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FAMILY STRUCTURE AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
IN TAIWAN*

SUNG-HSING WANG

In determining the interrelation between family system and cconomic
development, we cannot confine ourselves merely to the influence of family
system on economic development and vice-versa. A more positive approach
to this question is to look for the distinctive characteristics of a certain
family structure and how these features can be utilized under specific economic
set-ups to achieve the desired results. To ascertain what role the Chinese
family system actually plays in the path of Taiwan‘s economic development,
this paper brings up the following points: (1) Increased job mobility, (2)
I.everage on capital flow, and (3) Management of industrial enterprise.

Chinese family system has been the main subject of investigation for social scientists
concerned with the study of Chinese social structure either in the traditional or in the
modern period. In analyzing traditional Chinese society, the family system is takan as the
basis of all social orgnizations. It is as if the study of the family system opens the door to
understanding of Chinese society itself; based on the assumption that society is composed
of families and families are the basic units of all social groups. In contrast, coming to the
study of modern Chinese society, the main preoccupation is towards establishing the
persistence or non-persistence of the Chinese family system; at the same time determinihg
‘the role it plays in the processes of change and transformation which started towards the
end of the Ching Dynasty.

I

Thls paper will mainly touch upon the study of Chinese famlly system in this age of
rapid modernization. Generally speaking, studies regarding this subject are d1v1ded into two
categones the first one is concerned with pinpointing the effects of economic change on the
family system and the second one deals with the opposite—knowing the effects of famlly
system on economic development.

Taking the first category—how does economic change affect family system—we can
consider changes such as the atomization of the family when society entered a market
economy system, the changing role of parents, the changing relationship among family
members, and the problems of youth delinquency as parts of this discussion.

Issued in June 1978

* This paper was prepared for the Conference on Anthropology in Taiwan, Portsmouth, New
Hampshire, August 18-25, 1976, sponsored by the Joint Committez on Contemporary China
of the American Council of Learned Socicties and the Social Science Research Council.
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As for the second one, the consideration is whether the family system has a positive
or negative effect on economic development or whether family system assists or hinders
economic development. In discussing this point, it is rather difficult to arrive at a definite
criteria of what constitutes a positive or a negative effect. Very often, we get into
contradicting conclusions regarding one particular system. In other words, one system can
at the same time be beneficient and detrimental to economic development depending on the
viewpoint we take in making the examination.

Let us take Chinese familism as an example. A number of scholars in Japanese and
Chinese modernization conclude that the Chinese family system is the culprit in the slow
modernization of China (Levy, Jr. 1953). However, bringing the same family system to
Southeast Asian countries, we can also say that Chinese extended family and web of kinship
relations is a positive catalyét in the development of a captalist entrepreneurial system in
most of these countries (Madge 1974).

Why is it then that one family system can become an obstruction to economic growth
within China and at the sametime become a useful instrument in the process of economic
advancement within Southeast Asian society? This discrepancy shows to a large extent that
in discussing the role of a certain family system upon economic development, it may prove
futile to be overly preoccupied with the superficial effects, positive or negative, of such
and such a system. Going into a deeper and more critical investigation of the dynamics
of that family system under a particular framework, may in most cases, prove to be more
fruitful. This line of investigation will take into consideration the relationship between
family system and economic development within a particular social set-up. It will involve
drawing out the distinctive or outstanding structural features of a family system to deteérmine
how such features function under particular economic environments.

Using this third category of investingation, this paper aims to present the relationship
between family structure and economic development in a better light. It aims to clarify how
distinctive features of a family structure, under different economic set-ups, can be
manipulated differently so much so that when either expressed or submerged they become
significant factors in hastening or retarding economic growth and change. In the presentation
following, this paper endevors to cite various cases to illustrate the distinct features of the
Chinese family structure and their role vis-a-vis a given economic situation.

I1

It is a general observation that because of the practice of dividing family property
equally among sons, no affluent family can stay affluent for three or four generations.
Another observation is that in traditional agricultural societies, it is a common practice for
a poorer brother to become a dependent of the wealthier brother. Under such circumstances,
development of a system of capital accumulation appears to be quite an impossible task.
 Allow me to mention two controversial views on this observation. Martin Yang, a
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good-hearted man who always look at the sunny side of life, gives an encouraging picture
of a well-organized pooling of family property in his T'aitou, Shantung Province, while Fei
Hsio-tung points out the darker pessimistic picture of property-division in his Earthbound
China.

Martin Yang gives an account of two families (Yang 1945)

A family of the Yang clan has three sons, one of whom is a very popular mason
in this district. The family was terribly poor two decades ago but because the sons
worked very hard and saved as much as they could, the family ‘s condition gradually
improved. It was really the efforts of the eldest that contributed most to this. His
trade brought in about one hundred dollars every year besides his own maintenance.
A great of this'money was saved to buy land or repair houses. Recently, he helped
his two younger brothers to get married, though he has not married himseif-:- (p. 77)
Another family, a member of the P‘ans has .four sons. They are primarily a farm . -
family, but in addition run a small foundry in the village, and the first son teaches
-in the village school. One son usually works in the foundry while the others work on
the farm, though when the exigencies of the season demand it, they all work
together. The proceeds from work on the farm, teaching in school, and the foundry
are all turned over to the family as a whole, that is to the family head.--- As a
result of this cooperation, the family is now one of the most prosperous in the
village. --- .

Martin Yang, in this account, paints an idyllic picture of a well-organized system of pooling
underlying the Chinese family system. '

Fei Hsiao-tung takes the contrary view on this aspect of property division. He gave as
illustration the grandsons of the family of Wang: The grandfather left equal shares of
land to both sons. However, while the eldest son worked hard to make the family prosper,
his sons did not gain much benefit for they were many in number. On the other hand, the
second son died early and had only one heir to his share of land and therefore got all the
land. Fei’s conclusion on this case is: “How tragic it is that the blessing of economic
security in this rural economy should require~the premature death of a father” (Fei and
Chang 1948: 117-118).

In another work on Kinship (1974), Fei discussed the inheritance institution with equal
division of property among brothers under the heading of Chi tou hsiang chien (TR
(1), He wrote:

One more brother, less one part of property. This is a simple arithmetical proposition. .
When I was in country villages, I heard frequently that someone made a joke on .
children and said: “Your mother is going to bear a younger brother to you and share
your property.”

(1) Chi Tou Hsiang Chien (¥ #HRl)) -Chi is beanstalk, Tou is beans; this is the title of a

poem compiled by Ts‘ao Chin (###) and is hereby translated as follows:

Beanstalk burns to cook the beans

Inside boiling pot the beans cry loud:

You and I from one root grow

Why needst you hurry to burn me out?
This poem illustrates the point that it is not unusual for brothers of the same parents to
come at odds when the question of dividing family property come up.
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Unlike Yang’s systematically organized mode of property division, Fei sees the pe
side of the loser because he emphasized its sharing rather than pooling aspect.

To illustrate further, this family system when brought under a contrasting econom
set-up such as a fishing economy, the results again will be entirely different. Allow me,
at this point, to mention my own research on a fishing community of Kuei-shan Island :_
(Wang 1967, 1971). In writing the report of this field study earlier, I did not particularly :
mention the point I just brought up. I only covered a description of the island’s family
system and the concept of ‘sharing’ derived from it. Now, looking at this fishing economy
closely from the angle of development, we can find that the same family structure we
found in an agrarian economy does not pose an obstacle in the management of the Kuei-
shan Island fishing enterprise and instead becomes a motivating factor. The following
three paragraphs are summarized from the concluding part of my 1971 thesis.

We all know that the Chinese family is built upon patrilineal descent. It is from this -
that Chinese derive the concepts of succession and inheritance. To the great mass of people
without special social position, succession does not have any meaning at all and attention’
is placed on the question of inheritance. For the Chinese, succession is secondary to
inheritance and both are expressed by the same term: Ch’eng chi (G&f#) .

- However, if we take the Japanese family-system for comparison, then we realize its
distinctiveness. Inheritance, for the Japanese, bears no importance whatsoever. In contrast
to the Chinese, succession plays a central role in Japanese society. Inheriting the property
of a family is the result of succeeding to family and both are designated by the same
term: Sozoku (FH#E) .

A short time after the Japanese occupation of Taiwan, scholars studying the family
institutions in Taiwan made this conclusion in comparing Chinese Ch’eng-chi with Japanese
Sozoku:

The object of Ch’eng-chi is property but the object of Sozo%x is the authority to which
the property is attached.

In other words, the Chinese are inheritance-oriented while the Japanese are succession-
oriented.

In a family under an inheritance-oriented society, the continuity of a family line
depends not only on having generation follow generation, but also upon the uninterrupted
transmisson of the family’s common property. In a report on Social Change in a Suburban
Village of Taipei (Wen, et al 1975) Huang Hsun-erh points out that the inhabitants of
the place possess strong attachment to the land and property left by their ancestors. Th :
will not easily put such land bequeathed by their ancestors for sale, because such
action means an interruption of family line. Records of land selling from 1950 to 197
gives this evidence (Wen 1975, 53-57):



Family Structure and Economic Development in Taiwan — 5 —

Table 1.
| | |
; Land acquired Ancestral
‘ T ! by land reform | land
Area | 38.9104 ha 30,5006 ha 8.4098 ha
% 100.0% 78. 4/ 21.6%
Cases | 170 f 11
% ‘ 100.0% 93, 5/ ‘ 6.5%
| i |
Table II
] 1
‘ Land acquired i
]; by land reform ! Ancestral land i Total
Sold ‘ 30.5006 ( 56%) 8.4098 ( 45%) 38.9104 ( 53%)
Unsold ‘ 24,4344 ( 44%) 10.0249 ( 55%) ‘ 34,4593 ( 471%)
Total ‘ 54.9350 (100%) 1 18.4347 (100%) 73.3697 (100%)
| | |
111

The opening statement of the “Contract of Family Division” best described the situation
mentioned above. It said” “The division of a main branch into smaller branches is a
natural occurrence.” This exemplifies that the division of a family is inevitable. In an
inheritance-oriented- society, the emphasis in cases of family division is essentially property
division. Take a contract, for instance: It states that “the ancestral land, house and all
farming elements acquired by myself will be divided into three parts---” Generally, each
son has one part, a concubine’s son one-half, a step-son one-fourth. In this process of
family partition, we find that the sons, share in the family property takes the form of a
stocks-share. Furthermore, the property of a family, a basis of Chinese family system,
can be regarded as a joint-stock. The joint-stock is formed by the number of sons a family
has. For instance, a family has three sons, it is accepted that family property is formed by
three shares; if another is born much later, it follows that property will be composed
of four shares. This concept is in great contrast with the Japanese norm of family property
which is treated like a ‘fund’ and cannot be divided.

Because family property has ths characteristic of a joint-stocks, we easily find the
mzchanisms of pooling and sharing built within th: family system. Ths ezoaomic activities
based on such a family can be defined as an ‘inclusive economy’.‘®) In contrast, we have

(1) The readers will find from the context that the concept of ‘inlcusive economy’ explicated
here is mainly in the light of a comparison with the ‘exlcusive economy’ of the Japanese.
Myron Cohen has also made use of this term (1970, 1976). Some of my arguments in
this paper are more or less in parallel with Cohen’s most recent book (1976). I regret
that this book came to my eyes only after this paper is finished and I had no time to
rewrite it. My viewpoints here regarding the characteristic features of Chinese family
structure are derjved solely from my previous studies in 1967 and 1971,
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the *exclusive economy’ of the Japanese which has ie as its basis.

Let us first talk about the inclusive economy of the Chinese family. Lin Yueh-hwa
his The Golden Wing (Lin 1948) described how Dunglin and his sister’s husband jointly
opened a store in the city. The Dunglin’s share of the store, together with the land in the
village, became the property of Dunglin’s family. Dunglin stays in the city managing the store,
his wife stays in the village together with Dunglin’s mother, his brother and sister-in-law,
and their children. The capital and income of the store, as well as the revenues from the
village farm, are shared by the brothers. The two of them are much concerned with each' ;
other’s work and both strive hard for the welfare of their family.

Let us take a more complicated example. Myron Cohen in 1965 made a study of Mei-
nung, with Lin Shang-yung as the head of family. There are forty two people in all *
(Cohen 1970). The estates of this family are scattered into four areas, each area forming a

household. These are:
1) The buildings and fields in the original village w
2) A rice mill in an adjoining village
3) A merchandise store in the neighboring village dealing with fertilizers and animal

feeds

4) Another farm and house twenty-five miles to the south

This example is often seen in families which are not yet partitioned. g
Cohen went further to point out that the diversification of economy such as the exam'i‘%;

SHiae

g

given above, induces the formation of joint family (Cohn 1967).

Now, let us go to the exclusive economy of the Japanese family system, InJapan!,
only the eldest son can succeed the family head and all the family properties that come
under his name. From the second son below, all must leave their natal family and seek
their own fortune, usually even before they are married. In most occasions, they go_t;)
the city to seek their fortune and make a fresh start. Their only connection with‘tll.xeir
village family is that it usually arranges for their jobs or positions in the city, and then
later arranges for their marriage. After marriage, the young couple establishes their own
home and since then terminate their relationship and communication with the village home.

Vogel in his work on kinship structure and Japanese modernization (Vogel 1967) believes
that this kind of family system has rendered impetus to the industrialization of Japan and
the emergence of a system of capital accumulation. Since the Meiji reformation, it seems
that the number of rural households have not increased. At the same time, the young
people who leave their hometown village for the city of industries, usually bring their ie
or family loyaltles into the new entrepreneurial group. I will add here that they brought
thig family loyalty even to the military group during World War Second. _

To recaptitulate, scholars of Japanese modernization and industrialization all agree that

(1) For more details on the Japanese ‘exclusive economy’ please refer to Ezra R, Vogef;.
1967).
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the family system mentioned above is a valuable asset to an exclusive economy such as
that existing in Japan. I agree with this statement too. However, I find it unfair and too
simplified to use this criteria to judge the problem of Chinese modernization. Many have
argued that the Chinese family system forms a stumbling block to economic change. I am
not a confirmed nationalist but I do think that scholars should avoid jumping into conclusions
without first giving the Chinese family system a broader and more open analysis. Let me
discuss this pitfall further by going back to the original topic of the distinctive features of
the Chinese family structure.

IV

Based on the above discussions, we can name three distinctive featuses of the Chinese
family system:

1) It has an in-built mechanism of pooling and sharing

2) It is an inclusive economy

3) It has a natural tendency for diversification

The economic environment allowing, once these three features are given maximum
expression, there is no doubt that Chinese family system has a salutary effect on economic
development. Its functions are incongruent with the characteristics of the Japanese family
system. Naturally, in an agricultural economy, capital is limited and diversification {s
hardly possible. One brother becoming a burden on the other is also a natural phenomenon,
However, since industrialization in Taiwan has taken off after the Japanese occupation, we
cannot see and nobody has talked about the family system hindering economic development.
To ascertain what role the Chinese family system actually plays in the path of Taiwan’s
economic development, we can bring up the following points:

1) Increased Job Mobility-Like the example of Lin Shang-yung mentioned above, his
family is founded on agriculture but he established two other enterprises besides his farm.
Eberhard (1962) made a survey of businesses in Ching-mei, suburban district of Taipei
City. In 106 business families in this area, 43. 4% or 46 households are first generation
businessmen. This mobility, of course, also applies to those who have gone to the cities as
labourers. Like the Japanese family system, we can see the influence of the Chinese family
system in pushing people out of the farm into the city-industries. But there is a divergent
point from that of the Japanese. Those who have left their hometown villages, unlike the
Japanese, do not disregard their origins and they retain their attachment to their home
villages. O. Lang made a survey in the nineteen thirties with these findings: In Peking, the
working class and the lower middle class are the tradition-bound group. They persist in
the practice of sending financial aid home to feed their parents and family in rural areas
(Langt 1946) In Shanghai, a study reveals that 28 out of 44 labourers in textile factories
and 13 out of 43 in civil service still possess landed property back in their hometowns.
However, this property exists only in form because they receive no benefif from the



— 8 — Bulletin of the Institute of Ethnology, No. 44

produce of the land. The land is left to their brothers to be cultivated and they do not
share in the revenues from the farm. These lands are but symbols of security, somthing to
go back to in case they lose their jobs in the cities (Lang: 1946).

This case is similar to our study on Rice Farming in Taiwan in 1971. Remittances
from the city consists of 29% of the income in rural families. (Wang and Apthorpe 1974:
-142) From this we can draw one conclusion. Because of this particular family system,
relationship between the rural folks and the urban industrialized city folks are not terminated
abruptly. A balance between these two groups is maintained by this particular system. The
unproductiveness of agriculture in Taiwan, reaching its peak in 1971, did not create the
destruction of agrarian economy. Likewise, the ill-effects of the energy crisis in industry
starting in a few years back, did not create the same deterioration and damage as in other
countries. Of course we also can mention the timeliness and effectiveness of state policy in
warding off economic disaster but definitely, the family system can be credited for its
salutary influence in maintaining economic balance. The demarcation between industrial
and agricultural sectors is not very clear in Taiwan. But within the given family system,
there is great flexibility between the two sectors.

2) Leverage on Capital Flow-My colleague at the Institute of Ethnology, Mr. Chuang
Ying-chang, discussed this based on field work done in a village in Central Taiwan. He
maintains that both the people in the village and town still consider themselves as part of
the family even after it has been divided. Mr. Chuang has coined a new term for such a
family unit: federal family which he defines as “A family unit in which the members do
not share the same residence but maintain close social contacts, do not share common
property but maintain a high degree of economic cooperation.” He went further to point
out that this new family system is a product of modernization in Taiwan (Chuang: 1972).
This is an advantage to capital formation in a closer analysis. William Parish (1970: 182,
220) gave us some figures to exemplify this point.

adult offsprings receivin, ; s e

financial aid from paren%s _ among siblings
Tainan City 63% | 419
Kaoshiung 7% 43%
Detroit 30% 15%
Cleveland 47% 6%

Information of this kind cannot be found in the Japanese society. Perhaps, this kind of
capital flow, especially among siblings, does not even exist in an exclusive economy. :
From here we see that Chinese family system is important to intersectoral capital flow,
and this is another point worthy of our attention. We often see some people from the
cities returning to their village hometowns and initiating some innovations in their farm
activities like setting up fish ponds, dairy farming and others (Wang and Apthorpe: 1974,:
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92-93). We can also see here examples of agrarian economy turning into the industrial
sector.

T.H. Lee in his Intersectoral Capital Flow in the Economic Development of Taiwan,
1895-1950 (1971), has discussed in detail the capital flow in two sectors. He confined
his informatien- mainly on the public sector. But capital flow in the private sector still
needs further: investigation, especially after the rise of small-scale enterprises in the 1950’s.

3) Manggement of Industrial Enterprise-Most of the industrial enterprieses in Taiwan
have been formed since late 1950s. At this early stage of industrialization, people have
already taken advantage of the diversification potentialities of the family system in expanding
their enterprises. Such activities may be considered as a kind of multiformity and multilateral
expansion. In such cases, a mother-enterprise is usually augmented to form several smaller
related enterprises. Main rationale behind this can be traced to the lack of supporring or
auxiliary industries to a certain enterprise, the desire of families to spread risks, and from
the desire of individuals to pursue ventures of their own interest. In such related enterprises,
capital is drawn from the family itself, with individual proprietors investing in each other’s
businesses. To minimize conflict, management of each particular enterprise is usually left
to the interested party (Mark 1972).

The three points discussed above substantiate the contention that instead of Vhaving a
baneful influence, family system can serve the ends of economic devlopment. Furthermore,
this paper wish to emphasize the point brought up at the beginning—that in determining
the interrelation between family system and economic development, we cannot confine
ourselves merely to the influence of family system on economic development and vice-
versa. A more positive approach to this question is to look for the distinctive characteristics
of a certain family structure and how these features can be utilized under specific economic
set-ups to achieve the desired results.
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HAFETRBEEEBZ —, RERBTFETRBRM, REF H—EII

#lze, DiEREEFEE AY (Greenwood & McNamara, 1969), Hit, 76 BEH

HEFETER, YARBEIMAKRNEREYE R EGME, T, BRFEETEBH

RRIPAGHHEEhEtZ Fiedler (1967) Jrafi gy 7t ffE AR IR R el Bk, ik

E—EREERERRI? HIEFTRRR, HBH IR E S B Em S B.m
KIARE6TE (1978) 6 J ik
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B P e A E ) T LB R R TR R, AT R TR SRR R B
HERBMERFESEFBEE Miner, 1969), RREEMAENR, RrEEER
RS MEFIAGRE I T LAFW R R (job satisfaction) RIFIMEHZS (turnover), BT Z
(absenteeism) Tz F4% (grievance) ZFR{R (Vroom, 1964), #amsE:, BIE TIE
HH TR R R R, TR v et R s M S B aEED
EER ERHEA B R,

B3I, FILF 22 EL 1R F B9 R 2k B 20 78 B BB AT B 93R 3, BANEA B (InFiedler,
1967; House, Filley & Gujarati, 1971; Hunt & Osborn, 1975), {HK#{HHA
EERBERBLELFANE, BRABTEEERZET, IRAREEEX —BH.H
HETREEERER, MMASMEEME, REERbRIEERERGHERR,
TR H B R EE T REGH G, BHERERG. R, AGRRAMEREL,
LR HAE AR, RERRI B A, TRER, TEEAERKMAEAETRERMT
i e BRI RG R £Ro
—. fEEHRH

BHy, Lewin K H[E = (Lewin, Lippitt & White, 1939) ZEEXRBEAT —H
%ﬁﬁﬁﬁ:’&ﬂé@?”"o@1F31‘Ei§5%ﬁ73%*¥£n‘tt§%’?ﬁ (social climate) k., 8lliET =&
ﬁﬁgjj.;i, Bl &#X (authoritarian), K3 (democratic) K jifEt (laissez-faire),
A 7 S = A T RS ML @ SR S, B3R A, 11 Tannenbaum
Schmidt (1958) 31, FI B @ E —M R ERE S “ERRBH L’ (boss-centered) R
‘HBR L’ (subordinate-centered) HHTHESTREIERHBEM (B LLFE, K
43 R BE, S A REHESE FT A O RE T R

Ak, 1950 4, @‘/Fﬁk‘)llHmjtﬁﬁéﬁxkﬁﬁﬁﬁ@?%%ﬁ“ﬁﬁﬁnﬁﬂéﬁ
S > B INELGHR, MRS 5 B T e B 2, PSR A T S RS B,
AT R, A BA—T G EEEE B AR A RER
M2, RS s, B8R A R MAERMFIMA (Stogdill & Sharle, 1948),
EBEKA 2%, BEREAE, —BBIER (consideration), —BRMER
(initiating structure), H 7258 fE HE =L B A (Fleishman, 1953)  #84i [N
RIEEELRLBH T2 IR, S5k, WY B FERENG. BEERE
TRREZ M LR AR M E 5L, RE2 RSB AS. TSR £
FEHBOREESBUEE, BAFSBIERE, BBk KRR GRE S
Ro M GRS AR Y % & R ERAABMBIETHETR. RESRLE ROLKE




