95* 0.94*
Wife 0.98 0.98
Marriage arrangement
Parentally arranged 1.00 1.00
or introduced
Self-arranged 0.64** 0.63**
Having a child
No 1.00 1.00
Yes 1.29% 1.26+
-2LL 7591** 7569 7566** 7540  7394** 7507***
Number of cases 1,120 1,120 1,120 1,120 1,120 1,120

' p<0.001;*p=<0.01,"p<0.05 +p<0.1.



ates on a couple’s postmarital co-residence with parents, the relationship observed needs

to be further corroborated by multivariate analysis.

Results of Multivariate Analysis

Table 2 shows a couple’s estimated relative hazard of ending postmarital
co-residence relationship with their parents by using Cox hazard-regression models.

Model 1 regresses a couple’s duration of postmarital co-residence on their marriage
form, either virilocal or uxorilocal. The results show that a couple’s marriage form has a
significant effect on their duration of postmarital co-residence with their parents. The
hazard of ending the postmarital co-residence relationship with their parents for a couple
in uxorilocal marriage is only 43 percent of that for a couple in virilocal marriage. In fact,
the result here is actually an average of the two corresponding probability curves by
marriage duration in Figure 2.

Model 2 further subdivides uxorilocal marriage into institutional and contingent
types. The results show that the different types of uxorilocal marriage also have
significant effects on the duration of a couple’s postmarital co-residence with parents.
The hazard of ending the postmarital co-residence relationship with their parents for a
couple in institutional uxorilocal marriage is 70 percent of that for a couple in virilocal
marriage, whereas the corresponding value for a couple in a contingent uxorilocal
marriage is only 20 percent. This is also an average of the three corresponding probability
curves by marriage duration in Figure 2.

Models 3 and 4 add marriage cohort into models 1 and 2, respectively. The results
reveal that the magnitude and significance of the effects of a couple’s marriage form on

the hazard of ending their postmarital co-residence relationship with parents change little.
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However, this hazard differs greatly among various marriage cohorts. In general, since
the 1950’s, the hazard of ending postmarital co-residence with parents has been highest
for the 1980°s marriage cohort, followed by the 1970’s marriage cohort and the 1990’s
marriage cohort, with the lowest for the 1950°s—60°s marriage cohort. The findings here
are largely consistent with those of other studies, indicating a declining trend in the
duration of postmarital co-residence with parents since rural economic reform (Lavely
and Ren, 1992; Yan Y., 1998). The main difference from these other studies is that the
length of co-residence has been increasing somewhat over the last decade in the survey
sites in Songzi.

Model 5 adds a series of the couple’s individual factors into model 3. The effects of
marriage form and marriage cohort change a little. Among these individual factors,
except for adoption status, all others have significant effects. Of the significant factors,
the family-demographic factor is the most influential. Compared to that of couples
without any siblings, the odds ratio of ending co-residence with parents is more than 10
for couples with brothers, whereas the corresponding ratio is less than 3 for couples with
sisters. This indicates that, regardless of whether the marriage is virilocal or uxorilocal,
the presence of a brother in a family is still one of crucial factors determining a couple’s
decision to maintain co-residence with their parents and is another indication of the
strong influence of the patrilineal family system. Also, previous studies show that the
traditional joint family is no longer the dominant type in rural China (Zeng, 1986; Li et
al., 2001), and the traditional one-time family division among all brothers is being
replaced by a new kind of serial division among brothers (Cohen, 1992; Yan Y., 1998).
Our findings here are consistent with these earlier observations. In addition, a couple with

a child is more likely to cease co-residing with their parents, indicating the influences of a
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