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 BOOK REVIEW 

Zhongguo jiating shi 中国家庭史. Edited by Zhang Guogang 张
国刚. Guangzhou: Guangdong renmin chubanshe, 2007. 2570 pp. 
RMB 298. 

Family is the starting and supporting point of human life. Family history records 
the family life and its changing process of people in ancient and modern times. 
Moreover, it notes down the relationship between the family and clan (patrilineal 
and matrilineal clansman), the family and society (affinities, friends and 
neighbors) as well as the family and country. Clansmen, townsmen, colleagues 
and schoolmates had been the vital social relationship for ancient people. 
Clansmen and townsmen were the extension of family relationship. We are all 
living in the family and thus have some curiosity on the family life of ancient 
people as well as their family history. Therefore, we would be interested in 
family history. 

When I first read Zhongguo jiating shi (A history of Chinese families) 
(hereinafter to be called Jiashi for short) edited by Zhang Guogang, I sensed its 
importance at once. In my view, it is a monograph of family history centered on 
family life and family relationship. Meanwhile, it is also the first general history 
of Chinese families (from ancient times to 1949) as well as the transcendent 
achievement on research of family history in the new century. I can more or less 
understand and feel the hardships during the writing process therefore I regard 
this book as an elaborate and devoted work. Meanwhile, I also know about how 
much the authors have put their energy on the relationship between the family 
and clan as well as the family and country. But there are still some regretful flaws. 
The following is my opinions on the achievements and flaws of this book. 

1  A transcendent achievement on research of family history 

Whether I call Jiashi as a transcendent achievement on research of family history 
in the new century is appropriate still needs readers’ judgment. I put forward 
such a view based on the following three points: 

Firstly, the book applies a “three-dimensional” research methodology and puts 
forward the subject of family life as well as family relationship. 

There have been many achievements during the recent century on the research 
of Chinese family history but there are still many regretful disadvantages. 
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Authors of Jiashi find such disadvantages on the basis of research review and 
then put forward and practice the research orientation and methodology. 

Some of former researches try to solve the problem of legal identity of family 
members from the perspective of legal system history; sociologists and 
anthropologists mostly start from the realistic problems of family life while only 
have made a general introduction to the history of family change; historians are 
limited within historical materials and the questions they put forward are mostly 
concerned with clan system and marriage system. All these researches are not 
profound enough to cover the whole thing. It is a problem of methodology and a 
lack of comprehensive handle of research subject. Therefore, the 
“three-dimensional” research methodology, which means from perspectives of 
legal system history, economic history and social history, includes the research 
methods of law, economics, sociology, anthropology, history and so on. And then 
the methods are synthetically applied to the research of family history while 
assuring that family history is a special subject with features of history. When the 
authors of each volume define the writing principle, they meanwhile specify the 
methodology in the writing. 

Professor Wang Lihua, the author of the first volume, emphasizes family 
history in “Introduction.” “Firstly we should try to make clear how people lived 
their lives in the history.” Professor Xing Tie, the author of the third volume, 
emphasizes the research methodology of family history: “It firstly should be the 
method of history”; “Research ways and methods of relevant subjects can be 
used as references but not the dominant theme” (“Introduction”). Professor Yu 
Xinzhong, the author of the fourth volume, “attempts to reveal the family life 
(including livelihood) during the Ming and Qing dynasties, ethical relationships 
among family members as well as family problems.” Professor Zheng Quanhong, 
the author of the fifth volume, makes a research on “the scale, structure and daily 
life of families” during the Republic of China (1911–1949) (“Introduction”). The 
authors’ statements definitely tell readers that they synthetically apply 
multi-subject methods to write the family history but still situate the work on the 
point of history. Meanwhile, when they focus on the life status and interpersonal 
relationships of families, they do not neglect the aspects such as family scale, 
family structure and social hierarchy; marriage and family life, parents’ role and 
family ethics, relationship between the family and society, and so on. 

Therefore, in my view, the prominent feature of Jiashi lies in its 
comprehensiveness with an outstanding emphasis. What the chief editor Zhang 
Guogang said, “chatting on everyday matters,” actually means to describe the 
family history through the details of people’s daily life. 

Secondly, the book discusses and reveals the developing process of Chinese 
families as well as its characteristics on each stage. 

Jiashi divides Chinese family history into two main stages, including the 



Book Review 156 

preliminary stage before the Spring and Autumn Period as well as the Warring 
States and the stage of individual families after that period. The second stage is 
divided into three periods, including the beginning period of traditional 
individual families from the Spring and Autumn Period as well as the Warring 
States to the Sui and Tang dynasties, the developing period during the Song, 
Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties, and the transformation period in modern times. 
Each period has its characteristics: 

Xia, Shang and Zhou dynasties were the beginning of preliminary families. 
During that time, the family was subject to clan and the family economy without 
independence was dominated by clan. 

During the Spring and Autumn Period as well as the Warring States Period, 
individual families gradually came into being and then became the model and 
tradition of later families. Under the social upheaval, small individual families 
gradually got rid of the clan’s dominance and became independent as well as the 
smallest social group. After ethicized by Confucianism, Taoism and Moism, 
customs and proprieties of the Western Zhou Dynasty were sublimed into 
metaphysical “Tao,” including filial piety and three kinds of obedience. 
Therefore, the popularization of customs and proprieties gave filial piety a 
“universal” value and then made it become the theoretical system of traditional 
Chinese families.  

During the Qin, Han, Jin, Northern and Southern dynasties as well as Sui and 
Tang dynasties, the small families got solidification and development. The family 
life became more and more colorful while many problems occurred in daily life, 
including the relationship between wife and husband, parents and children, 
mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, as well as problems about widows, adoption, 
illegitimate children, ole people, family violence, property inheritance, family 
livelihood, family education, and so on. 

During the Song, Liao, Jin, Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties, the family type 
varied with the development of economy. For example, besides the common 
cropper, the farmer family also included a dozen of “specialized households” 
such as tea gardeners, weavers, fruit gardeners, flower gardeners, pig farmers, 
fish farmers, and wine farmers, and so on. During the Liao, Jin, Yuan and Qing 
dynasties, ethnic minorities went into the Central Plains and then the nomadic 
tribes appeared. Breaking up the family and living apart was another embodiment 
of the small family change. Although it was opposed by the main idea and 
limited by the law, it was recognized and practiced in actual life. On the aspect of 
family livelihood, the traditional austerity idea was still kept while an open 
attitude towards reasonable consumption as well as occupation choice was taken. 
Family life seemed boring from the perspective of ethic rules, but the real life 
was not the case. 

During the end of the Qing Dynasty and the modern times of the Republic of 
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China, with the transformation from traditional society to modern society, the 
family scale and structure change had the typical features of intergradations. 
There was a huge difference between the rural and urban families on the aspects 
of job, income, consumption structure and so on. The rural family basically kept 
two economic functions of production and consumption while the urban family 
had stressed on consumption (or more accurately speaking, under the process of 
change). The family structure became more and more small-sized. Brothers 
“lived together” gradually became “lived separately.” A tendency of 
democratization and equalization occurred on the aspect of property dominance. 
Meanwhile, the public opinion of “family revolution” with anarchism and 
nihilism was popular so that there were more and more inharmonious factors in 
family. 

It is really a hard task to make clear the historical development of Chinese 
families and the features of each stage although it is a wish for all historians. 
Fortunately, Jiashi gives us a satisfying answer on the staging of Chinese family 
history. 

Thirdly, the book puts forward some new views and makes new achievements 
on several specialized subjects. 

Family livelihood and daily life  The difference between Jiashi and the 
common social life history as well as social custom history lies in the following 
aspects: paying special attention to family livelihood arrangement, discussing 
about family production and consumption, saving and exchange, with 
specification of room structure and kitchen situation, chattel and estate, 
relationship between consumption product and family livelihood, and so on. All 
these make the research on family history profound and delicate.  

Family life cycle  In ancient times, the new family was the one separated 
from the old family after a period of marriage. In the same way, a new marriage 
did not mean a new family. I once faintly expressed such an idea but the authors 
of Jiashi explicitly express the replacement of old family by new family with the 
borrowed word “family life cycle” from sociology to point out that family life 
cycle reflects not only the cycle of marriage life between the couple but also the 
subrogation of old by new in the family generation. According to the research 
result of historical materials, they find that “nuclear family—stem family—joint 
stem family—several nuclear family is in fact a dynamic cycle for the family 
development” (Volume 2, Chapter 1). Some authors use the concept of “family 
division” and get the same conclusion. “In history, a new family was formed 
through breaking up the family and living apart, which not only meant the 
beginning of several new families but also declared the end of old family. 
However, marriage was undoubtedly the premise of a family. Without new 
marriage, there was no basic reason for breaking up the family” (“Introduction” 
to Chapter 4). In this way, the issue of new family is theorized and then we know 
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that there are two basic models of Chinese family, nuclear family and stem 
family. The stem family keeps on dividing into several nuclear families; after a 
period, the nuclear family would become a stem family too and meanwhile faces 
division. As for the individual family, development is invariable. 

Disease and medical treatment of family member  Authors of Jiashi are 
the first to pay attention to the history of disease and medical treatment with 
detailed narration of special chapters. The author of the fourth volume describes 
the history of family disease and medical treatment from three aspects based on 
materials of diary, chorography, notes, novels, medical books and so on. The first 
is about how people responded to disease. The common situation was to take no 
action at all; or use some folk treatments such as praying for God; or use some 
folk prescriptions to treat oneself with experience. The second is about choosing 
a doctor and treatment methods. People in cities could choose a doctor while the 
countrymen had no choice due to the lack of doctors. Moreover, there were many 
taboos for the female’s treatment. The third is about nursing the ill people. 
Because the nursing was totally at home, it could reflect the children’s filial piety 
and the family’s economic situation (Chapter 4). The author of the first volume 
writes about the item of “health and medical treatment” to illustrate the family 
habits during the Qin and Han dynasties from three aspects, including tidiness of 
bedroom, neatness of body and clothes as well as food health (Chapter 5). 

Family and sex  It is very hard for Chinese people to talk about “sex.” But 
the family functions would be incomplete without sex life. Jiashi does not avoid 
this issue and it makes special items to express the significance: “Sex is not only 
the physical needs for the couple but also the necessity for giving birth to a child 
to continue the family line. Meanwhile, it is the lubricant for couple relationship. 
In conclusion, it is one of the important aspects for family life” (Volume 1, 
Chapter 5). “Marriage and establishment of a new family are not only a social 
action. In the first instance, it is a problem about the couple relationship and love. 
Or else, the biological basis of a family would be deprived of” (Volume 2, 
Chapter 2). 

A “whole process” of care for family members  In order to focus on the 
family life history and family relationship history, the authors of Jiashi make a 
special section “A ‘whole process’ of care for family members” in the third 
volume to describe a set of rituals and customs made by the family for its 
members during the whole life, including procreation, birthday, funeral, family 
sacrifice, and so on. These rituals and customs are meant to remind the family 
members to cherish the life and meanwhile are the expression of care and love 
for family members (Chapter 5). 

Theoretical discussion on family transformation  The author of the fifth 
volume reflects on the family transformation and gets four conclusions. Firstly, 
the government had played an extremely important role in the modern family 
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transformation. The prominent achievements had been attained by the 
government on many aspects such as legislating ahead of schedule, getting rid of 
old customs, advocating modern civilized rituals, and so on. Secondly, “in the 
relationship of country-society-family, the traditional views on the cause of 
‘strong country, poor society’ had many limitations.” Thirdly, the family function 
of continuing the family line was much more important than the function of 
giving birth to a child. Procreation was only the surface while continuing the 
family line was just the nature of family function. Therefore, once the function of 
continuing the family line faced some crisis, family and society would have some 
versatility on women’s virtue in order to satisfy the needs of continuing the 
family line. Fourthly, the nuclear function of the family had changed to different 
extents. In cities in modern China, the nuclear function of the family had become 
life-centered (mainly on consumption function and affinity function) rather than 
production-centered. The Family had become the world of private life. 

Jiashi talks about how people live their lives in family with a humanistic style. 
I happen to hold the same view on the subject of history. Moreover, the book 
combines various methodologies and achievements of different subjects in the 
recent century and makes a special work with its own features. It is in this sense 
that I regard the book as a transcendent achievement on research of family 
history in the new century. 

2  Deficient discussion on relationship between family and 
country 

On the respect of relationship between the family and country, Jiashi mainly 
focuses on the great influence that politics and economy had put on family 
during two times (the Spring and Autumn Period as well as the Warring States 
Period, the end of the Qing Dynasty and the Republic of China) of social 
transformation. In the author’s view, the family change and the social 
transformation interacted as both cause and effect. On one hand, the huge 
emergence of individual families constituted an important part of social 
transformation during the Spring and Autumn Period as well as the Warring 
States Period. On the other hand, many factors such as political and economic 
policies, destruction of the enfeoffment system, and looseness of clan 
relationship and so on were the direct causes to make family get rid of the clan 
and get changed. As for the family transformation during the Republic of China, 
the author of the fifth volume regards that under autocratic system, “the country 
was strong while the society was poor.” The family (patriarchal clan system) was 
the same strong as the country. Therefore, the family and the country both 
dominated society. After the destruction of the Qing Dynasty, the country power 
decreased hugely while the situation of society changed a lot. “In the social 
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structure, the goal of modern Chinese society transferring from tradition to 
modern was to realize the pattern of social autonomy from ‘family and country 
dominance’ while ‘family’ would retreat from the political region and become the 
purely private field.” In addition to the transformation periods, the author of the 
third volume divides the family into four types according to political hierarchy, 
including royal family, official family, plebeian family and slave family. He also 
divides the plebeian family into several types according to country polices, 
including the farm owner family, tenant farmer family, city and town family, 
workers and businessmen family, and so on. The second volume discusses about 
the praise that government gave to the honored families. The fourth volume talks 
about the influence of political factors on family scale and structure. As for the 
serious influence of country’s tax policy on family economy and family members, 
each volume has some reference. 

However, in my view, Jiashi has not made a profound and enough illustration 
of relationship between the family and country. There are mainly two aspects of 
the deficiency for the discussion.   

Firstly, the book is deficient in discussing the relationship between the family 
and country from an overall perspective as well as exploring the features of 
Chinese history from the angle of family characteristics. 

“Family and country as an integral whole” during the Western Zhou Dynasty 
gradually became the separation of family and country. But the separation was 
not thorough enough so that family, clan and country were always combined 
together with consistency as well as opposition. For example: when Chinese 
people call “guojia” (country), the word “guojia” is the combination of “guo” 
(country) and “jia” (family). The famous historian Ping-ti Ho once clearly 
pointed out the view in his book Dushi yueshi liushinian (Sixty years of reading 
and living). The reason may be because when the dukes in the Zhou Dynasty 
established their kingdoms, the ministers made families while the emperor 
controlled the country. When the integral whole of family and country died away, 
the new state was established by the combination of dukes’ country and 
ministers’ family. Therefore, the family and country could not be separated in an 
absolute sense.  

From ancient times to nowadays, Chinese people have always combined 
“family” and “country” as an integral whole. Huo Qubing once said, “if the Huns 
were not wiped out, there was no family”; Yue Fei said, “since the enemy had not 
been exterminated, how could there be families”; Lu You said, “when the day the 
country army recovers the Central Plain, please do not forget to tell me before 
Gods”; Chen Sanli and his son Chen Yinque said, “tens of thousands of sorrows 
are concerned with family and country” and “the mournful tears have been 
exhausted due to the sadness of family and country.” Besides, there are some 
sayings such as “regarding the family as the country,” “giving the family fortune 
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to the country in a time of crisis,” “country conquered and family ruined,” “the 
big river dried and the small river died,” and so on. 

A person qualified to govern the country should “cultivate his moral character, 
manage a household, govern the country and finally rule the whole world.” The 
first thing is to cultivate his moral character and then to manage a household and 
the country and finally the world. 

During the period of China’s modernization, “family revolution” and country 
revolution were combined together. Liu Shipei once said, “Someone who tried to 
perform a revolution in the country must begin from reforming the family.” And 
there were some people calling “Revolution! Revolution! Family revolution 
first!”; “First the family revolution, and then the country revolution.”  

Even nowadays, there are some slogans for family planning such as “family 
could be broken but country could never be perished” in village (such as Heze in 
Shangdong Province). 

The Chinese people have strong feelings for family, especially paying 
attention to family cultural education and cultural tradition. Chinese people 
overseas often winning the Nobel Prize can be regarded as a proof. Such kind of 
family culture is combined with “honor for country” to establish the Chinese 
culture circle. All in all, the motherland can never be forgotten. 

As a family history, the book should not only point out the relationship 
between the family and country in details but also make a theoretical discussion 
from an overall perspective. Why the family and country are combined together 
and where is the connection? Why a person must “cultivate his moral character” 
first and then can “govern the country and finally rule the whole world”? How 
does family become the basis of country? Why is it said that “country is an 
enlarged family”? What are the clan and autocratic systems after all? What are 
the specific meanings of “clan rights” and “state rights”? Are the two conceptions 
the same? Does clan have some nature of “intermediary” between the family and 
country? Is the relationship between the family and country the feature to 
distinguish China from other countries (especially Western countries)? What is 
the relationship between family culture and Chinese culture circle? What is the 
special importance of family history research since family and country are 
related so closely? Revolution should have made a systematic illustration for 
these questions, or at least given a general answer. 

Secondly, the book is deficient in discussing the order of priority between 
loyalty to the country and filial piety to the family as well as the relationship 
between family interests and country interests. 

The first volume of revolution puts forward the principle for Pre-Qin people 
handling the relationship between family interests and country interests. If 
“taking up an official post” had a confliction with “fulfilling filial duty to the 
parents,” the latter should become first. Even taking up an official post was 
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aimed at earning money to fulfill filial duty to the parents. Therefore, at that time, 
the family was more important than the country. But it is a pity that the author 
has not made a further discussion to make it more clear and profound. In the 
Song Dynasty, due to the influence of long-time ethnic wars since the Jin and 
Northern and Southern dynasties, there comes a united view on relationship 
between the family and country among the Han people, that is, when loyalty and 
filial piety did not always complement each other, loyalty (the country) was put 
first. In the later dynasties, there were folk sayings such as “the emperor’s favor 
was more important than that of the parents,’” which meant that the reason why 
people could live a peaceful life lied in the emperor’s work. Which was the 
priority, the family or the country? It seemed to be solved in concept but how 
about the practice? No matter whom the emperor was, common people lived 
their lives and cared nothing about the authority. “Open the door to welcome the 
Chuangwang King because when he comes, food taxes are free.” What people 
really cared about was free tax or less tax. If only the loyalty to the country was 
emphasized, should not the family interests be cared about? Only combining the 
interests of family and country together and making the country interests 
representing the family interest could make sure the consistence of the family 
and country. In my view, revolution should make some illustrations on issues 
such as the relationship between the family and country, “loyalty and filial piety 
not always complementing each other,” “making filial piety as loyalty,” “making 
loyalty as filial piety,” the confliction focus between family interests and country 
interests, how to solve the confliction, and so on.  

The close relationship between the family and country is a prominent feature 
of Chinese families. Therefore, the family history should pay enough attention to 
the coordination between family interests and country interests. The deficiency 
of Jiashi on this respect may be due to its focus on family life. The relationship 
between the family and country is thus neglected.  

3  Combination of conscientious attitude and profound 
exploration 

Authors of Jiashi have not only good grounding in history but also special views 
on research of family history. Some of them are the experts on family history, 
making adequate preparation before the writing. During 2001 to 2003, they held 
three international and national academic symposiums on family history, all of 
which I attended. In the symposiums, attendees submitted papers on family 
history theories and the study of the family history by period, putting forward the 
problem of writing a family history and the status of family livelihood in family 
history and so on. Different opinions and suggestions were collected. After the 
symposiums, some paper anthologies were published such as A New Perspective 
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of Research on Family History. After the authors had achieved agreement on 
writing principle, themes, structure and specific methods, they began to write 
their own part. 

The writing of a successful work is a hard process of overcoming various 
difficulties. Authors of Jiashi treat the writing as an arduous job, a valuable 
chance and the beginning of a new academic journey. Therefore, with cautious 
and conscientious spirit as well as modest and precise attitude, they have 
accomplished the book Jiashi with high quality. However, in my view, there are 
still some topics worthy of further research in order to get greater achievements. 
Therefore, two topics are put forward here to offer some suggestions for the 
authors. 

One is the three questions about “traditional individual families.” The first is 
the “definition of traditional families.” In Jiashi, there is a saying of “shaping 
period of traditional individual family from the Spring and Autumn Period as 
well as the Warring States to the Sui and Tang dynasties” so that “tradition” here 
means that the fixed family model from the Spring and Autumn Period as well as 
the Warring States Period to the Ming and Qing dynasties is the individual family. 
The conception of “tradition” has been used widely in academia but the authors 
of the book have not made a clear definition of this key term. The second is the 
question of the “mainstream status of individual families.” The theory of ancient 
big family had been popular, for example, one of the important aims of May 
Fourth Movement was to criticize the traditional big family and clan. Family, 
Spring and Autumn written by Ba Jin were the representatives of criticizing big 
families. At that time, people seemed to believe that the big family was the 
mainstream of family model in ancient times. However, it was an indisputable 
fact that the individual small family was the mainstream. Jia Yi once said, “When 
the son lent the farm tools to his father, he had an expression of giving favor; 
when the old woman came to take the dustpan and broom, the daughter-in-law at 
once cursed her.” There was a clear line between parents’ family and children’s 
family so that the nature of individual small family was obvious. The book 
Wenshi muxun (Words of Wen’s mother) in the Ming Dynasty tells a story about 
how a big rich family became poor due to family separation. The big family 
divided the total 1600 mu farmlands to the four sons. But the sixth generation 
became the poor farmer with a few lands. The Wen Family dividing the big 
family into several small ones illustrates two facts: one is that small families kept 
on separating from big one, becoming the mainstream of family model; the other 
is that big families also had the existence. The third is the “nature of traditional 
family.” The big number of small families could not reflect the real nature of 
traditional families. In addition, when the small families separated from big one, 
some properties could not be clearly separated. For example, the ancestral grave 
and the site of the house were usually mutual. If there were ancestral temples or 
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clan common properties, the small families could not be separated from the care 
and control of big families and clan. Therefore, in ancient China, the individual 
small family was the main model while the directly-related family (big family), 
especially its nature of clan, could reflect the nature of the family more precisely.  

The other is the relationship between the family and clan, which is a vital issue 
in Chinese family history and can not be slid over. There are three aspects worthy 
of attention. The first is the natural subordination of family to clan and consistency 
between the two. The Family was the member of clan with consanguinity. The clan 
view during the history had made clan members feel intimate with each other. The 
patriarchal clan was a power in community society and the clan family was 
dependent on the community. The social relationship of individual families was not 
only made by individuals but also by clan. Individuals inherited the relationship 
and tried to keep the status in local community. Moreover, the national policies 
promoted the natural person with consanguinity to become the social person with 
ties of blood. Dynasties all through the ages had regarded the people with 
consanguinity as an integral whole. The clan legal made the principle of 
“convicting the crime according to the clan relationship’, avoiding the death 
penalty due to the necessity of the criminal to look after the old parents, avoiding 
the execution due to the necessity of the criminal to inherit the family, protecting 
the ancestral graves and clan’s common properties, praising the phenomenon of 
five generations in a big family, and so on. When someone would take up an 
official position, there was a law of evading the clan relationship. The country gave 
the clan rights of participation of heir adoption, testifying in court and helping to 
execute the judgment, and so on. The second is the connection of the family and 
clan. The clan substantiality such as ancestral grave, ancestral temple, clan 
pedigree and common property increased the cohesion of the clan. The clan 
possessed the common properties and helped the poor, the widow and the orphan. 
The clan school provided students with fees of living and costs of taking the 
imperial examination. After the worship of the ancestor, the offerings were usually 
cooked to treat people. Revising the clan pedigree would make clear the 
relationship and position in the family hierarchy. All these measures promoted the 
cohesion of the clan. The third is the inconsistency between the family and clan, 
which are mainly embodied on two aspects. One is that the clan asked members to 
make contributes to build ancestral temple or repair ancestral grave. The other is 
about heir adoption. The clansmen often interfered in the family’s adoption with 
the excuse of avoiding the heir with another clan name. The family without an heir 
was looked down upon by others and called “hopeless family,” whose property sale 
would also be interposed by the clansmen. In real life, cases about heir adoption 
were emerging one after another. 

                                                               
 (Feng Erkang, Nankai University; translated by Chen Cheng)  


