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hing but peripheral to a study of these areas. What is
about EUr_fopean and Chinese marriage patterns? What do
s tell us about a society? How do the other readings
support or challenge their thesis?

ISTORICALLY

gin by comparing the role of religion, the state, and
g marriage patterns in both China and Europe.
low European women more independence than
llowed women in China? In which society was the

ily more powerful, and what was the relative impact
on women in both societies? How did the age and rate
ople married in each society compare? What was the im-
Inese concubinage and Christian ideals of chastity?

nsitions in a World-Historical Perspecrive: Comparing Marriage in
% IofWomens History 12, no. 4 (Winter 2001); 11-19,
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The authors’ questions about marriage in Europe and
finally ro a consideration of one of the most frequently a
parative questions: Why did Europe industrialize before C
the different European and Chinese marriage patterns ans
question? What other comparative questions would we haye
to arrive at a full answer?

Comparing Marriage Cross-Culturally =~ - .

to legal courts run by the Catholic Church when they go
with their families over arranged marriages. Within th
Italy family system the father held a great deal of authority
dren and it was usual for the parents to determiné whe
and daughters married. Women and children held littl P
parison with adult men. But the Catholic Church’s Insisten
parties enter into the marriage willingly gave some
out— namely, an appeal to the Church court, claiming that £
their family wanted was being forced upon them withou
Surprisingly, these young women often won their cases again
thers. In early modern China, by way of contrast, state;
family were bound together under the veil of Confuc _
authority echoed and reinforced the political and the moral
gious institutions could rarely be called upon to intervene in fa
putes. Therefore, young women (or young men, for th 1t
clearly established institurional recourse in situations of 1
riage. So, despite the fact that paternal power was ver
early modern Italy and early modern China, specific instir
ences put young women at the moment of marriage in som
ent positions. e

We began with the presumption that however differen
tion of “marriage” was in Italy and China, it nevertheless offe
similarities that it made sense to speak comparatively ab
called “marriage.” Parallels in the two cultures berwe
of marriage and the moment in the woman’s life cour,
sented make comparison useful. Nevertheless, this particu
son also isolates some of the variable features of marriag
are especially significant in addressing gender relatic
historical context. In China, the rules of family form
governance were generally enforced within the bounds o
family group. State and religious influences were felt
through family leaders as mediators or enforcers of
law. Throughout Europe, beginning in the Middle A
of marriage was altered first by the effort of the Catho

... Beginning in the late 1500s, women in northern Traly b
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1 over marriage from the family by defining ir as a
hen eventually by the struggle between churches and
yregulate families.
niong church, state, and family authorities over mar-
15 out to have been a particular fearure of European
nsequences for many aspects of social life. A focus on
1age presents special opportunities for understand-
veen the operation of gender relations in everyday
m of broader political developments. Marriage is a
f course, bur, to varying degrees, political authori-
ake in ‘it because of its implications for property trans-
ligion, and morality —in short, significant aspects of
this essay, we compare one dimension of mar-
a2 woman’s life cycle—in two contexts, Europe and
that variations in marriage tming have world-
rions. We examine how a woman’s stacus and situation
ge and then suggest some implications of comparative
iming and circumstances of this change of sratus.

i

nt o Marriage in European History

rity of Central and Western European history
850 was the relatively late age at first marriage for
compared with other regions of the world. The so-called
an marriage pattern” was marked by relatively late mar-
tive to other regions of the world where some form of
red around the time of puberty. In much of Europe,
id not typically marry untl their late rwenties and
wenties. This practice of relatively late marriage was
th the custom of delaying marriage until the cou ple
ent resources to raise a family, For artisans this tradi-

g a shop and master status. For merchants it entailed
egin‘a business. In the case of peasant couples, this
use and land and basic farming equipment. It was the
e family and the comimunity to oversee courtship, be-
ge to assure that these conditions were mer. This phe-
voted in the common practice of neolocality —the
eand groom would set up their own houschold at
age. This “delayed” marriage has attracted the atten-
storical demographers. The delay of marriage meant,
harmost European women did not begin to have chil-
s. But this marriage pattern also has significance in
I In particular, young people of both sexes experi-
ong hiatus between puberty and marriage.
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Unmarried European youth played a distincrive role in econom
social, cultural, and political life through such institutions as guilds,:
lage youth groups, and universities. For the most part, historians’ atren
tion to European youth has centered on young men. Major works on 1
history of youth in Europe, like theories of adolescent development, te
to center on the male experience as normative. Only when gender diffe
ences in youth are recognized and the history of youn g women is writte
will the broad historical significance of the European marriage patte
become clear. Contrast between European demographic history and tha
of other world regions suggests a comparative pattern of particul
significance for girls: Delayed marriage and childbearing meant
teenage girls were available for employment outside the familial hous
hold (either natal or marital) to a degree uncommon elsewhere. House
hold divisions of labor according to age and gender created constan
demand for servants on larger farms; typically, unmarried youth why
could be hired in from neighboring farms as servants filled this role..
period of service in a farm houschold, as an apprentice, or as a d
mestic servant in an urban household characterized male and femal:
European youth in the life-cycle phase preceding marriage. Historian
have noted but never fully explored the role young women played in
European economic development, and in particular their role in the
early industrial labor force.

Late marriage had gender-specific cultural ramifications as well.
Whereas it was considered normal and even appropriate for teenage
men to be initiated into heterosexual intercourse at brothels, in most
regions of Europe, young women were expected o remain chaste until
marriage. Delay of marriage heightened anxiety over unmarried wor
en’s sexuality, especially the dangers to which young women were i
creasingly exposed as the locus of their labor shifted from home and
village to factory and city. Premarital or extramarital sexuality was ur
common, and was rigorously policed especially in the period following
the religious upheavals of the Reformation in the sixteenth century. |
rural areas, church and community, in addition to the family, exerte
control over sexuality. Moreover, the unmarried male youth cohort of
many village communities often served, in effect, as “morals police;
enforcing local customs. These young men regulated courtship riruals,
organized dances that young people went to, and oversaw the formatio

of couples. Sometimes, judging and public shaming by the youth grou
was the fate of couples who were mismatched by age or wealth or wh
violated sexual taboos. Some customs, ar least symbolically, punished.
young men from far away who married local women, removing ther
from the marriage pool. Often, such a bridegroom had to pay for drink
in each village that the bridal couple passed through as they moved from
the bride’s parish church to their new abode—the longer the distance
the more expensive his bill.
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Once married, a couple would usually begin having children imme-
diately. Demographic evidence suggests that for most of Central and
estern Europe there was virtually no practice of contraception among
wer classes prior to the middle of the nineteenth century. Women had
bies about every two years (more or less frequently according to re-
-and depending on such local customs as breast-feeding length and
course taboos). Even though completed family sizes could be large
odern standards, the number of children most women bore was
ess than if they had married in their teens. And prevailing high mor-
ity rates further reduced the number of children wha survived to

u__ifhood.

e Moment of Marriage in Chinese History

be Chinese marriage system was traditionally characterized by early
e at marriage, nearly universal marriage for women, virilocal resi-
nce (2 newly married couple resided with the groom’s parents), concu-
binage for elite men, and norms that discouraged widow remarriage.

om the sixreenth through twentieth centuries, Chinese men and
men married much vounger on average than did their European
unterparts— late teens or carly twenties for women and a bit later for
en. A bride typically moved to her husband’s family home, which was
ten in a different village from her own. The moment of marriage not
only meant that a girl would leave her parents but that she would also
eave her network of kin and friends, all that was familjar. Families chose

riage partners, and a martchmaker negotiated the arrangements.
othing resembling courtship existed; the bride and groom would often
t meet on their wedding day.

Because a newly married Chinese couple would typically reside in an
Iready-existing household, it was not necessary for an artisan to be-
me established, a merchant to accumulate capital, or a peasant to own
arm before marrying. Newly married couples participated in ongoing
omestic and economic enterprises that already supported the groom’s
amily. New households were eventually established by a process of
usehold division, which typically happened at the death of the father
ther than the moment of marriage (although it could happen at other
oints in the family cycle as well).

Daughters were groomed from birth for marriage. They were
ught skills appropriate to their social class or the social class into
hich their parents aspired to marry them. (In the ideal Chinese mar-
e, the groom was in fact supposed to be of slightly higher social
status than the bride.) The feer of upper-class girls (and some who were
ot upper class) were bound, since Chinese men found this erotic.
Bound feet also symbolically, if not actually, restricted upper-class
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women’s movement. Thus bound feet simultaneously
sexual desirability of upper-class women and served ‘to
sexuality within domestic bounds.
Virtually all Chinese girls became brides, though
married as principal wives. (This contrasts with the Enr
where a substantial minority of women in most regions
Upper-class men might take one or more concubines.
principal wife. The relationship between a man and hj
recognized legally and ritually, and children born of thes
legitimate. A wife had very secure status: divorce was il
tent. A concubine’s status, in contrast, was much m
could be expelled at the whim of her “husband”; her o
tion was community sentiment. Although only a small
Chinese marriages (no more than 5 percent) involved co
practice remained an important structural feature of |
riage system until the twentieth century. Concubinage. al
partial explanation of why, despite the fact that marri
universal for women, a substantial proportion of men {perhap:
as 10 percent) never married. Also contributing to this‘appa
aly was the practice of sex-selective infanticide, a commo
discriminated against girl babies and, ultimately, reduced th
potential brides.
Once married, Chinese couples began to have childre
mediately, generally spacing birchs ar longer intervals th
couples. The reasons for this are not yet completely u
though infanticide, extended breast-feeding, and the fairly lar,
of days on which sexual intercourse was forbidden all
played a role in lowering Chinese family size. @
Early marriage in China meant that the category.of.
has been so significant for European social and econom
no precise counterpart in Chinese history. Young Chine
bored, to be sure, bur the location of their work was.
in the household of their father or husband. Female sery
China, but their servitude was normally of onger dura
life-cycle servitude common in Europe. The domesticlocati
women’s labor in the Chinese context also had implicatio

ticular ways in which Chinese industries were organize
below, :

Patterns of Marriage in Furope and China

To sum up, then, there are differences of both timing of an
before and after marriage that are particularly germane
tive history of young women. As demographic historian
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ohaveargued, “in China, females have always married
aﬂyg_; . . in contrast to female marriage in Western
curred late or not at all.™ Whereas, in the nineteenth
percent of young Chinese women were married by
uropean populations, between 60 and 80 percent of
aimed single at this age. In traditional China, only 1 or
n remained unmarried at age thirty, whereas between
thirty-year-old Western European women were still
differences though in the same direction are far less . -
ence, in the Western European neolocal pattern,
esin many regions resulted in a pattern whereby newly
oved into a separate household at marriage; but con-
was their delaying marriage until they could afford a -
hina, newly married couples generally resided in the
ousehold. In Western Europe, the majority of postpu-
en and many young women left home in their teenage
f employment. In the early modern era, such employ-
servant or apprentice in either a craft or a farm
er time, that employment was increasingly likely to be
york setting, such as a factory, store, or other urban
as a distinctive phase in the life course of young
gly of young women in Europe, although there were
distinctions. Such a period of postpubescent semiau-
al-households did not exist for Chinese youth, espe-
g women in traditional China. Young men more
in their father’s household and young women moved
1r-late teens from their own father’s household to that
ather. = o

oment of Marriage:
Cautions

o discuss some of the world-historical implications
crude) comparison in the marriage systems of China
There are obviously many possible realms for in-
mple, these patterns imply differences in young
N, dntergenerational relationships among women
1 mothers and daughters and mothers-in-law and
nd household power relations. Here, we restrict our
as of undoubted world-historical significance,
development, on the one hand, and sexuality and

the other.

why the Industrial Revolution, o, alternatively, the

trial capitalism, occurred first in Europe, has been
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and remains salient for both European and world historians. R. Bin
Wong explores this question in his innovative comparative study of ec
nomic development in Europe and China. Wong argues that there were
rough parallels in the dynamics linking demographic expansion and eco-
nomic growth in China and Europe until the nineteenth century. Both
economies were expanding on the basis of growth of rural industria]
enterprises in which peasant families supplemented agricultural wor
and income with part-time industrial production. What the Chinese case
demonstrates, Wong argues, is that this so-called protoindustrial form of;
development may be viewed as an alternative route to industrialization,
rather than merely a precursor of factory production. Indeed, Charl,
Tilly has suggested that a prescient contemporary observer of th
European economy in 1750 would iikely have predicted such a fu
ture—that is “a countryside with a growing proletariat working in both
agriculiure and mmufacturmg

While Wong’s study is devoted to comparative examination of th
economic roots zmd implications of varying paths to industrial develo;
ment, he also connects economic and demographic growth. In partic:
lar, Wong mentions the link between marriage and economic
opportunity: “in both China and Europe, rural industry supported
lower age at marriage and higher proportions of ever married than
would have been plausible in its absence. This does not mean that ages
at marriage dropped in Europe when rural industry appeared, but the
possibility was present. For China, the development of rural industr
may not have lowered ages at marriage or raised proportions married
as much as it allowed previous practices of relatively low ages at ma
riage and high proportions of women ever married to continue.” Wh
Wong does not explore is the way in which these “previous practices
that connected the low age at marridage with both virilocality and a rel:
tively high commitment to the domestic containment of daughters an
wives also had implications for patterns of economic development. In
comparative account of why Chinese industrial development rel
heavily on domestic production, the fact that the young female labor
force in China was to an extent far greater than that of Europe bot
married and “tied” to the male-headed household needs to be part
the story. This pattern of female marriage and residency held impli
tions for entrepreneurial choice that helped to determine the differ
paths toward industrialization in Europe and China. World-histori
comparison, taking into account aspects of gender relations and mar
riage and kinship systems, highlights their possible signiﬁcance fore
nomic development, a 51gmﬁcance that has not been given pro
artention by economic historians. Indeed, it is arguable that the fan
and marital status of the young women Who played so significantar
in the workforce (especially those employed in the textile indus
which was key to early industrial development in both Europe
China) were major factors in the varying paths to developm
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ollowed in China and Evrope in the centuries of protoindustrial growth
nd industrialization.
A second set of implications concerns sexuality and reproduction.
gain, we are aided by another recent study, which, in a fashion parallel
to Wong’s, uses Chinese historical evidence to call into question general-
ations about historical development based on a European model. In
ieir book on Chinese demographic history, Lee and Wang argue against
e hegemonic Malthusian (mis)understandings according to which the
mily and population history to China has been seen as an example of
society’s failure to curb population growth by any means other than
recurrent disaster (by “positive” rather than “preventive” checks in
Malthusian terms). They note the important difference in marriage sys-
rems thar we have just described, but they dispute conclusions too often
drawn from the Chinese historical pattern concerning overpopulation. In-
tead, according to Lee and Wang © persistently high nuptiality . . . did not
nflate Chinese fertility, because of . . . the low level of fertility within
marriage.”
This second example points to another important realm for which
he age at which women marry has great consequences. But the findings
eported by Lee and Wang also caution scholars against leaping to com-
arative conclasions about one society on the basis of models estab-
shed in another, even while their claims still suggest the value of
omparison. We should not presume that since Chinese women were
rried universally and young, they therefore had more children or
evoted a greater proportion of their time and energy to childbearing
nd child rearing than did their larer married counterparts in Europe.
Ithough the evidence is far from definitive, it nevertheless indicates that
al marital fertility may have been somewhat lower in China than n
rope until the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries. The factors
L China thar produced this pattern included relatively high rates of in-
ticide, especially of female infants, as well as different beliefs and
ractices about child care and sexuality. For example, babies were
parently breast-fed longer in China than in Europe (a pattern in turn
ed to the domestic location of women’s work), which would have
h increased infants’ chances of survival and also lengthened the inter-
ls between births.! In the realm of sexuality, pertinent factors include
both -prescriptions for men against overly frequent intercourse, and
esidence with a parental generation whose vigilance included polic-
young couples’ sexual behavior.
These two examples are meant ro suggest how looking at women’s

cycles comparatively both enhances our understanding of the impli-
ons of varying patterns for women’s history and also suggests the

road ramifications, indeed world-historical significance, of differ-
vays of institutionalizing the female [ife cycle.

Breastfeeding temporarily lowers female fertility, [Ed.]



