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Using data from a survey in Songzi county of Hubei province, this paper studies
the influence of children’s marriage form and individual factors on the division
from their natal parents after marriage. The results reveal that children’s marriage
form significantly affects their decision about family division. Sons in virilocal
marriages are more likely to undertake family division than daughters in uxori-
local marriages, and the timing of division is earlier for the former than for the
latter. The likelihood of family division has been steadily increasing for sons, and
daughters married during the pertod of collective economy are most likely to
undertake family division from parents. The majority of family division occurs in
the first five years after marriage for sons in virilocal marriages and is distributed
more or less equally over the first five years after marriage for daughters in
uxorilocal marriages. Children’s number of brothers has a positive marginal effect
and education has a negative effect on the likelihood of family division. Demo-
graphic and socioeconomic causes underlying this phenomenon as well as its

social implications are also discussed.






In the sociological and anthropological literature, the Chinese family is defined as an
economic, social, cuitural, and religious entity (Lavely and Wong, 1992). In traditional
Chinese society, the joint family consisting of parents and several married sons is the norm,
and such extended families are expected to remain undivided for several generations while
the male lineage can ideally be passed down forever. The size of the family and clan is also
an important factor in determining its community and social status. However, in reality, only
some families may be able to realize and maintain this ideal of the extended family. Thus,
the family arrangements of the majority of the Chinese people are viewed as the result of a
tenuous compromise between their ideais and the unavoidable consequences of poverty and
demographic pressures (Freedman, 1979; Cohen, 1992). Cohen (1992) pointed out that
deviation of the Chinese family from the traditional ideals occurs because, although the large
extended family consisting of several generations is an “ultimate aspiration” of family
organization, “practical management” of family arrangements related to economic and social
circumstances actually determines family structure. His point of view is that the family in
China can make adjustments to ultimate family ideals to suit its economic, social, and
ecological circumstances, so as to maximize its interest and welfare.

As one component of this management of family organization that shifts family life
away from the ideal, family division is an important event. It redefines rights and obligations
among family members, distribution of family property, and reproduction of the family itself
(Yan Y., 1998). This important feature of family organization has also been institutionalized
as a part of Chinese family culture (Cohen, 1992; Ma, 1999). Family division is an important
force that drives changes in family types, but also contributes to social mobility (Lavely and

Wong, 1992).



Traditional family division is usually a one-time division among all sons in a joint
family. This arrangement among brothers is almost inevitable and conventionally occurs
when parents are old, or after both parents have passed away, or after all sons have married.
At family division, family property, obligations, and duties in support of older parents arc
usually distributed equally among all sons. After the division, parents choose to live alone, to
live with one of their sons, or to live with all of their sons in rotation, leading to a change in
family type from joint to stem or from joint to nuclear (Hsieh, 1985). Traditional family
division also refers to a division between a father and a son in a stem family, and this usually
occurs after the son marries or has a child, leading to the change in family type from stem to
nuclear. However, division between a father and a married son in a stem family does not
necessarily happen, because the only son or the son ultimately living with the parents is
directly obliged to support his parents while they live and to take care of his parents’ future
funeral. As a result, the likelihood of family division between them is relatively low. In
reality, factors stimulating family division include the death of either or both parents,
conflicts among brothers or between father and sons, and family poverty (Ma, 1999).
Consequently, although family division is not viewed as the ideal family arrangement, its
occurrence is an inevitable consequence of household demography. The likelihood and
timing of family division are two important issues in family organization, and they reflect
practical choices for the Chinese family in making the best of its economic, social, and living
conditions (Cohen, 1992).

With increasing modernization in rural China in recent years, the dominant form of

relationship within a family has gradually changed from the traditional vertical one between

father and son to the conventional horizontal relationship between husband and wife. The



traditional norm of the large extended family is no longer recognized by most young people.
Together with rising life expectancies and declining fertility, these have resulted in two
important changes in customs concerning family division (Yan Y., 1998). One is that family
division occurs earlier, and the duration of postmarital co-residence with parents for junior
conjugal units has decreased to the extent that in a number of places it has even become a
symbolic procedure (Cohen, 1992; Lavely and Ren, 1992; Selden, 1993). Moreover, more
and more older couples have changed their attitudes toward their children’s demand for early
family division from passive resistance to active recognition (Yan Y., 1998). The second is
the change in the mode of family division, in which the traditional one-time division with
family property more or less equally divided among all sons has been gradually replaced by
a new serial division, with each son’s separating shortly after his marriage (Cohen, 1992). In
serial family division, the main family property cannot be divided, and junior conjugal units
are allowed to take away only their own property obtained from marriage, mainly the
bride-price, dowry, and new house, etc. (Yan S., 1996; Yan Y., 1998). These changes in how
families divide have resulted in a rising likelihood and earlier timing of family division
between parents and junior conjugal units. They have also 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). Similar changes in family structure are

also observed in Taiwan (Freedman et al., 1978, 1982; Weinstein et al., 1990).

The studies referred to above mainly concern family divisions between a father and a
married son or among all married brothers in virilocal marriages; a few studies, however, are
based on those between a father and a daughter in uxorilocal marriage or among married

brothers in virilocal marriages and sisters in uxorilocal marriages. This is related to the



ubiquity of the traditional Chinese patrilineal family system, which is dominated by virilocal
marriage and patrilocal residence after marriage. Under this system, parents call in
daughters-in-law for each of their sons and marry out all of their daughters to other families.
Only offspring of sons are entitled to use the father’s surname and to continue the family
lineage. Each son is required to reside with his parents for a period of time after marriage
until family division occurs or both parents pass away. Sons have both the right to inherit
family property and the obligation to support parents in their old age. By contrast, daughters
belong to their husbands’ families after marriage, and they do not have substantive rights and

obligations except the emotional bond with their natal parents (Skinner, 1997).

Uxorilocal marriage, in which a couple resides with the wife’s parents after marriage, is
a deviation from the dominant virilocal marriage in the patrilineal family system. It is
another embodiment of a practical management of family organization to adjust the goal of
the ideal family to the prevailing economic, social, and ecological circumstances (Cohen,
1992). Uxorilocal marriage usually 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 such situations usually call in a son-in-law for one of
their daughters and reach an agreement with the called-in son-in-law on such issues as the
surname of the son-in-law and his future descendants, length of postmarital co-residence,
inheritance of family property, and old-age support for parents (Pasternak, 1985; Li and Zhu,
1999). Uxorilocal marriage occasionally occurs in families having at least one son but facing
economic constraints, such as a lack of male laborers (Pastermak, 1985). Other reasons to
undertake uxorilocal marriage are its low cost, unwillingness of daughters in wealthy

families to leave the natal family after marriage, and the relatively stronger ability of



uxorilocally married men from outside to accumulate wealth (Pastermak, 1985; Li et al.,
2000, 2002, in press). The low proportion of no-son families in populations with high
fertility, together with the fact that a called-in son-in-law has lower status and respect from
the wife’s family’s clan and community under the patrilineal family system, has resulted in
uxorilocal marriage being rare in rural China. It is reported to be prevalent in only a few Han
Chinese areas of rural China (Feng, 1936; Pasternak, 1985; Wolf, 1989; Han, 1992; Li et al.,
1999; Yihnang County Government, 2000; Jin et al., 2002a). Since the causes and functions
of uxorilocal marriage are very different from those of the dominant virilocal marriage, we
anticipate that the likelihood and timing of family division should also differ greatly between

sons in virilocal marriages and daughters in uxorilocal marriages.

As pointed out by Cohen (1992), family division and uxorilocal marriage are both
embodiments of practical family management and are viewed both as positive and
customary responses to particular local circumstances, and as negative and deviant with
respect to local and national ideals of family structure. To date, however, studies, especially
quantitative studies, on the relationship between marriage form and family division are rare.
Comparative studies on the determinants of the likelihood and timing of family division
between parents and sons in virilocal marriages and daughters in uxorilocal marriages may
help us understand interactions between these two kinds of practical management that

deviate from the Chinese ideal of family life.

In addition to marriage form, family structure, in terms of the number and composition
of children, should also influence the children’s decision on family division. Apparently,
compared with a large family with several children, a small family with only one child is

very unlikely to be divided between parents and child, and if this does happen, it would



occur relatively later. Other individual factors, such as marriage cohort, age at marriage, how
the marriage was arranged, education, adoption status, whether there are offspring, etc., may
also influence children’s decisions on family division. More important, we anticipate that the
effects of these individual factors on the likelihood and timing of family division should

differ between sons in virilocal marriages and daughters in uxorilocal marriages.

This paper studies the effect of marriage form and other individual factors of children
who have ever resided with their natal parents after marriage on their family division. In this
study, the gender of adult children residing with their natal parents after marriage is asso-
ciated with their marriage form: sons residing with natal parents after marriage are in
virilocal marriages, and daughters residing with natal parents after marriage are in uxorilocal
marriages. Thus, in this paper, we hereafter refer to sons in virilocal marriages as sons, and
to daughters in uxorilocal marriages as daughters. However, we do not intend to compare
differences in family division for sons in virilocal marriages and daughters in uxorilocal
marriages within the same family, but in a general context. In light of the above description
of family division and marriage form, we are concerned about the following two questions.
First, do the likelihood and timing of family division differ between sons and daughters? Do
children’s individual factors influence their decision on family division? Second, how do
different children’s individual factors influence sons’ and daughters’ decisions about the
likelihood and timing of family division? Obviously, to address these questions we require
data from a Han Chinese area where both virilocal and uxorilocal marriages have been
historically accepted and practiced. Of course, under the patrilineal family system, this kind
of area is not common in rural China. However, new surveys are beginning to provide the

necessary data.



DATA AND METHODS

Data

The data used in this paper 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., 2002a). Songzi, a Han
Chinese county located on Jianghan Plain in southwest Hubei on the southern side of
Yangtze River, has a population of close to 900 thousand and a fertility of about six per
thousand, close to zero-growth state in 2000. It has fertile land, consisting of plains, foothills,
and a few mountainous areas. It is a relatively well developed agricultural county in southern
China, with a per capita income of 2,081 yuan for farmers in 1999. The local culture and
customs have evolved so that the patrilineal family system has not been rigid, son preference
has been quite weak, and both virilocal and uxorilocal marriages have been common here for
almost a hundred years (Hu, 1990; Yan M., 1995; Yan M. and Shi, 1996; Jin et al., 2002a).

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 may be regarded as a continuation of the pilot
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 extending the original
household questionnaire, the current one 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 interviews 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 background, sampling design, contents, implementation,
and data quality is given in the survey report (Jin et al., 20024a).

Marriage form and family division are important concepts in the survey and require prac-
tical definitions. Marriage form essentially concerns residential arrangements, succession,
family property inheritance, and power structure within the family, etc. (Skinner, 1997). In
the survey, virilocal marriage is characterized by a wife’s moving to her husband’s natal
family and living with her parents-in-law at the time of marriage, and uxorilocal marriage is
characterized by a husband’s moving to his wife’s natal family and living with his parents-
in-law at the time of marriage. In terms of family economy, family division formally severs
an economic relationship binding a set of male kinsmen and divides their common property
more or less equally among them (Lavely and Wong, 1992). This is embodied through either
of the two practical symbols, division of family property or division of hearths (Cohen, 1976).
In recent years, the traditional mode of one-time family division that divides common family
property equally among all sons has gradually been replaced by a new mode of serial family

division, with each son’s separating from his parent’s home shortly after his marriage without
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dividing the main family property (Cohen, 1992; Yan Y., 1998). In the survey, then, division
of hearths was used as the specific definition of family division between parents and children,

although in reality they may have resided within the same courtyard or under the same roof.

Methods

In the survey, each couple was asked, after marriage, whether they separated from their
ever-co-resided parents’ family and the timing of this family division, as well as whether
both parents are alive. This paper concems only those childreﬁ who ever resided with parents
after marriage. Because dates of parents’ death were not recorded in the survey, children are
divided into two groups. The first group includes children both of whose ever-co-resided
parents have passed away. Among this group, for those who had resided with parents until
both parents passed away, their duration of postmarital co-residence with parents is not
available. The second group includes children who had ever resided with parents at least one
of whom was alive. The duration of postmarital co-residence with parents up to the survey
time is available for the second group. The difference in the availability of information about
children’s duration of postmarital co-residence with parents between the two group samples
makes it necessary to apply different methods to study the likelihood, timing, and deter-

minants of children’s family division from parents for each group.

For the first group, since both parents had passed away at the time of the survey, the
children’s period of exposure to risk of family division had ended. As a result, the commonly
occurring problem of censored data is not the case here. With no information available about
the children’s duration of postmarital co-residence with parents, family division is defined as
a dichotomous variable (“yes” or “no”), and logistic-regression models are employed to

analyze children’s likelihood of family division.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for variables used in logistic model

Definition and All Children Sons Daughters
Variable Value Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Dependent variable
Family division 0 No 0.75 043 0.72 045 0.85 0.36
I Yes 0.25 043 029 045 0.15 036
Independent variable
Gender of child I Son 0.73 045
2 Daughter 027 045
Number of siblings 1 Brothers 1.16 1.20 1.29 125 0.81 1.00
2 Sisters .30 1.28 1.40 1.28 1.04 1.24
Marriage cohort 1 1930-1955 0.29 045 0.29 045 028 045
2 1956-1977 0.50 0.50 047  0.50 0.59 0.49
3 1978-1995 0.21 0.41 0.24 043 0.14 0.35
Age at marriage, in years
Son/son-in-law 2181 369 2159 352 2241 4.09
Daughter/daughter-in-law 19.79 288 1990 2.67 19.52 3.38
Years of education
Son/son-in-law 553  3.03 598 279 432 3.30
Daughter/daughter-in-law 387 296 382 295 399 3.00
Marriage arrangement
Parent-arranged/introduced 097 0.18 09 0.19 098 0.15
Self-arranged 0.03 0.18 0.04 0.19 0.02 0.15
Adoption 1 No 0.85 036 0.87 034 0.79 041
2 Yes 0.15 036 0.13 0.34 021 041
Number of cases 507 369

Source: Calculation based on data from the survey of “Marriage form and old-age support” in Songzi,

2000.
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For the second group, because at least one of the children’s parents was alive at the time
of the survey, their period of exposure to the risk of division has not yet formally ended,
since some children may undertake family division from parents in the future. Thus, the
second group represents censored data. Moreover, the information about children’s duration
of postmarital co-residence with parents up to the time of the survey was also available. All
of these make event-history analysis an ideal quantitative method because of its strong
ability to incorporate censored data {Lavely and Ren, 1992). Event-history analysis has also
been widely used in studies on family dynamic process in Taiwan and the mainland of China
(Freedman et al, 1978, 1982; Zeng, 1986; Weinstein et al., 1990). Accordingly, life-table
analysis is used to analyze the dynamics of the probability and the timing of children’s
family division from parents, and time-dependent Cox hazard regression is used to analyze
children’s risk of separating from their parents’ family.

The study consists of four parts. First, we describe the distribution of family type and
marriage form in the survey sites, as well as differences in individual backgrounds between
sons and daughters. Second, we employ logistic and Cox regression models to analyze
children’s likelihood of undertaking family division from parents, as well as determinants of
family division in the first and second groups, respectively. Third, we use the life-table
method to analyze the dynamics of the probability and the timing of family division in the
second group. Finally, we apply logistic and Cox regression models to analyze how
individual factors influence the likelihood of family division for sons and daughters in the
two group samples, respectively.

Both logistic and Cox regression models incorporate two kinds of variables: dependent
and independent. Their definitions, values, and basic statistical information are presented in

Tables 1 and 2.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for variables used in Cox model

Definition and All Children Sons Daughters
Variable Value Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Dependent variable
Duration of postmarital 2296 20.61 32.98
co-residence (years)”
Family division 0 No (censored) 0.49 0.50 044 0.50 0.70 046
1 Yes 0.51 050 0.56 050 030 046
Independent variable
Gender of child 1 Son 0.81 0.39
2 Daughter 0.19 0.39
Number of siblings 1 Brothers 1.52 128 1.68 1.25 085 116
2 Sisters 1.59 127  1.67 1.30 1.21 1.10
Marriage cohort 1 1950-1969 0.06 024 0.05 0.21 0.12 032
2 1970-1979 0.17 038 0.6 036 023 042
3 1980-1989 0.40 049 042 0.49 031 046
4 1990-2000 0.37 048 0.38 0.49 0.35 048
Age at marriage, in years
Son/son-in-law 2298 277 2286 250 2348 3.67
Daughter/daughter-in-law 21.11 249 2112 220 21.08 345
Years of education
Son/son-in-law 7.28 211 739 2.02 681 241
Daughter/daughter-in-law 6.75 212 6.72 2.05 690 241
Marriage arrangement
Parent-arranged/introduced 0.87 033 038 0.33 0.86 0.35
Self-arranged 0.13 033 012 0.33 014 035
Adoption 1 No 0.94 024 095 022 0.88 032
2 Yes 0.06 024 0.05 022 012 032
Having a child 1 Yes 0.74 0.72 0.61
2 No 0.26 0.28 0.39
Number og cases 1,120 909 211

 Calculated by Kaplan-Meier method.

Source: Calculation based on data from the survey of “Marriage form and olci-age support” in Songzi,

2000.



The dependent variable in our logistic-regression models is whether children have
separated from their parents’ families after marriage, defined as a dichotomous variable. The
dependent variable in our Cox regression models is the duration of postmarital co-residence
with parents, defined by the timing of family division after marriage. Among the second
group, used in Cox regression models, 49 percent of children had not yet separated from
their parental families at the time of the survey; thus, the proportion of censored samples is
49 percent.

Some of the independent variables pertaining to children are common to the logistic and
Cox regression models, and some are not. We include these children’s individual factors
obtained from our survey questionnaire since we anticipate that they might influence the
probability and timing of family division. The independent variables common to logistic and
Cox regression models include children’s gender (i.e., marriage form), number of brothers
and sisters, marriage arrangement, and adoption status. In addition, age at marriage and years
of education for children and their spouses are also included. In the models, these two factors
are grouped by sex of children, namely, those for sons and sons-in-law are combined into
one group, and those for daughters and daughters-in-law are combined into another group.
We include spouse’s age at marriage and years of education into the models to better reflect
spouse’s influence on children’s decision making about family division.

The independent variables that differ between our logistic and Cox regression models
include marriage cohort of children and whether they have had a child. The inclusion of
marriage cohort of children is mainly to reflect the evolution of the probability and timing of
family division caused by the increasing modernization in rural society. This variable is
included in both types of models. However, since age structure and distribution of marriage

cohort differ greatly across the two groups, the categories of this variable are defined
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differently in the two groups. The first group consists of relatively older children, since both
of their ever-co-resided parents have passed away. As a result, the size of this group is
relatively small, and marriages occurred primarily in years before 1980. Accordingly, the
marriage cohort in the first group is classified into three categories — 1930-1955 (the period
with private household economy), 1956-1977 (the period with collective economy), and
1978-1995 (the economic reform period) — so as to reflect the effect of different economic
periods (type of rural economy) on family division. The second group consists of relatively
younger children, since at least one of their parents who ever resided with them was still
alive. As a result, the size of this group is relatively large, and its marriage cohort is
primarily post-1980. The marriage cohort in the second group is therefore classified into four
categories — 19501969, 1970-1979, 1980-1989, and 1990-2000 — so as to reflect the
effect of various temporal periods on family division. Having a child or not is time-depen-
dent and varies with the duration of marriage; it is used only in the Cox regression models.

For logistic and Cox regression models, four multivariate models are used to analyze the
effect of children’s marriage form, number of brothers and sisters, and individual factors on
their likelihood and timing of undertaking family division. Model 1 includes all children’s
variables of gender, number of brothers and sisters, and the other individual factors to
analyze determinants of family division between children and parents. Model 2 includes
children’s gender and its interactions with other individual variables to analyze whether
children’s number of brothers and sisters as well as other individual factors affect family
division of sons and daughters from parents differently. Models 3 and 4 include all variables
to analyze determinants of family division for sons and daughters, respectively.

Our analysis, which restricts the data to subjects for which there is complete individual

information, includes 507 children in the first group and 1,120 children in the second group.
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RESULTS

Marriage, Family and Children

Table 3 provides the distribution of marriage form by marriage cohort in the 20" century.
It reveals that, among all the children interviewed, the proportions of virilocal marriage,
uxorilocal marriage, and other forms of marriage are 75.2, 20.8, and 4 percent, respectively.
Furthermore, the proportion of uxorilocal marriage is much higher than that of no-son
families (Jin et al., 2002a). Thus, a majority of uxorilocal marriages occur in families having
sons, which is quite different from other rural areas (Jin et al., 2002a). Table 3 also shows
that, since the 1930’s, the proportions of various marriage forms have fluctuated within a
limited range. However, the proportion of uxorilocal marriage has declined slightly since the
1980’s. Generally, marriage form in Songzi is quite diversified, and both virtlocal and
th

uxorilocal marriages have been widely accepted and practiced since the beginning of the 20

century, with both sons and daughters residing with their natal parents after marriage.

Table 4 describes the distribution of family type by marriage form in 2000. Among all
the families interviewed, the proportion of nuclear families accounts for about 81 percent,
about 19 percent are stem families, and there are very few joint families. However, we also
see in Table 4 that, while the proportion of nuclear families is lower for uxorilocal marriage
than for virilocal marriage, the proportion of stem families is higher for the former than for
the latter, and the proportion of joint families is low and about the same for both. This
implies that in Songzi, couples in uxorilocal marriages are more likely to reside with parents
after marriage than those in virilocal marriages, indicating a lower likelihood of family

division from parents for daughters than for sons. However, the likelihood of forming a joint
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Table 3. Distribution of marriage forms by marriage cohort (%)

Marriage cohort Number Virilocal Uxorilocal Other
193040 84 66.7 23.8 9.5
1950 125 624 312 6.4
1960 195 63.1 328 4.2
1970 326 72.1 248 3.0
1980 541 82.6 146 2.8
1990 462 78.8 16.9 3.9
Total 1,733 75.2 20.8 4.0

Source: Calculation based on data from the survey of “Marriage form and old-age
support” in Sengzi, 2000.

Table 4. Distribution of family types by marriage form (%)

Marriage Number Nuclear Stem . Joint
Virilocal 1,120 82.32 17.23 0.45
Uxorilocal 283 72.44 26.86 .71
Other 56 93.86 5.36 1.78
All 1,459 80.81 18.64 0.55

Source: Calculation based on data from the survey of “Marriage form and old-age
support” in Songzi, 2000.



