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Livelihood Strategies of Chinese Rural Families without Male Heirs:
A case study of rural North China after the one-child policy

Meifang Yan

In traditional rural Han Chinese society, the absence of a son to continue the family line was
long regarded as the gravest form of unfiliality. Households without a male heir were often stigma-
tized as juehu (literally, “cut-off households™) and subjected to social discrimination. However, the
implementation of the one-child policy (1979-2015) led to a dramatic increase in the number of rural
families without sons.

Based on ethnographic fieldwork in a North China village, this paper finds that many such
households did not follow the traditional expectation of striving to produce a male heir at all costs.
Instead, they gradually came to accept the prospect of becoming a “cut-off household” as a matter of
fate, and developed several practical strategies in response.

First, daughters were encouraged to marry locally within the village. This arrangement allowed
families to retain essential agricultural labor nearby and ensured that someone would be available to
care for parents in old age. Second, villagers began to reassess long-standing customs and increas-
ingly accepted the practice of married daughters taking on roles traditionally reserved for sons in their
parents’ funeral rites. Ultimately, the strategies of these sonless households reflect a crucial pivot:
away from rigid patrilineal continuity, and toward ensuring practical security and well-being for fam-
ily members both in life and after death.





