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CAUSES AND CONSEQUENCES OF
HOUSEHOLD DIVISION IN NORTHEAST
CHINA, 1789~1909%

Cameron Campbell and James Lee

Abstract In Liaoning during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, multiple-
family households were common. These households were hierarchical. Their heads
assigned responsibilities and allocated resources. Privilege, including access to
marriage and reproduction, depended on relationship to him. Since the head’s eldest
son normally inherited his status upon his death, only through household division
could distant kin acquire control over a share of family resources. In this paper we
identify the circumstances that precipitated household division by application of
discrete-time event-history methods to longitudinal, nominative household register
data from state farms in Liaoning during the Qing. We find that the timing of
division was contingent on exogenous events such as the deaths of key household
members, thus the opportunities for involvement in one were limited. By comparing
marriage and reproduction according to relationship at birth and past history of
involvement in household division, we examine whether or not division was a
liberating experience for distant kin of the head.

Key words History Northeast China Household division

In late imperial China, as many as 10 percent of all peasants were
unfree. The most common form of unfree labor were state populations
organized under the Eight Banners, an elite military organization. This
paper examines the causes and consequences of household division in
seven such Banner populations organized under the imperial household
agency (neiwufu).?

The banner household, called Az in Han Chinese or boigon in
Manchu Chinese, was defined by common residence and common
consumption. ® Household members lived together, ate together, and
farmed together. They did so, however, on state land as hereditary
state peasants, albeit elite peasants. ® Provided with ample land,® their
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principal functions were to provide the state with agricultural goods, as
well as labor and military service.

The Qing state organized the banner household according to two
contradictory principles. On the one hand, by encouraging late
household division, many banner households developed into largé joint
households. ® In one northeast Chinese banner population, Daoyi, it
was common for even married cousins and similarly distant kin to live
together (Lee and Campbell 1997). On the other hand, by enforcing a
system of primogenitary household headship, and by granting
household heads considerable power over the persons and property of all
household merhbers, banner households also resembled stem
households.® In such circumstances, only by being involved in a
household division could distant kin hope to acquire control over their
share of the patrimony.

The combination of exclusionary headship and inclusionary
membership was a source of tension and potential conflict within banner
households. ® Heads often used their power to favor close kin in the
allocation of household resources and discriminate against distant kin.
Our previous analysis of social organization in Daoyi revealed
differentials in marriage chances and fertility behavior in multiple-family
households indicative of sharp stratification by relationship to the
household head (IL.ee and Campbell 1997, 105~156). Individuals who
were distant kin of the head married later and had fewer children.

In this paper, we identify the conditions that could precipitate
household division and assess the degree to which such an event
liberated or limited demographic opportunities for those involved. In
examining the causes of household division, we focus on the role of such
exogenous events as the death of senior household members. Our
hypothesis is that if divisions were contingent on such deaths, then
household members had limited control over the timing and therefore
over the circumstances of household division.

We also seek to understand to what degree the Liaoning joint
banner households were egalitarian or inegalitarian. We consequently
investigate the consequences of household division for nuptiality and
fertility. Marriage and children were expensive in late imperial China.
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To the extent that the multiple-family households exploited distant kin
to favor close kin, we would expect household division to impair the
demographic opportunities of close kin and to improve the demographic
opportunities of distant kin to marry, to bear children, even to survive.
To the extent that multiple-family households were egalitarian, we
would expect household division to have little effect on population
behavior.

To measure such effects, we compare the marriage and fertility
behavior of individuals according to whether or not they have been
involved in a household division. We distinguish individuals according
to their relationship to household head at time of first appearance, since
that predicts their relationship at later ages. For example, in the
absence of division, non-eldest sons of the head eventually become
brothers of the head, while descendants of brothers and cousins
eventually become cousins and uncles. To the extent division was a
liberating experience for distant kin of the head, descendants of
brothers and cousins involved in a division should have higher marriage
and fertility rates than those never involved in a division.

Our paper is divided into five parts. In part one, we describe the
seven populations and the household registration system that documents
their behavior. In part two, we replicate previous findings from an
earlier analysis of a smaller sample of populations (Campbell and Lee
1998, Lee and Campbell 1998) and show that a large proportion of the
individuals in our populations lived in multiple-family households, and
that many of them were distant kin of the head of their household. In
part three, we confirm that in the absence of household division, only
the eldest son of the head was able to inherit household headship. For
other kin, becoming a head typically required household division. In
part four, we identify the circumstances that tended to precipitate a
household division. Moving beyond the tabular comparisons of
probabilities in Lee and Campbell (1997), We apply logistic regression
to relate the chances of division to characteristics of the household and
the recent occurrence of deaths of certain household members. In part
five, we examine the consequences of division. We again make use of
logistic regression, this time to compare the marriage chances of
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different kin according to whether or not they have been involved in a

division.
I . Populations and Data

All together, we have 256 403 individual observations and 43 814
household observations from seven populations during the 120 year
period from 1789 to 1909 including 1 026 cases of household division. ®
We summarize the number of observations of individuals, households,
and household divisions by population in table 1. All seven populations
are from what is now Liaoning Province in northeast China. 26 847
from Chengnei, that is the provincial capital, Shenyang, 96 154 from
the surrounding villages of Daoyi directly to the north, 36 444 from
Feicheng and 21 583 from Dami in the northern counties of Tieling,
Faku, and Kaiyuan, and 17 511 from Niuzhuang and 57 864 from
Gaiping Counties at the southwestern junction of the Liaodong
peninsula, including 36 578 from the Gaizhou grain estates and 21 286

from the Gaizhou cotton estates. ®

Table 1 Individual and Household Observations,
and Numbers of Household Divisions, 1789~1909"

Population Individual Households Hcfu.se.hold
Divisions
Daoyi 96154 15204 370
Gaizhou 36578 5420 130
Dami 21583 4759 78
Chengnei 26847 4996 127
Gaizhou Mianding 21286 3485 78
Yuding 17511 2541 69
Feicheng 36444 7409 174
Total 256403 43814 1026

* Registers before 1789 are not included in this analysis because they do not
provide detail on household structure or relationship.

These data are derived from ‘Household and Population Registers
of the Eight Banner Han Chinese Army’ (Hanjun baqi rending hukou
ce) that were compiled on a triennial basis between 1789 and 1909.®
The Qing relied heavily on these registers for civilian and military
administration. They accordingly devised a remarkable system of
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internal cross-checks to ensure consistency and accuracy. First, they
assigned every person in the banner population to a residential
household (linghu) and registered them on a household certificate
(menpai). Then they organized households into clans (z2u), and
compiled annually updated clan genealogies (zupu).

Finally, every three years they compared these genealogies and
household certificates with the previous register to compile a new
register. They deleted and added people who had exited or entered in
the last three years and updated the ages, relationships, and
occupations of those people who remained. Each register, in other
words, completely superseded its predecessor,

The registers record at three year intervals for each person in the
entire population the following information in order of appearance:
relationship to their household head; name (s); adult banner status;
age; animal birth year;® lunar birth month, birth day, and birth hour;
marriage, death, or emigration, if any during the intercensal period;
physical disabilities, if any and if the person is an adult male; name of
their kin-group head; banner affiliation; and village of residence.
Individuals were listed one to a column in order of their relationship to
the head, with his children and grandchildren listed first, his coresident
siblings and their descendants listed next, and then uncles, aunts, and
cousins. ® In addition, household heads are identified by their father and
grandfather’s names and occupations, while widows are identified by
their husband’s name and occupation.

The banner registers provide far more comprehensive and accurate
demographical and sociological data than the baojia household registers
common elsewhere in China (Harrell 1987, Skinner 1987, Telford
1990).® This is true for the entire Northeast which was the Qing
homeland and was under special state jurisdiction, distinct from the
provincial administration elsewhere. Regimentation of the population
actually began as early as 1625, when the Manchus made Shenyang
their capital and incorporated the surrounding communities into the
banner system.® By the late eighteenth century, not only was the
population registered in remarkable precision and detail, migration was
strictly controlled, not only between Northeast China and China
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Proper, but between communities within Northeast China as well. ®
Government control over the population was tighter than in almost any
other part of China. As a result, the Eight Banner household registers
are the most extensive and detailed records of a Chinese peasant
population in the late imperial period. ®

We are consequently able to recreate the household structure and
domestic processes in our populations from the banner registers in
greater detail than elsewhere. The household was the basic unit of
banner social structure (Fu 1983 ). Banner registers accordingly
organized individual records by household beginning with the head,
followed by other household members according to their relationship to
the head. The ordering principle depended in descending order on
degree of kinship, generation, and gender. Children follow immediately
after parents. Thus sons, daughters, grandsons, and granddaughters
come before brothers, sisters, nephews and nieces, and they in turn
come before uncles and cousins. These same principles of hereditary
priority underlay the processes of household formation, creating three

distinct interest groups within the multiple-family banner household.

I . Household structure and relationship

To classify household structure, we follow Lee and Campbell
(1997) and apply a modified version of the classic Hammel-Laslett
scheme (1974). Single-family households are divided into fragmentary,
simple, and extended households. Fragmentary households include
those in which an individual is living alone, as well as those in which
individuals who do not form a conjugal unit are living together. Simple
households are nuclear families, including childless married couples,
married couples with children, and widows or widowers living with
children. Extended households are ones in which a conjugal unit
coresides with additional kin who do not form an additional conjugal
unit. A married couple living together with the husband’s unmarried
younger brother is a typical example. A married couple living with the
husband’s widowed father is another.

We categorize multiple-family households, that is households with
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more than one conjugal unit, according to the nature of the head’s
authority over other household members. While all household heads
had considerable legal discretion over both the property and the person
of other household members, this was reinforced by community and
Confucian norms. ® Vertical households were ones in which everyone in
the household was either descended from the head, or married to one of
his descendants. In such households, the authority that the head
derived from his title was reinforced by traditional filial piety, that is,
the obligation of sons to obey their fathers under all circumstances.
Horizontal households were ones in which the head and his descendants
lived together with his younger brothers and their descendants. The
head’s titular authority was enhanced by his position as elder brother in
the household’s senior generation, but not as much as would be the case
if he were everyone’s father. In diagonal households, heads coresided
with their uncles, cousins, or both. The head’s authority over such
distantly related kin derived almost entirely from his title, since they
were beholden to him neither as his sons nor his younger brothers. In
some cases, where a head lived with an uncle, the head was faced with
the challenge of exerting authority over someone who was older and a
member of a senior generation. @

The various categories are related to each other by the fact that
each represents a stage in an ideal model of household progression. A
fragmentary household could become a simple or extended household
through the marriage of one of its members. A simple or extended
household usually became a vertical as soon as at least one son married.
If there was only one son, and he had no married children, the
household reverted to an extended or simple form on the death of the
head or his spouse. If there was more than one son, however, and they
were all married, the vertical became a horizontal once the head died
and his or her eldest son succeeded him. A horizontal turned into a
diagonal when its head died and his or her son succeeded, and the
former head’s brothers became the new head’s uncles, and the former
head’s nephews became the new head’s cousins.

The tabulation of households by type in table 2 reveals that while
just under one-half of households comprised more than one family, well
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over half of individuals lived in multiple-family households.® Slightly
less than one-quarter of households, 23. 7 percent, were nuclear family
households, and since they were smaller than multiple-family
households, they only accounted for 11. 2 percent of the population.
Nearly half of all households, 47. 9 percent, were multiple-family
households. The most common of these were horizontal households.
Since multiple-family households were larger that single-family
households, they accounted for just over three-quarters, 75. 9 percent,

of the individuals in the population.®

Table 2 Individuals and Households by Household Type, 1789~1909"

Household Type Individuals (%) Households( %)
Fragmentary 2.8 13.4

Simple 11.2 23.7
Extended 10.1 15.0
Vertical 17. 4 15.3
Horizontal 36.0 22.1
Diagonal 22.5 10.5

Total 100. 0(N==232454) 100. 0(N=239320)

* This calculation was restricted to households where the head was alive.

Because multiple-family households were common, nearly half of
individuals were not members of their household head’s nuclear family.
These were the individuals against whom the head might discriminate
when it came time to allocate resources and responsibilities, and who
could gain direct control over their share of the patrimony only at the
time of household division. According to table 3, which summarizes the
distribution of individuals by their relationship to the household head,
13. 9 percent of individuals were actually quite distant kin, including
uncles, aunts, cousins, and descendants of cousins. According to Lee
and Campbell (1997), these were the kin who were most vulnerable.
28.7 percent were brothers, sisters, sisters-in-law, and their
descendants. 10. 6 percent were grandchildren or great-grandchildren of
the head, or his father or mother. Only 52 percént were heads, their
wives, and their children. Were this calculation to be restricted to
multiple-family households, of course, the proportions who were not

members of the head’s nuclear family would be even higher.



Table 3 Individuals by Relationship to Household Head, 1789~1909"

Relationship Percent (%)
Head 16.9
Father, Mother 3.5
Wife 10.7
Son, Daughter, Daughter-in-law 24.4
Grandson, Granddaughter, Granddaughter-in-law 7.1
Brother, Sister, Sister-in-law 12.2
Brother’s Son, Brother’s Daughter, Brother’s Daughter-in-law 9.4
Brother’s Grandson, Granddaughter, Granddaughter-in-law 1.9
Uncle, Aunt 4.5
Cousin, Cousin-in-law 6.2
Cousin’s Son, Cousin’s Daughter, Cousin’s Daughter-in-law 2.8
Cousin’s Grandson, Granddaughter, Granddaughter-in-law 0.4
Total (N) 100. 0(N=232454)

* This calculation restricted to households where the head is alive.

. Headship succession and household division

Having described the households in which individuals lived, we
turn to an exploration of headship succession. We begin with a
comparison of the rules of succession in our seven populations. We
identify the individuals most likely to become heads and map out the
two routes, inheritance and household division, by which they could
hope to attain the position. We then examine the implications of being a
head, or the close relative of one, for individual well-being reflected by
the probability of marriage. To learn what influenced the chances that
the distant relatives of a head would ever enjoy the fruits of headship,
we close with an analysis of the determinants of household division.

Only a few select kin of a current head could expect to ever acquire
headship by inheriting it from the current head (Lee and Campbell
1998, Campbell and Lee 1998). Though property inheritance in China
was ostensibly partible, headship and the control over the household’s
labor and resources that came with it was passed from one generation to
the next according to simple primogeniture stem rules.® Table 4
summarizes the current relationships of individuals who inherit headship
in the next register, that is, become household heads without departing
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