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A B S T R A C T   

There is a big debate on the level of present-day female agency within the household in China. Even though the 
two sides of the debate make implicit assumptions on historical agency, a direct link is rarely established as we 
lack information on historical female agency among lower class households. In this paper we use a unique dataset 
on the ranking of women in the household for rural Yugan County (Jiangxi province, China) for the year 1947 
when traditional households were still dominant. 

The main conclusion is that, contrary to much of the classic literature on the subject, ranking among females in 
traditional Chinese households was much less rigid than expected, with most women being in charge at a certain 
point in their lives. This was mostly driven by gender-specific issues such as a son’s taking over as the head of the 
household, thereby raising his wife’s status, but with potential other daughters-in-law (wives of the brothers of 
the head of the household) ending up as assistants Yet, other factors also play a role. For example, we find a 
positive impact of traditional education on female agency.   

1. Introduction 

Historically, large parts of China could be considered a patrilocal 
society in which, upon marriage, the wife started to live with her hus-
band’s family.1 Combined with dominant Confucian values about the 
role of women, this led to a, arguably still persistent, picture in which 
the wife had a subservient role in the household.2 This view of low levels 
of present-day female agency3 seems to be corroborated by wave 2 of the 
World Values Surveys analyzing relationships with in-laws, which 
documented that, while globally 64% of women found it “very” or 
“rather” important to live apart from their in-laws, in China this was 
only 38% (Inglehart et al. 2018). Contrary to this traditional picture, in 
other, more revisionist, studies on family relations it is argued that 
Chinese female agency today is considerable with factors such as love 
and romance, free partner choice, material security, and a stronger 
relation with the natal family being predominant (e.g Judd, 1989; Yan, 

2002; Hershatter, 2004). 
Given its historical roots, it is surprising this current debate on the 

position of women in the household is only in a limited way related to 
the situation in traditional China (e.g Diamant, 2000; Hershatter, 2004). 
This is mainly due to lack of data on female agency in traditional China. 
Another reason that makes it difficult to establish long-run patterns is 
that most existing studies tend to be gender biased—that is, most studies 
view within-household agency as a matter of bargaining between hus-
band and wife, such as over who decides on large household purchases 
(e.g Agarwal, 1997; Schultz, 2001; Doss, 2013). What is frequently 
overlooked, however, is that often there are more persons with bargai-
ning power within the household than just the husband and wife. 
Indeed, in order for a woman to have agency, she must not only compete 
with men but also with other women in the household (e.g Wolf, 1972; 
Cornwall, 2007; Mann, 2002). The most famous example, no doubt, is 
the struggle between mother- and daughter-in-law (e.g Rittenour and 
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1 But for exceptions see for example Li et al (2020).  
2 Even today parents in rural areas frequently remain involved in their children’s partner choice (Croll, 1981), inter alia to strengthen kinship ties (Potter and 

Potter, 1990).  
3 Agency is defined as the “capacity to make decisions about one’s own life and act on them to achieve a desired outcome” (Sen, 1992, 1999; Kabeer, 1999; World 

Bank, 2014). 
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Kellas, 2015; Allendorf, 2017).4 

In order to shed some light on the historical roots of present-day 
female agency in the household, this paper discusses the power re-
lations among women in the household in traditional China before the 
transition to New China in 1949. This is done by using a unique dataset 
on within-household ranking among, mostly lower class rural, women in 
Yugan County (Jiangxi Province, China) for the year 1947 when tradi-
tional relations were still dominant. The main conclusion is that, con-
trary to much of the classic literature on the subject, ranking among 
females in traditional Chinese households was much less rigid than ex-
pected, with most women being in charge at a certain point in their lives. 
The process is mainly driven by gender-related issues, such as a son’s 
taking over as the head of the household, thereby raising his wife’s 
status, but with potential other daughters-in-law (wives of the brothers 
of the head of the household) ending up as assistants. However, other 
factors also played a role: even though son preference does not seem to 
have had a significant effect, we do find an effect of other position- 
determining factors, such as the positive impact of traditional educa-
tion on female agency. 

2. Literature debate on female agency in traditional China 

In many ways, both views on present-day female agency are 
mirrored in the scholarly debate on household relations in traditional 
China. China was a largely patrilocal society in which it was common for 
the daughter-in-law to live with her husband’s family (Freedman, 1966; 
Wolf, 1972; Mann, 2002). In such a society, combined with the Confu-
cian concept of filial piety, a wife was expected to take care of her 
parents-in-law. This is highlighted most forcefully in the so-called Three 
Obediences (obedience toward the father as a daughter, toward the 
husband as a wife, and toward the son(s) in widowhood), all of which 
form part of the classical Confucian canon (Wolf, 1972; Knapp, 2015). 
Indeed, there are many texts, especially those related to upper-class 
households, in which women were praised for their docile behavior. A 
famous example is the The Biographies of Exemplary Women, a set of 125 
biographies of women written by Liu Xiang circa 18 BCE. Likewise, the 
18th-century novel The Dream of the Red Chamber describes the life of 
various women in the Jia clan, with one of the main characters, Li Wan, 
strictly following the Confucian ideals. 

Besides these Confucian-based requirements, other requirements 
also became enshrined in practical culture. For example, foot binding 
was widespread, arguably because it forced girls to sit still while per-
forming manual work (Bossen and Gates, 2017). A second example is 
female education, which was provided due to a variety of family-related 
reasons such as “providing early education for their sons, supporting 
their husbands […], developing high moral standards, maintaining good 
relations with their in-laws, and improving their household skills (Wang 
et al., 2020). A third example is that having sons was of prime impor-
tance both for continuing the family and for bringing in a 
daughter-in-law, who was to take care of the parents-in-law when they 
entered old age (Fei, 1939: 47; Mann, 2002: 448) Kandiyoti (1988). sees 
this as a “patriarchal bargain,” in which the daughter-in-law’s initially 
low rank, compared with both the men and the women in the extended 
household, is eventually “superseded by the control and authority she 
will have over her own subservient daughters-in-law” (see also Fei, 
1939; Wolf, 1972). 

Yet, as is the case in today’s debate, the picture of low female agency 
in traditional China must be nuanced too. Indeed, in practice, the po-
sition of the daughter-in-law was often different from the existing rules 

and traditions—for three main reasons. First, the above-mentioned ex-
amples all represent an “ideal” rather than a “realistic” picture of society 
(Ko et al., 2003). Indeed, this deviation from Confucian theory is also 
shown by a different character in The Dream of the Red Chamber, Wang 
Xifeng, who is an educated, strong, worldly ruler of the household and 
appreciated by the mother-in-law. Second, the use of merely literary 
sources may lead to a bias, since they mainly describe a small, upper 
layer of society more likely to adhere to Confucianism. Lower classes 
and merchants often dealt differently with the position of women. For 
example, as narrated by the 19th-century Confucian scholar Liu, his 
mother was the de facto head of the household since his father was often 
away on business (Harrison, 2005).5 In addition, depending on the re-
gion, from the 18th century onward, lower-class women had increased 
access to income from industry (e.g. from silk reeling), thus strength-
ening their position (Mann, 2002: 450). Even more, the rise of factory 
work, where lack of mobility did not provide an advantage anymore, 
arguably diminished the incidence of foot binding (Bossen and Gates, 
2017). Also, in the case of a conflict between the daughter-in-law and 
mother-in-law, the former was not entirely without means of redress. As 
pointed out by Wolf (1972), once established in the community, the 
daughter-in-law can complain about wrongdoing to a—preferably eld-
er—woman in the community, after which the complaint is widely 
discussed among the women in the village. This functions as a kind of 
safety valve. If this does not work, more extreme cases such as (threat-
ening to commit) suicide, or the burning of the house by members of the 
natal family, are not unheard of (e.g Fei, 1939; Smith, 1899; Wolf, 
1972). Third, in the literature it is pointed out that, rather than a Kan-
diyoti (1988) type of “patriarchal bargain,” in many instances inter-
generational factors also played a role, such as the son and 
daughter-in-law conspiring to obtain an independent position (e.g 
Fei, 1939; Gram et al., 2018). A well-known example is the division of 
the property of an extended household (Wakefield, 1998) to create 
multiple smaller households, which applies mainly to those women who 
marry a household head’s brother and whose chance of becoming the 
family manager is small (Mann, 2002). 

In summary, these three points indicate that, much alike today, 
Confucianism has not produced uniform behavior at all levels of society 
even in traditional societies. In the following sections, we will use 
quantitative data to analyze the actual position of women in lower social 
class households. 

3. Data on female ranking in traditional China: Yugan county in 
1947 

Conflicting narratives on the position of (especially rural) women in 
the household thus exist, and empirically assessing their position is 
difficult since precious few historical data on the position of rural 
women is available for mainland China, even though some studies on 
Taiwan exist (e.g Wolf, 1972; Li et al., 2020). However, we can extract 
information from a unique sample of household books from Yugan 
County (Jiangxi Province, China) for 1947. Yugan county was highly 
agricultural with, in 1947, circa 80% of men working in agriculture out 
of which circa 40% being land-holding farmers and the remainder 40% 
being tenants and agricultural assistants. This is about equal to the 
average of mainland China (Guo et al., 2019). Showing the traditional 
character, the region had also literacy rate of 41.1% for adult men and 
9.4% for adult women. The dating from 1947 thus predate the hotly 
debated modernization of family relations of the second half of the 20th 
century and can be argued, moreover, to reflect the position of women in 
poorer, rural households in traditional China. 

4 Yet, it would also be wrong to completely exclude the role of men in these 
struggles, as the position of both mother- and daughter-in-law are partly 
dependent on men in the household. For example, the situation of the mother is 
partly determined by the position of her son; when he becomes head of the 
household, her status weakens, and this is again a gender-related issue. 

5 A more extreme example is provided by Sommer (2015) in his study on 
polyandry, describing a case in which the wife took the initiative to have sexual 
relations with three men in order to obtain cheap labor and other material 
benefits for the household, thus making her the de facto head of the household. 

B. van Leeuwen and J. Li                                                                                                                                                                                                                     



Asia and the Global Economy 2 (2022) 100025

3

Against this background, created with the purpose of issuing IDs 
(Jiangxi Yugan County Gazetteer Codification Committee, 1991), a 
census was held of which we managed to obtain information about circa 
9000 individuals from the household books. These data are exceptional 
because they offer, in addition to various personal and household 
characteristics often found in other regions, information on women’s 
ranking within the household as household task manager (家事管理), 
household task assistant (家事助理), and family work operator (家庭操 
作). Managers were ranked highest, followed by assistants and opera-
tors. Whereas the highest ranking of managers is evident, the difference 
between assistant and operator is more nuanced. As can be seen in the 
Chinese characters, both managers and assistants were dealing with all 
“matters” (Shì, 事), which could, besides household tasks, also relate to 
inter alia economic affairs. Operators, however, only focused on “family 
work” (Cāozuò, 操作). This information was registered at the time to 
determine the role of women in housekeeping (Jiangxi Yugan County 
Gazetteer Codification Committee, 1991). 

4. Ranking by relation to the household head 

Using above-mentioned data, we start by testing whether the relation 
to the household head affects one’s ranking. As shown in Fig. 1, no less 
than 92% of the women married to the household head became man-
ager. Of the women not married to the head of the household, only circa 
5–10% were a household manager. What is noteworthy is the difference 
in the category “assistant,” which is substantially higher among 
younger-generation women not married to the household head (e.g. a 
brother’s wife, uncle’s son’s wife, brother’s son’s wife, son’s wife) 
compared with older-generation women (e.g. mother, uncle’s wife, sis-
ter). This implies that, even though leaving the position of “manager” to 
the wife of the household head, the older women in the household were 
less willing to be ranked as “assistant.” That this varied among house-
holds is shown by a household in our dataset consisting of ten persons, 
where all in-laws (head of the household’s wife, first son’s wife, uncle’s 
wife, and uncle’s son’s wife) were ranked as household managers. 

Obviously, the relation with the household head is dependent on the 
household structure. With the average household size in Yugan being 
6.2, in many households a brother, sister, uncle or aunt of the household 
head was present who had a small chance of becoming household 
manager. This did not apply to so-called “nuclear” (parents living with 
one couple of married children) households, which made up circa 40% 
of all households. Since there were no competing same-generation 
women, the share of household managers in this type of household 
was, with 98%, almost universal. On the contrary, in “joint” (consisting 
of multiple married children) households, covering circa 31% of all 

households, only 21.6% of the wives of the brothers of the household 
head became household manager. 

Of course, there were various ways to modify a family structure to 
increase one’s chances of becoming family manager. For example, it is 
important to notice that many larger families existed that were not joint. 
In many cases unmarried or divorced brothers and/or their children 
were part of the household without posing a threat to the role of family 
manager. Second, many women without a chance of becoming family 
manager, especially the younger women married to a brother of the 
(future) household head, had the option, together with their husbands, 
to divide the property and start a separate household, since in principle 
their husbands were entitled to an equal share in the household prop-
erty. This created new nuclear households with the wife of the house-
hold head becoming family manager. Indeed, as pointed out by 
contemporaries, the most frequent reason for household division was 
“[b]ad feelings between the brothers’ wives,” followed by “[b]ad feel-
ings between the mother-in-law and the daughter-in-law,” (Wakefield, 
1998). 

Also, within the joint/extended households there were dynamics at 
play that determined who became the manager Fig. 2. suggests that, 
contrary to the strict interpretation of Kandiyoti (1988) patriarchal 
bargain, in which the daughter-in-law remains subordinated to her 
mother-in-law until she grows old, the mother-in-law in our data loses 
her position at a much earlier time. That is, we can observe, as also 
pointed out by Wolf (1972), that women went through a full life-cycle in 
household ranking, with the percentage of women reported as “house-
hold managers” (obviously) being small when they were aged 10–20 and 
still lived at home as daughters. Then, with marriage, the percentage of 
women being household managers increased to 70% at age 40–50, only 
to decrease afterward when new daughters-in-law entered the family 
(Fig. 2). 

Indeed, many mothers-in-law lost their managing position shortly 
after new daughters-in-law entered the household. But does this mean 
that those mothers-in-law had to obey their son (and daughter-in-law) in 
widowhood, as advocated in the Confucian ideal, or, in any case, when 
their son became head of the household? This seems only partly true 
given that we observed above that an elderly woman in the household 
was less likely to return to the position of household assistant. Yet, there 
is also evidence in favor: if we look at women aged circa 20—that is, the 
age at which they often got married—we find that of the 37.4% of 
women who immediately after marriage became household managers, 
two-thirds were married to the head of the household. This number of 
managers married to a household head increased further in the first 
years of marriage. 

Even though the position of the mother was thus undeniably 

Fig. 1. Share women by relation to the head of the household and household ranking in Yugan County (1947) 
Source: Yugan County (1947). 
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weakened when her son became household head, any elevation to the 
role of manager of the daughter-in-law was also related to the simple 
presence of the mother-in-law herself. Of the 37.4% of new daughters- 
in-law immediately becoming household managers, 50% did not have 
any parents-in-law, 36% had a mother-in-law but did not have a father- 
in-law, and only 14% still had both. Hence, the absence of the parents- 
in-law strengthened the position of the daughter-in-law. It is worth 
pointing out, however, that there is a large gray area with, of the 50% 
(36%+14%) of women registered as household managers with a mother- 
in-law in the household, 40% initially shared the managing position 
with their mother-in-law. 

5. Son preference and education 

Hence, it is clear that, far from being docile, daughters-in-law were 
fairly quickly able to obtain a position as manager of the household, 
most often because they married the head of the household, created 
their own nuclear household, or because of the absence of a mother-in- 
law. However, as already pointed out, there are also other possible ways 
for a daughter-in-law to strengthen her position—that is, the birth of (a) 
son(s) and their own education level. Indeed, son-preference is one of 
the often-heard arguments in describing the relationships in a household 
(e.g Fei, 1939; Wolf, 1972). Nevertheless, practice might be different, 
since if one does not have sons, or they remain unmarried, one also does 
not have daughters-in-law to take over the managing position. Conse-
quently, the percentage of mothers of the household head who are 
managers is higher if there is no daughter-in-law. This is clearly visible 
in Table 1, where in such cases 85% of the mothers of the household 
head occupy the managing position. If there is a daughter-in-law, and 
given son-preference, one expects a lower share of mothers-in-law being 
manager if the daughter-in-law gave birth to (a) son(s). Yet, we find little 
evidence of this from Table 1, where the percentage of mothers who are 
assistants is roughly identical regardless of whether their 

daughters-in-law have at least one son or have only daughters. 
As pointed out in the introduction, another widely held, view in the 

literature is that education not only increased the value of a woman on 
the marriage market, but also allowed her to better run a family. If this 
were indeed the case, one would expect that educated women were 
more often household managers Table 2. shows that women who had 
attended Sishu (private traditional primary education) indeed contained 
the highest percentage of household managers, followed by illiterates 
and, at the bottom, rather surprisingly, those who attended modern 
primary education. One argument is that girls who had attended Sish-
u—where in the 1920s–1930s a semi-traditional curriculum was often 
taught (Wang et al., 2020)—were more attractive as partners, while 
modern education on the other hand was considered impractical (Fei, 
1939; Wolf, 1972). Consequently, girls who had attended Sishu more 
frequently married a household head: of those previously enrolled in 
Sishu and becoming household managers, 88% married the head of the 
household, versus 76% and 72% for illiterates and those with modern 
education, respectively. 

Besides less frequently marrying the household head, a second 
argument for why women in modern primary schools ended up more 
often in assistant roles might be that they were from poorer households 
and thus ended up marrying into poorer households. In order to test this, 
we look at the occupation of the household head as a rough measure of 
household income. Even though the percentage of illiterates ending up 
in the household of a land-holding farmer was high, while the majority 
of both women with Sishu and those with modern education ended up in 
tenant households, we find no effect of household income on whether a 
women became a manager or an assistant. 

6. Conclusion 

Present-day literature deals only to a limited extent with major 

Fig. 2. Share women by age and household ranking in Yugan County (1947) 
Source: Yugan County (1947). 

Table 1 
Percentage of mothers of the household head as assistant/operator or manager 
by category of household.   

Assistant/operator Manager Total 

Household head has no wife 14.6% 85.4% 100% 
Daughter-in-law has at least one son 86.7% 13.3% 100% 
Daughter-in-law has only daughters 88.2% 11.8% 100% 

Source: Yugan County (1947). 

Table 2 
Division into assistant/operator and manager by education.  

Level education Assistant/ 
operator 

Manager Total 

Illiterate 39.8% 60.2% 100% 
Sishu (private traditional primary 

education) 
28.8% 71.2% 100% 

Modern primary education 43.6% 56.4% 100% 

Source: Yugan County (1947). 
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questions as how policy and economy affected female agency in China. 
Notwithstanding this lack of scholarly attention, most scholars designate 
the current level of female agency in China as one of “limited freedom” 
(Hershatter, 2004). This raises the question whether major changes in 
agency occurred during the period of New China (1949-) or that changes 
were only limited. In order to answer this question, more data on female 
agency in Republican China is necessary. In this paper we made a start 
by examining a unique dataset on circa 9000 individuals in rural Yugan 
County for the year 1947. 

We find that, in the 1940s, the practical implementation of tradi-
tional Confucian ideology was often very different from the, rather 
strict, theory. Contrary to the view that women remain subservient to 
their mother-in-law, the women in our dataset gained the position of 
manager shortly after marrying the head of the household and lost it 
again at some point after their own daughter-in-law entered the 
household. In the literature it is further argued that having sons and 
being educated increases a woman’s status with her in-laws and, hence, 
increases her chances of becoming a household manager. For the former, 
we found little effect; on the contrary, having no sons and/or daughters 
leaves the woman with no competition for the manager position. For 
education, we found that girls who attended semi-traditional education 
in Sishu more frequently became a household manager. At the same 
time, women following modern primary education more often ended up 
as household assistants. Hence, even though traditional education, 
compared with modern education, might be less efficient in terms of 
gaining workplace skills, it increased female agency within the 
household. 

Even though in this paper we only attempted to provide information 
on historical female agency, we can speculate how this relates to the 
present-day. Some scholars argue for major breaks during the New 
China period. Indeed, argued by Geddes (1963), who compared village 
life in Kaihsienkung (Zhejiang province) in 1936 and 1956, the choice of 
partner in 1956 had become free and based on his/her productivity in 
the local commune. Yet, partner choice in the Mao-period was less free 
as is suggested by Geddes. First, because of the lack of mobility during 
the Maoist period, kin groups remained involved in marriage affairs 
(Croll, 1981). Even in the reform period starting in 1978, parental 
involvement in partner choice continued (e.g Yan, 2002). Second, even 
though the idea that nuclear (or stem) households became more 
frequent after the creation of New China, this poses much less a break 
than might be expected. Indeed, as argued in this paper, we do find a 
large number of nuclear, or stem, households in Yugan County in the 
Republican period as well (see also Croll, 1985). Third, as pointed out by 
Whyte (1993), even during the reform period patrilocal residence was 
rising in certain areas, arguably because it provided better access to jobs 
and housing. 

In summary, we find that the idea that women have much agency in 
the present days, while in the late Qing and Republican periods they had 
a weak and subjugated position, must be nuanced (see also Siu 1990). 
For Republican China there were many factors that affected the position 
of a rural daughter-in-law in traditional China, including her marrying 
the head of the household, the absence of a mother-in-law, the absence 
of children, and being traditionally educated. Without these 
position-determining factors, a woman had to work on her husband 
(often a younger brother of the head of the household) to split the 
extended family to gain status herself (Wolf, 1972). If her status did not 
improve, she had the option to accept her position, to employ the 
informal women’s network in the local community, or ultimately to 
threaten (or even engage in) violent action. 

These factors changed over time with, for example, increasing 
number of nuclear families, increasingly free partner choice, and more 
independence of the daughter-in-law due to increased access to sources 
of income. Yet, we have to stress that, on the one hand, female agency in 
Republican China was not as low as is sometimes suggested while, on the 
other hand, even today factors as parental influence and kinship ties 
remain playing significant roles. Hence, even though freer than in the 

past, modern agency differed less from that in the 1940s than one might 
expect. 
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