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THE CHANGING SOCIAL POSITION OF
 
THE ELDERLY IN CONTEMPORARY URBAN CHINA
 

CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 JUSTIFICATION 

My parents came to visit me in 1993, three years after I left my hometown. At that 

time, my father was sixty-one years old and my mother had just turned sixty. They both 

had been retired for one year. We talked about their life after retirement in China and the 

lives of several old family friends who were also recently retired. My parents told several 

sad stories about old friends and touched my heart deeply. These friends were all close to 

age sixty. I knew them well before I came to the united States, and they were all very nice 

to me, but I had not been aware of their hardships. I decided to study the circumstances 

of elderly people to understand more about the causes and consequences of the problems 

they face in a rapidly changing society. 

1.2 PROBLEM DEFINITION 

Approximately one fifth of the world's elderly population lives in China. 

According to the state census, 49.7 million people aged sixty-five or over were living in 

China in the middle 1980s, and by the end of this century this figure is expected to reach 

86.5 million. This large population of elderly people makes China an aged country and 

thus brings great need for the study of related social problems. Research in this field has 
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been increasing since the late 1980s; however, what has been done is still not enough. 

This is especially true with regard to anthropological studies using the ethnographic 

approach. 

In this research project, direct interviews and contacts with interviewees and other 

informants provide the basis of an ethnographic study. Along with the introduction and 

discussion of family transitions and the role and effect of related state policies, this thesis 

provides a closer look at the changing social status of the elderly in contemporary Chinese 

society and the resulting problems. 

Considerable diversity wrought by ethnic, regional, and economic differences has 

always existed in modern Chinese society. Generalization about China's elderly 

population is not possible without acknowledging these diversities. There are great 

differences between the living situation in urban and rural areas. This thesis focuses on the 

elderly population in urban areas where people have been more severely affected by state 

policies and consequent social changes. This thesis also recognizes the differences among 

the elderly in different age groups. The focus of this study is the young elderly cohort. 

Here, young elderly are defined as people who are between age 55 and 70. 

1.3 STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 

The objective of this study is to examine the changing social status of the young 

elderly in the economic, cultural, and political context of contemporary urban China and to 

identify the major social problems that are associated with these changes. In the process 

of discussion, several important issues and questions are raised and addressed: 
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1.What are the major features of the traditional family system?
 

2.What kind of family transition has occurred in contemporary China?
 

3.What are the major forces that have caused transition in terms of family ideology, family
 

structure and family relationships? What are the major consequences of the transition in
 

social status and family life for elderly people?
 

4.What are the cultural conflicts illustrated in intergenerational contacts?
 

5.What is the historical context of the one child policy and how will the one child family
 

impact family relationships and the physical status of the elderly in the near future?
 

6.What major problems experienced by elderly people are a result of state policies?
 

7. What is undermining the current financial status of elderly people?
 

8.What is the current status of parent-child relationships? What types of transitions have
 

occurred in these relationships and why?
 

9.What problems exist in other relationships and why?
 

10.What are the major factors causing deteriorating physical health of the elderly?
 

What is the roles of age transition in determining the current social status of the young
 

elderly?
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CHAPTER 2 RESEARCH DESIGN 

2.1 METHODOLOGY 

The thesis is based on library research as well as ethnographic study including 

participant observation and direct and indirect interviews with eight informants in the 

United States and other information from other communications with five informants 

living in China. 

The study is divided into seven sections. The main body includes theoretical 

literature review, case studies, introduction to the historical background of modern China, 

the current social status of elderly people, and related current and potential problems. 

In the literature review section, five theoretical frameworks are introduced, 

including social exchange theory, role transition and role conflict theory, modernization 

theory, age stratification theory and theory of political economy. Literature on these five 

theories provides interpretive and complementary theoretical frameworks to explain the 

current situation of elderly people in contemporary urban China. 

The study of family transition outlines the process of major sociocultural and 

socioeconomic changes related to family structure, intergenerational relationships and 

family life occurring in modern Chinese history. Here, traditional Chinese ideology and 

customs related to family life are compared to the changing value system in contemporary 

urban China. The transition from the traditional extended family household towards the 
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nuclear family household is highlighted. The one child policy' and its potential impact on 

family structure and life of elderly people is also explored along with the role and effect of 

the other state policies. These policies include the retirement and pension system, the 

bucha2 policy for re-employment after retirement, the public health system and public 

housing. The discussion in these two sections puts the transitional life of elderly into 

cultural, economic and political context and thus enhances the understanding of the 

current situation of elderly people in contemporary urban China. 

Later, three major issues are discussed based on data from the case studies and 

historical texts. The three major issues are: financial hardship, psychological crisis, and 

deteriorating physical health. Financial hardship is examined in relation to limited financial 

resources, re-employment, privileges given to former cadres and financial obligations to 

parents and children. The current emotional status of the elderly is explored in relation to 

loosened emotional ties with adult children, parent-child conflicts, restricted social life, 

limited recreational activities, changes in marriage life and barriers to remarriage. The 

deteriorating physical status of the elderly is discussed in terms of weakening health, loss 

of children's support, the cost and quality of current medical facilities, the lack of social 

services, and disadvantageous living conditions. Theoretical issues are reintroduced in 

the conclusion to help explain the current situation of the elderly and the problems they are 

facing. 

lOne child policya policy made by Chinese government in the 1970s that each couple is only allowed to 
have one child. This policy was one measure to prevent rapid growth of population. 

2Bucha-- an official term used to refer to the policy which allows re-employment of retirees if there are 
any positions open for skilled persons. "Bu" in Chinese means "fill up" and "Cha" in Chinese means 
"openings". This term was popular between the middle and end of the 1980s. 
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2.2 DATA COLLECTION 

There are three main data sources for this study. One source is elderly Chinese 

visiting Corvallis. Another source is Chinese students at Oregon State University. A third 

source is the elderly acquaintances of the author now living in urban areas in China. In 

addition, some Chinese periodicals such as "Beijing Review" and "Dangdai", and 

newspapers such as "People's Daily"(overseas edition), "Zhongguo Laonian" (the Chinese 

Aged) are sources of data. 

According to the Chinese Students and Scholars Association in Corvallis, there 

were about 200 Chinese students and scholars studying at Oregon State University during 

1992-1994. Most had been living in the United States from one to five years. Almost all 

have kept in close touch with their parents and family In China. Those interviewed for this 

study all went to visit their parents in China either in the summer of 1993 or in the summer 

of 1994 and they were up-to-date on the situation of their parents. 

The elderly Chinese interviewed for this study were parents of the Chinese 

students studying at Oregon State University. All parents of Chinese students who were 

visiting Corvallis during the study period were interviewed. In each case they had been in 

Corvallis less than one year and were between age 55 and 70. Primarily they had worked 

and lived in various urban areas3 in different parts of China. They had abundant 

recollections of their lives in China. 

3The interviewees are from different cities which include Hefei, Anhui province; Tongling, Yunnan 
province; Nanjing, Jiangsu province; and Beijing, the capital city of China. 

6 
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Eight case studies will be discussed. Three are three from interviews with students 

taking about their elderly parents and five are from interviews with visiting elderly parents 

talking about themselves. Formal interviews, casual conversations and participant 

observation were the methods used in the case studies. Formal interviews were designed 

to be semi-structured. Each interview lasted approximately two hours. The topics 

covered in the interviews are included in the appendix. A list of informants in the case 

study is illustrated in Table I. 

Table I 
List of Informants in Case Study 

Case Informants Age Residence Occupation 

I Mr. L 72 Neijiang, Sichuan Statistician 

I Mrs. L 69 Neijiang, Sichuan Accounting Clerk 

II Mr. Z 74 Chengdu, Sichuan Personnel Officer 

II Mrs. Z 62 Chengdu, Sichuan Accounting Clerk 

III Mr. Q 65 Qingdao, Shandong Public Procurator 

III Mrs. Q 62 Qingdao, Shandong Police Officer 

IV Mr. W 70 Hefei, Anhui Director of an Education Press 

IV Mrs. W 65 Hefei, Anhui Department Party Secretary 

in an University 

V Mr. G 63 Nanjing, Jiangsu College Professor 

V Mrs. G 61 Nanjing, Jiangsu College Professor 

VI Mr. X 67 Hangzhou, Zhejiang High School Teacher 

VII Mr. R 60 Kunming, Yunnan Engineer 

VII Mrs. R 60 Kunming, Yunnan Anesthetist 

VIII Mr. S 59 Beijing, Hebei Accountant 

VIII Mrs. S 63 Beijing, Hebei Engineer 
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CHAPTER 3 REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

3.1 INTERGENERATIONAL EXCHANGE 

Social exchange refers to the exchange of interests among different individuals or 

among different groups through the medium of society, especially with regard to 

intergenerational relations. The exchange process is based on reciprocal relationships. In 

other words, the element of reciprocity is an important key to understanding the social 

exchange. For an example, a new born baby could not survive unless care is provided. 

Parents provide love and care as children grow, and the children show their love and care 

to their parents in return. 

The level and degree of reciprocity varies. When one side is less responsive to the 

other, the relation itself is weakened or disappears. In intergenerational relationships, the 

status of the elderly is often determined by the balance between their contribution to the 

society and the costs to the society for supporting them. In traditional Chinese culture, 

the status of the elderly was determined by their contribution to the family. 

Relationships within the Chinese family have traditionally been marked by 
strong intergenerational support and reciprocity. Children care for their 
parents in old age in return for their care when young and for the gift of 
life. Few families have the surplus wealth to allow the elderly to 'retire' 
within the family. Even in extreme old age the elderly are expected to 
contribute to the household economy whenever possible. (Sankar 
1989.199) 



9 

Sanker describes current parent-child relationships, "the generous retirement 

benefit has made these 'young old' a significant economic force in their family." 

(1989:218) Whyte's (1993) study on the cost of marriage for young people today further 

points to the parents' weighty financial contributions. Qian's (1988) study notices another 

feature in the current exchange relationship between elderly parents and their children. He 

indicates that although the younger generation shows filial piety to their elderly parents, 

the parents work very hard for their children. This point is supported by the results of 

another study. "Although Chinese families continue to be marked by respect for parents 

and a substantial degree of filial subordination, parents have weighty obligations toward 

their children as well." (Library of Congress 1988:139) 

However, individuals in all cultures change their productive tasks, and later change 

their involvement in economic processes while they age physically. The changes therefore 

make the elderly no longer able to afford balanced exchange (Halperin 1984). Ikels also 

comments on this view: 

Elders who have few resources to trade in relationship with younger people 
are forced to fall back on compliance and expressions of gratitude as 
rewards to encourage younger people to interact with them. ... the elder 
low in resources is likely to be exceptionally compliant, to avoid causing 
trouble, and to go along with whatever other family members prefer in the 
interest of family harmony. (1990:403) 

Other studies comment on the development of obligation: "It is assumed that the 

varied associations with filial obligation by parental type could be explained by varying 

costs, rewards, and levels of reciprocity." (Finley, Roberts and Banahan 1988:78) Ikels' 
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recent study uses "intergenerational contract" to "highlight the binding nature of such 

exchanges" (1993:307). In case studies on needs of the elderly related to official policies 

on housing reform, workplace reforms (pension and public health) and living 

arrangements, Ikels pointed out that the material and psychological incentives for the 

traditional intergenerational contract based on sons' support of their parents in old age has 

weakened. At the end of this study, she came to the conclusion: 

Elders are less vulnerable to the quarrels among their sons because they 
normally have their own pensions and subsidized medical care. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that 'serving' to elderly parents only means 'assisting 
them in the tasks of daily living'. ...Parents now appreciate more than ever 
the need to think strategically and to nurture a sense of filial obligation in 
their children. In these ways they hope to lessen the impact on 
themselves of the new opportunities young people have to seek distant jobs 
and to move into separate housing. (Ikels 1993:333). 

With regard to intergenerational relationships, independence/dependence is always 

a major factor. It is regarded as the basis of social exchange. "Caregiving as a Cultural 

System" (Albert, 1990) presents an exploratory analysis of perceptions based on reports of 

what it is like to care for an impaired parent. According to this study, "Caregiving is 

likened to repaying a debt to the parent" (Albert 1990:319). "Children return care for a 

parent in need, who once provided care for them. The care is an expression of 

reciprocity." (1990:323-324) "The parent did in fact provide aid to a child that entitles the 

parent to a return in his or her infirmity; the caregiver anticipates that her own children 

will care for her in similar way; obligation to a parent and to one's own children is seen as 

similar." (1990:325) 
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3.2 ROLE ADAPTATION AND ROLE CONFLICT 
IN AGE TRANSITION 

Before we can clarify the meaning of age transition, we need to ask ourselves 

about role transitions. Role transition theoretically includes both the "macrosocial 

emphasis on roles as functions, as organizers for active social participation" and "the 

formal properties of role and role interactions." (Nydegger 1980:129) 

Then, what are age transitions? Nydegger defines them as follows: "in the purest 

sense, they are changes in social status solely due to attainment of some chronological age. 

Such age transitions reflect dependable biological changes exhibiting relatively narrow 

ranges of variation." (1980:127) However, it is hard to find the social expression in the 

purest sense of age transitions in our life. In fact, age transitions and role transitions are 

closely related. Nydegger argues that "...one is hard put to find other examples of 

transitions which reflect age alone, ... Nevertheless, even in our calendar-conscious 

society, age transitions generally are also role transitions and this is even more likely to be 

the case in traditional cultures." (1980:127) 

Elderly people between the age of 55 and 70 serve as a good example of age and 

role transitions. Most of them are experiencing role transitions as well as chronological 

and predictable biological changes. They are making a transition from being parents to 

grandparents; from being middle-aged to elderly; and from being healthy to less healthy or 

unhealthy. Fry argues that: 

People perceive and respond to the world in terms of their cultural images. 
Their passions, their fears, their motivations are shaped by these 
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perceptions. People are rewarded when they ascend into life's rewarding 
roles, and then move on to allow their children the same privilege. Images 
of age and the ways in which they are used by respective age groups will 
provide insights into generational integration and conflict. (Fry 198: 20) 

However, in modern societies, since they no longer possess the strength and skills 

to compete with the younger generations, they have lost most of their rewarded roles. 

Although a few of the new roles may add happiness to the life of elderly people, most 

bring more hardships. At the least, the process of adaptation to the new and challenging 

roles always takes time and extraordinary patience. 

Aging is often accompanied by "role loss," such as widowhood, retirement from a 

job and so on. Role loss often leads to a particularly hard time for the elderly during 

transitions. Rosow once argued, 

Role loss inevitably affects previous group membership, lower prestige, and 
reduce one's status sets and the social integration that they provide the 
individual." "...Role loss entails a sharp reduction of responsibility and a 
limitation, the net result of which is role ambiguity. There is comparatively 
little prescribed activity that attends old age. (1977:10) 

Role conflicts occur with role transitions. For sons and daughters, the 

conflict is often between the care given to elderly parents and roles related to work, social, 

and other family responsibilities (Noelker, Wallace 1985). Results of a telephone survey 

conducted in the summer of 1988 illustrates that "although role conflict had a significant 

inverse association with filial obligation for females, it did not for males" (Finley, Roberts, 

Banahan 1988:77). 
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Christine Fry (1981) states that older people are prone to problems related to 

security and role attrition. Although strategies varied in each cultural context, the support 

of kin and the contribution of filial piety usually provided for security in old age for people 

in traditional cultures. She also pointed out that age, along with sex, was an ascribed 

characteristic shaping the allocation of roles and statuses within the institutions of a 

society (e.g., kinship, economics, politics, religion). 

3.3 MODERNIZATION AND AGING 

Modernization has been widely studied by social scientists in several academic 

fields. Urban anthropologists directly deal with the process of modernization. (Spindler, 

1977) Anthropologists who study aging also must deal with the process of modernization. 

They point out that modernization inevitably worsens the prestige and power of the 

elderly. In traditional society, "belief in the power of the dead to do great harm should 

they be angered, thwarted, or disobeyed, is very strong. This belief produces important 

functions and powers for the aged people in each household, making them central to 

economic planning." (Cohen, 1984:235) Also, valuable experience in every aspect of life 

was considered to be the "wisdom" of the elderly. The Chinese saying: "lao ma shi 

1u4 "emphasizes this point. According to the traditional culture, the older a man was, the 

more wisdom he had. In addition, the elderly controlled the economic resources of the 

'Lao ma shi to - -an old horse knows the way. 
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extended family. They provided for and decided the fortunes of each family member. 

Thus, old age was always respected. 

However, the traditionally high status of the elderly has changed in the process of 

modernization. Since the knowledge and wisdom of the elderly has become increasingly 

obsolete as society is modernized, priority is placed on younger workers who possess the 

job skills necessary in a technologically advanced society (Palmore and Manton 1974). 

According to Foner's analysis, 

The elderly were respected for their experience and expertise in premodern 
societies, where they controlled property and played important roles in the 
extended family. Their situation, however, is much worse in the modern 
world. The aged not only multiply in numbers. They are relegated to less 
prestigious jobs or are forced to retire altogether, while the young acquire 
the knowledge to equip them for specialized and more lucrative jobs. No 
longer is there a mystique of age or a reverence for the old on the basis of 
their superior knowledge and wisdom. (1984:197) 

In addition to the obsolescence of their knowledge and experience, the elderly also 

have lost control of the economic resources of their ancestors. Consequently, the elderly 

cannot possibly play a key role in the modern society. Moreover, they become a burden to 

the society in terms of their dependency. Therefore, as a function of the modernization 

process, the elderly lose most of their rewarded roles which inevitably calls into question 

their prestigious social status (Palmore and Manton 1974; Foner 1984). 

Modernization is a model of industrialization, and due to the first occurrence of 

industrialization in Western countries, modernization is often referred to as 

Westernization. (Qi, 1989:21) However, this is not completely true. Modernization 
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consists of "structural and ideological modifications and transformations that exhibit new 

qualities." (Steward, 1967:30) It represents a new historic pattern of human civilization. 

(Cao, Li and Chang, 1988) Since the early 1980s, China has accelerated its modernization 

process by "opening" the door to the introduction of advanced science and technology 

from Western countries. However, as one consequence of modernization, the influences 

of Western culture have greatly impacted traditional values, ideas and behavior, and 

caused a large-scale sociocultural change. This change brings great challenges to the 

status of the young elderly. 

The transition toward nuclear family households is also one of the consequences of 

modernization. Hareven's (1987) study on family in China mentions that the high 

percentage of nuclear families and decline in co-residence by members of different 

generations is a major trend related to modernization. However, she cautions that the 

social reality of family residence in China is different from the image of privacy of the 

nuclear family in the United States. The nuclear family usually lives in one room and 

shares a kitchen and washing station with several other unrelated nuclear families. At the 

same time, a large number of nuclear families do not separate completely from extended 

kin. They may either share the same flat or live in an apartment near parents. 
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3.4 AGE STRATIFICATION 

Age stratification is also referred as the "cohort effects." Anthropologists 

postulate that individuals born about the same time differ in attitudes and behavior from 

those born later or earlier. This is because experiences in a certain historical context later 

shape people's attitudes in subsequent life stages. "The mere fact of being at a particular 

point in the life course will have a significant effect on one's perspectives" (Ikels, 

1990:401) "Members of a given cohort are born and come of age in a particular 

historical environment and together they experience later historical events and changes as 

they pass through subsequent life stages. Thus each cohort has a unique historical past 

and bears the stamp of the historical context through which it flows." ( Foner, 1984:206) 

People in the same cohort share similarities. They play similar roles and they often share 

the same ideas, the same opinion on different subjects, and the same world outlook. 

These similarities persist through the whole life span of each cohort, especially during the 

period when the cohort enters the stage of old age, for at the time they are relatively more 

isolated from society. 

For example, one cohort effect of the elderly in China is their insistence on 

upholding traditional family values. They revere elderly authority in the family, traditional 

filial piety from children, and collective spirit among family members. However, the 

process of modernization shapes the values of the younger generation. Now, although 

members of the younger generation are still very familiar with traditional family values, 

'Cohortrefers to people born during similar time period. 
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they strive for individuality and independence. Such differences caused by the cohort 

effect sometimes lead to intergenerational conflicts under certain circumstances. 

In her study of contemporary Hongkong, Ike ls examines the position of the 

elderly in three contexts which provided insight into the effects of urbanization and 

industrialization on social and cultural resources available for the aged in working out their 

security. This research demonstrates the cohort effect. "Filial Piety" was still the ideal of 

the society, but it was less valued by the younger generation. "...industrial Hong Kong is 

an environment fraught with insecurity for the factors that put a strain on intergenerational 

relations. Yet, these elderly are not abandoned. Because of the greater insecurity in Hong 

Kong, Chinese aged must carefully select and cultivate the child who will willingly respond 

when parents need support." (1980:80-81) 

Recent studies of the elderly in the P.R.C. have suggested a weakening of their 

status apart from modernization. Cherry & Magnuson-Martinson (1981) argue that the 

status of the elderly in China has actually begun to decline during modernization but not as 

a consequence of it. Political ideology during the Cultural Revolution was the principal 

factor affecting the decline in status of the elderly. 

Age stratification theory also stresses that individuals not only are influenced by 

but also help to shape social change. 

More than just reflecting change, cohort differences, according to 
stratification theorists, can also exert pressure towards social changes. ... 

But cohorts are not only acted upon. By the way they respond to their 
social environment, members of a given cohort can help to redefine 
patterns of behavior, reshape social institutions, and alter their attitudes and 
values. (Foner 1984:208) 
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3.5 AGING IN CONTEXT OF POLITICAL ECONOMY 

"Age touches every facet of economic life, but the way it does so varies from 

culture to culture. The way in which production units and laboring individuals change 

with age depends on the political, technological, and ecological contexts within which the 

units operate." (Halperin, 1984:162) 

As a stage of maturation, old age is culturally defined and built into the social 

structure of each society. Each individual is limited within a set of social rules which are 

enforced by society as a whole. In this way, the social policies made by governments 

determined the fortunes of the citizens. 

Olson argues that the role of the state is central to understanding the adoption of 

social policy because the state may be the site of autonomous official action and because 

its organizational structure influences the politics for all groups within that society. He 

mentions that the role of the state and its political agenda may well be independent of the 

issues deemed important to the members of the society, including the elderly. (Olson, 

1988)
 

Treas (1979) discusses how older Chinese have fared under socialism and how 

they have fared relative to their juniors in the system of age stratification. In family life, 

she indicates that the elderly seem to maintain their high status, generally commanding the 

respect and support of the younger generation. However, the absolute power once 

exercised by elders in traditional China no longer exists. New laws have emphasized both 

parental responsibilities and the limits to parental power. 
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According to Sankar's studies in gerontological research in China, state policy in 

China has had a profound impact on the position and role of the elderly and their life 

experiences. Change has been affected through demographic policy, employment policy, 

and policies aimed at changing social and cultural life. Pension policies and the public 

health system also have changed as the result of the political economy. Although the 

pension system has aimed to make retirees financially independent, their monthly pension 

is modest and thus is a key reason for the high reemployment rate of urban young elderly. 

(Davis, Harrell 1993; Ikels 1993). 

According to Davis and Harrell, "few households had continued as units of 

production following the collectivization of artisan workshops and services in the mid

1950s, and generous medical and pension plans for all state employees reduced the need 

for kin-based networks of mutual obligation." (1993:2) 

However, some government policies caused certain types of social problems. 

Davis, who also devoted herself to studies in this field, shares this opinion. In reviewing 

the social welfare policies for the elderly people in both urban and rural China, Davis 

points out that policies are not based on necessity but on the former working status of the 

elderly (1989). In another paper, Davis (1988) focuses on the age-patterned inequalities 

resulting from the current policies in China. She points out the inequalities existing among 

different sectors and genders in urban China, including the elderly. She states that average 

basic annual wage, overall standard of living, intergenerational mobility and recruitment to 

positions of power are four aggregate-level indicators of inequality in post-1949 China. 

She found the social and economic reforms initiated in 1979 led to further decline in the 
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power of the older generation. Another investigation shows 60 percent of newly 

appointed high-level managers were under the age of 45 (Beijing Review, 36/1984:9). 

Davis (1988 and 1989) also discusses problems existing in retirement and medical care for 

the elderly people. 

Wu (02/03/1988:4) points out that government programs are necessary to deal 

with the growing elderly population and that increased economic productivity in the 

society will provide the resources so that necessary services can be provided. Infants and 

youth will generally be taken care of by the family, whereas the elderly will more likely be 

looked after by the society. 
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CHAPTER 4 FAMILY TRANSITION IN THE HISTORY
 
OF MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY CHINA
 

4.1 TRADITIONAL FAMILY IDEOLOGY 

Confucianism which served as the basic social moral code and the foundation for 

cultural ideals has dominated Chinese society for many centuries. Upon the establishment 

of Communist government in 1949, Confucianism was denounced as the product of 

feudalism. 

In Confucian doctrine, family harmony was very much emphasized. Strict rules of 

behavior prevented role conflict in intergenerational interactions. Confucianism preached 

that the individual was subordinated to the family; the young were subordinated to the 

elderly; and females were subordinated to males. Parents guided and gave orders to their 

children. Absolute subordination to the parents was a way to show filial piety. The 

Confucian axioms "zhang you you xu"6 and "nan zun nu bei"7 thus came to be the social 

norms. At a result, especially the elderly men held a very prestigious and powerful social 

position in traditional Chinese society. 

The emphasis on harmony also prevented disruption of family relationships. In 

traditional China, arguments or bad relationships between family members were regarded 

as a scandal which should not be known by others. This belief was that "domestic shame 

should not be made public." Divorce was one kind of family shame. It was not only a 

6Zhang you you xu--a traditional Confucian term. It means that the young are subordinated to the old. 

'Nan zhu nu bei--a traditional Confucian term. It means that males are superior to females. 
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mark of disgrace against the individual but also against the family. Therefore, a man 

would rather take a concubine to compensate for a poor first wife than to pursue a 

divorce. Divorcees, especially divorced women, were treated almost as bad people. The 

belief was that divorce occurred because the divorced people did something wrong, and 

thus it was difficult for them to remarry. Divorce was only used as a last resort. 

4.2 TRADITIONAL FAMILY STRUCTURE 

Families in traditional China were patrilineal. Daughters grew up to marry out of 

the household. Sons lived with their wives in the extended family, which provided the 

social basis for support of the elderly. Yang er fang laos became the common expression. 

This basic motivation led to the belief in "more children, more fortune!" 

In the extended family household, young women, especially the daughters-in-law, 

played the role of caregivers. Giving birth and taking care of their children, husbands and 

elderly parents was their life-long responsibility. Besides the task of caring for elderly family 

members, they also served all other family males, including younger family members, in the 

household. The entire society was expected to "play a role in ensuring that children fulfill 

their obligations" (Ikels 1983:19). This type of family structure prevailed for about 2500 

years. 

'Yang Er Fang Lao-- an old Chinese proverb. It means "rearing a son for old age is like storing grain for 
a famine." "Er" in Chinese means "sons". 
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4.3 IMPACT OF COMMUNIST MORALITY 

Ideology has changed in modern times. Following the establishment of the 

Communist government in 1949, Confucianism was severely criticized. "It was declared 

'feudal,' and individuals were urged to redefine themselves in Marxist terms as members of 

classes rather than families." (Ikels, 1990:379) All citizens of the new society were asked 

to arm themselves with new morality of socialism. One feature of the new morality was 

the absolute priority of state interests which came at the expense of the social dominance 

of the elderly. Chen concluded: 

The essence of this 'new morality' is that the individual must surrender 
completely to the group, to the 'revolution', and to the Party and state. 
Loyalty to the state (which, in turn, is directed by the Communist Party) 
must supersede all other loyalties. Since a major obstacle to this all-
embracing loyalty was the traditional family loyalty of the Chinese, the 
Communists set out a few years ago to break the old family ties and to 
ridicule the traditional loyalties as vestiges of feudal society. (1959:174) 

Another feature of the new morality was the emphasis on egalitarianism. National 

legislation proclaimed all citizens to be equal no matter whether they were older or 

younger, male or female. This egalitarian principles of communism destroyed the superior 

social position of elderly people and some of the "core ideas of traditional familism." 

(Davis & Harrell 1993:2) Ikels also agree with this viewpoint, "...authoritarian 

relationships within the family were denounced: Individuals were given the rights to marry 

or divorce regardless of the wishes of parents and were urged to sacrifice their own as 

well as their family's narrow goals for the sake of socialism" (1990:179) 
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As a consequence of the new Communist morality, the basis of the old system of 

social control collapsed; the larger, extended, family started to disintegrate. (Zhao 

1991:32) The traditional cultural image of the elderly was severely damaged; they started 

to lose their prestige in society and their authority in the family. Meanwhile, under the 

slogan of "women hold up half the sky", a huge number of women joined the work force, 

especially in urban areas. This resulted in independence for women and more fulfillment in 

their own lives, but at the same time, thousands of families lost their full time caregivers, 

particularly those who had responsibility for children and the elderly. 

"State orthodoxy created a new institutional and moral environment for Chinese 

families" (Davis & Harrell 1993:1). However, the government still expected the filial 

parent-child relationship and family obligations to endure. In the Chinese constitution, it is 

clearly stated, "care of the aged in China is primarily a family responsibility, an 

unavoidable part of a contact between the generations" (Ikels 1993:307). 

4.4 CONSEQUENCES OF THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION 

The Cultural Revolution which started in 1966 and ended in 1976 was China's 

most influential and destructive political movement in the Twentieth Century. For Mao, 

the 1949 revolution had not been completed. There were still feudal ideas and behavior 

circulating in society, and those responsible were enemies from classes other than working 
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class9 . The goal of this movement was thus defined as po si jiul° and li si xin11. 

through strict and merciless class struggle. 

According to the rules of class struggle, no matter who was identified for criticism 

or persecution, all others had to draw a clear line to show their loyalty to the Party. 

Otherwise, they would be subjected to the same punishment as enemies of the working 

class. Under such circumstances, traditional family relationships were again challenged 

and weakened. Fathers and mothers identified as enemies no longer deserved to be 

parents in the ordinary sense. Enemy brothers or enemy sisters no longer deserved to be 

brothers or sisters in the ordinary sense. Sometimes, even enemy sons or enemy daughters 

had to be separated from their parents physically. Chen's article describes this situation: 

... the counter-revolutionary classes were asked to sever all relationships 
with their families in order to prove their unmistakable stand on the side of 
the 'people'. Since the differentiation between 'friend' and 'enemy' (though 
all important to the class-conscious Communists) is not such a simple 
matter when applied to family relationships, the punishment of those who 
support members of the landlord and counterrevolutionary classes tends to 
induce people to resort to the safe way of refusing or give any support at 
all to relatives and the older generation. (1959:178) 

9According to Communist doctrine, workers and peasants are those being exploited and the working class 
is the most dependable class in revolutions. 

°Po si jiu--political terminology which was used during the Cultural Revolution. In English, "Po" means 
"break Up"; "si" means "four"; "Jiu" means "old things"; the sentence as a whole means "break up old 
things." The four old things here refers to "old beliefs", "old ideas", "old traditions", and "old habits". All 
of these refer to Confucianism. 

si xin political terminology which was used in the Cultural Revolution. "Li" in English means
 
"establish"; "xin" in English means "new things". Si xin here refers to " "new beliefs", new ideas",
 
"new customs" and "new culture".This term is one part of a slogan "po si flu and li si xin".
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This harsh reality of ideological class struggle again damaged the prestigious image 

of the elderly, broke up hundreds of thousands of families and speeded up transformation 

of the family, particularly in size and composition. 

4.5 INFLUENCE OF WESTERN CULTURE 

At the end of the the 1970s, the government decided to start economic reform and 

to open China to the Western world for the purpose of modernization. China was to 

modernize by introducing advanced science and technology, encouraging economic 

production, and achieving industrialization. However, as foreign investment and 

technology entered the country, Western thoughts and values were introduced as well. 

"These new foreign cultural influences have had relatively great impact on some traditional 

Chinese attitudes, values and ideas." (Qi 1989:29-30) Among them, the values of 

individualism and independence were broadly accepted. Now individualism and privacy 

are highly valued instead of obedience to authority figures or group interest; diversity is 

encouraged instead of uniformity. These newly introduced values brought a new 

atmosphere to intergenerational interaction. Parents are less likely to be described as "jia 

zhang" (head of household), and they are more likely to be treated as friends by their 

children. The younger generation enjoys more equality with other family members than 

ever before. Meanwhile, parents and adult children have begun to act more as individuals 

than as a team. They are more likely to make their own decisions and choices. Elderly 
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parents' opinions are still respected, but absolute authority over their children no longer 

exists. Unger concludes: 

Certainly, young adults have gained a somewhat larger say over their own 
lives than in generations past. Whereas parents once very frequently 
arranged their children's marriages, that custom and the power it 
represented have all but disappeared in urban areas. More than that, 
parents play a markedly diminished role even in introducing their children 
to potential mates. (1993:37) 

Love, rather than reproduction of the family, is now considered as the basis for 

marriages in the younger generation. Divorce, which was always regarded as an indignity 

in traditional Chinese society, has been more and more accepted by society especially in 

urban areas. A recent survey disclosed, "China's 10 years of reform and opening to the 

outside world have had a definite impact on marriage and the family, including attitudes 

toward divorce." (China Today 08/1992:3) The high divorce rate illustrates from another 

side that the conjugal relationship has become the most important relationship in the 

family. The conjugal relationship is replacing the traditional parent-child relationship and 

is becoming the most important family relationship among the younger generation. 

Nuclear family households are widely preferred especially by the younger generation. All 

these changes caused by the influence of Western culture have brought a completely new 

life to the elderly. 
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4.6 TREND TOWARDS NUCLEAR FAMILY HOUSEHOLDS 

Family transition in relation to the process of urbanization occurred early in this 

century. Seeking better economic opportunities, many people left their extended family 

households and went to make a living in a metropolitan area. Some of them returned 

home after a few years, but most remained away from their extended families. In some 

cases, their parents later came to live with them. This resulted in a large number of 

nuclear and stem families in urban areas. 

Family transition as a product of urbanization was very slow. In recent decades 

self-initiated migration has been slowed down by the "Hukou" system12 and limited job 

opportunities. However, a series of political movements speeded up family transition. 

"The Great Leap Forward'13 is one example. China's First Five-Year Plan (1953-1957) 

stressed the development of heavy industry on the Soviet model. The People's Communes 

first established in 1958 became one of its direct products. In response to the Party's call, 

communes spread throughout the nation. In cities, regular family life was given up. 

Instead, people who lived in the same residential area formed a large social-economic unit-

a city commune. In the communes, a common dining area took the place of small kitchens 

and steel-making took the place of other kinds of jobs. The Great Leap Forward soon 

was terminated due to the damage it caused for the national economy, but it made people 

12Hukou system--a policy used by the current government to limit population migration, especially the 
migration from rural areas to urban areas. It started in 1958 and has lasted until the present. 

13Great Leap Forward-- a political movement to collective economic and social life in late 1950s. 
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question the core ideals of traditional Chinese families. At the end of this movement, 

many people did not rejoin their former households. 

Another family transition occurred in urban China at the beginning of the 1980's. 

Smaller nuclear households became more and more accepted along with the introduction 

of Western values through the policy of opening to the outside world. According to the 

Chinese census of 1982, "The average number of family members in each household was 

4.4 persons. Nuclear households and stem households constitute 77.29% of all 

households," (Yang 1990:40) and the average size of Chinese families in 1973 was 4.78. 

(Ma 1984:52) These numbers indicate that traditional family structure was being rapidly 

transformed from large scale to small scale. 

4.7 ONE CHILD POLICY 

Huge populations bring "grave problems in feeding and caring for the people." 

(Congressional Research Service, 1981:12) In order to solve its population problem, the 

government in China decided to implement birth control policies in early 1970s. However, 

population was not under control after the first few years of birth control campaigns. It 

was only at the end of the 1970s when a new policy, according to which each couple 

could only have one child, brought about effective results. 

However, the one child policy has brought about side-effects. The percentage of 

elderly people as a proportion of the total population has increased rapidly and is going to 

increase even more rapidly in the near future. According to a 1988 report of the Chinese 
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State Statistics Bureau, by the year 2040, the elderly will have reached 250 million, or 17 

percent of the total population. (Beijing Review, 12/1988: 31-32) It is also projected that 

by the year 2000, the population in urban and suburban areas will be twenty percent of this 

total. (Sankar 1989:203) This means increasing social problems related to the large 

population of elderly people, especially in urban areas. 

Meanwhile, the one child policy stands in opposition to the traditional family value 

"more children, more fortune," and it speeds up the family transition in terms of family size 

and composition. This policy has eliminated brothers and sisters in the family for people 

born after the early 1980s, and will inevitably result in no uncles or aunts, and no cousins 

in the future. These consequences will greatly impact traditional Chinese family ideology 

and family structure. The essential family structure in the near future is going to consist of 

four grandparents, two parents and one child. 

In this future family system, there are at least four persons who have entered the 

life stage of natural, physical decline, and only two persons available for them to provide 

direct help. Thus, to protect the well-being of the elderly, society must make a heavy 

investment in caring for and treating the ills of the elderly. 
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4.8 THE IMPACT OF POLITICAL IDEOLOGY 
ON HOUSEHOLD ECONOMY 

At the beginning of the 1950s, the government adopted the policies of "gong si he 

ying14" and "tu di guo you15. In "gong si he ying", the goal of transferring the 

ownership of private enterprises to the state was accomplished; in "tou di guo you" all 

private lands were transferred to state ownership. Families in rural areas then were able to 

use a piece of land allocated by the state. As a result of these reforms, all landlords lost 

their excess lands and all private enterprises came under joint state-private ownership. At 

the same time, there was reform in real estate ownership in cities, in which all private 

houses larger than 100 square meters were transferred to the government. Without any 

financial compensation, owners of better houses and their families were allocated another 

place to live, which was claimed to be "more reasonable". As a result of the reform, many 

parents lost the family resources that they wanted to pass on to their offspring. 

People now age 60 to 70 were approximately age 15 to 25 in the early years of the 

establishment of the Communist government. Under the call of "contributing to socialist 

economic development," most of them joined in the work force. Even women who 

traditionally stayed at home went out to work. However, they received very modest salaries 

for their contribution. From 1959-1977, the government gave no salary raises. The high 

participation rate in the work force was partially related to the fact that people were too naive 

14 Sec footnote 1. 

15 Tu di guo youa government policy made in the early 1950s, according to which private lands were 
confiscated by the stale. 
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to understand the meaning of selfless contribution. People held to their uncritical belief in 

promises that everyone was going to be well taken care of in the socialist system. 

After thirty years of political movements, the Chinese government finally has made 

some progress in improving the state economy. In the early 1980s, the government began to 

raise salaries of state employees in cities. Salaries tripled between the mid 1980s and the early 

1990s, and monthly and yearly bonuses were added as extra incentives to increase production. 

All these factors resulted in a higher living standard and a higher basic cost of living. The 

elevated living standard and higher cost of living brought better life to some people. However, 

people in the cohort between 60 and 70 were left behind. Pensions have not been increased in 

proportion to the raises received by those who continue to work. Retirees receive only a small 

amount. This situation puts the retirees in an unfavorable position in dealing with the rise in 

the cost of living. During the late 1980s, an ordinary worker's monthly salary ranged from 150 

yuan16 to 250 yuan including various subsidies. A retiree's salary was usually much lower. A 

survey in Shanghai reported that: 

As soon as the elderly retire (including the withdrawals), 6.0% of them receive 
a monthly payment of 100 yuan or more; 20.0% receive 71 to 100 yuan; 
27.0% receive 51-70 yuan, and 32.4% receive 31-50 yuan. 14.6% received a 
payment of 30 yuan or less, which means that one out of seven old people has 
a monthly income below the 30 yuan level. If no extra income is provided, it is 
very hard for them to live decently. (Gui. 1987:173-174) 

'Yuan-Chinese dollar. I dollar equivalents to about 8.5 yuan. 
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CHAPTER 5 RELATED STATE INTERVENTIONS 

5.1 PENSION SYSTEM AND PENSION POLICIES 

Like other nations, China has a retirement system and pensions for all state 

employees. However, government policy has its own special features that heavily impact 

retired people. 

In June 1978 the State Council in Guofa No. 194 amended those portions 
of the Labor Insurance Regulations covering retirement. First they reduced 
criteria of eligibility to permit pensions after 10 (rather than 20) years of 
continuous employment. The pension amounts to 75% to 95% based on 
the basic salary before one retired. And then, in an even bolder move, they 
promised a job in the state sector to one child of each retiree. Henceforth, 
any employee who qualified for a pension, or any one in poor health with 
the requisite 10 years employment, could retire and allow one child to 
substitute (ding ti) for the parent as a new permanent employee in the 
parent's old work unit. The parent would draw full pension and unit 
subsidies, and the child would receive a full state salary and benefits. (Davis 
1988:228) 

Job inheritance first appeared in urban state enterprises in January 1953 (Bulletin 

of the State Council 1981:11-14). However, it did not become widespread until at the end 

of the 1970's and the first half of the 1980's. After a series of political movements, the 

national economy was severely damaged. There were few job openings for young people 

who had just graduated from school. Meanwhile, a huge number of youths sent to the 

countryside were going back home. They were all young urban students who joined 

Mao's political movement to move and stay in the countryside to train themselves to be 

revolutionary youth during the Cultural Revolution. Thus, there was a very high 
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unemployment rate among young people at that time. In order to help their children get 

jobs, many parents applied to retire earlier than the normal age. According to government 

statistics, the total' number of retirees doubled in a 12 month period during 1978-1979. By 

1985, the total number of retirees had increased more than 400%. (Chinese Social 

Statistics, 1985: 453) However, job inheritance actually brought unfair consequences for 

the retired parents. They received lower pay and they became the household caregivers. 

When they were younger, they were burdened with children and family. When they 

reached their early or middle fifties, they had a better life with fewer family burdens and 

more energy, but then had to give up their jobs for their children. Actually, they became 

victims of job inheritance. David comments, "the decisions of the post-Mao leadership 

not merely to de-politicize retirement but also to use retirement to create jobs for youth 

produced cataclysmic growth." (1988: 228) 

Job inheritance did not cease until September of 1986 when a new system of 

contract labor was introduced for the employment of young people. At this time, 

retirement became mandatory for all state employees. The regular mandatory retirement 

age was set at 50 for females and 55 for males unless they held higher positions. The 

physical condition of most of these younger retirees was good. Their problem was how to 

deal with the leftover energy. "It is a common saying among urban retired workers that 

they have the problem of idle time, known as the 'three standings': first, standing in front 

of their window; second, standing in the hallway outside their apartment; and, third, 

standing in the lane." (Olson 1988:255) Again, younger retirees became the victims of the 

government's retirement policy. 
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Li xu is another big issue in the sphere of retirement policies in contemporary 

China. "The term 'li xu', a shortening of 'li zhi xiu yang', literally means to 'withdraw from 

work for recuperation.' It first appeared in the mid 1950s as a special pension program 

primarily for disabled People's Liberation Army (PLA) officers". (Zhongguo Laonian, 

1987:42) However, this pension program since has been revised to cover all retired 

cadres who took part in the revolution before 1949. 

In April 1982, the State Council further expanded eligibility by extending li 
xiu benefits retroactively to those who had reached rank 15 in the Civil 
War period or rank 19 in the Japanese War, and to agricultural technical 
cadres of rank 6 or higher, and cultural and health workers of rank 7 or 
higher. (Ibid.and Renmin ribao, March 10, 1985:4) 

The withdrawals are mainly veteran cadres who worked before 1949 and 
who have done special revolutionary work. They left their posts in 1982 
when the life tenure system was abolished, and they now enjoy a pension 
equal to 100% of their former wage. (Gui., 1987:173-174) 

Moreover, retired cadres who took part in the revolution before 1938 receive a 

bonus equivalent to two months' wages; 100% free medical care, and the benefit of many 

other social services. 

5.2 THE RE-EMPLOYMENT TIDE 

Beginning in the early 1980s, many retired people began to be re-employed. At 

this time, the government initiated the bucha policy to allow the retirees to be re

employed in state-owned enterprises. An investigation on re-employment in 1987 shows 

"16.7% of the retired people were still working..." (Gui. 1987:173-174) Gui also reports 
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as follows: "instead of bringing the burden to the society and the family as well, many retired 

workers, technical personnel and intellectuals rejoined the work force after retirement as long 

as they can work. 'While we can be useful, why not make an extra income, ' some of them 

said." (1987:173-174) 

However, as-with the job inheritance policy, this re-employment policy did not last 

very long. At the end of the 1980s, re-employment of retirees directly impacted the job 

market for young people. The government no longer encouraged the re-employment of 

retirees. However, the involvement of the retirees in work activities is still accepted 

socially. Now, instead of being protected by the government policy, many retirees are 

hired on a contract basis. For example, a large number of highly educated elderly are 

being hired as technical consultants; some others have even opened their own business. 

5.3 PUBLIC HEALTH SYSTEM AND REFORM 

In the early 1950s, the government established a public health system in which all 

state employees and their dependents were qualified to have the benefits of a 

free medical system. This free medical system became an expected social subsidy. It 

played a very important role in raising the level of public health, especially for the elderly. 

However, in the period of economic reform in the 1980's, the system did not work as well 

as before. According to a report by Hou Ruli, the head ofthe Department of Public 

Health in the Chinese government, the system's heavy cost and serious waste put too great 
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a burden on the state's finances. The free public medical system is now undergoing 

reform. (China Today, 04/1992:25) 

Since the late 1980s, 

...in urban areas there have been a variety of efforts to make patients pay 
for a larger portion of their health expenses, an effort which if successful 
would not only fulfill the state's immediate objective of reducing the need 
for supplemental state expenditures, but could also reduce some welfare 
advantages of the urban population. In some small towns, patients now 
pay 20 percent of their costs. (People's Daily, 7/21/1988:2) 

Another report describes the reform in the medical care system in urban areas: 

In several of the families I interviewed in Shanghai and Wuhan in 1987 and 
1988, workers were paid a certain amount of cash each month for medical 
expenses. If they were not sick, they could keep the cash. But if their 
expenses exceeded the payment, they were responsible for the costs 
themselves. In 1988 I found that government and university staff were 
being given incentives to reduce expenditures with a similar voucher plan 
for the purchase of medicines. (Davis 1989:588) 

By 1992, "29 provinces, autonomous regions and municipalities began on a trial 

basis to restructure the health-care system for employees." (no author, "Reforms 

Strengthen Health Care Sector", Beijing Xinhua in English 1238 GMT 14 01/1993) 

The elderly in urban areas are the group most impacted by the reform of the free 

medical system. Due to normal physical decline associated with aging, illness and 

disability characterize the health condition of the elderly. Hence, as a group, the elderly 

are more likely to need medication and hospitalization. Except for retired cadres, they have 

to pay at least 20% of their medical fees. Meanwhile, as a consequence of market competition, 
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the expense of hospitalization has become a greater burden for retirees whose families may 

offer little help financially. 

The cost to families of having a profoundly ill member increased during the 
reform years, and families with the fewest social and economic resources were 
hardest hit. Families continued to assume the main obligations, but financial 
burdens make disability more immediately costly, and greater competition at 
the workplace and more approval of individualistic striving undermined the 
willingness of some family members to sacrifice for another. (Davis & Harrell 
1993:18) 

Also, inequality exists between ordinary retired people and retired cadres. For 

retired cadres, health care is still 100% free. In addition, they receive a free vacation for 

recuperation every few years and maintain good health. Policy-makers have neglected the 

existing problems of ordinary retired people, especially with regard to the current medical 

care system. 

The quality of health care in China is also a problem. "While life expectancy at 

birth in China resembles that of a developed country (70 years), the quality and delivery of 

health care are still more like that of a developing country."(Grigsby & Olshansky 

1990:313) Although the Chinese have already increased their life expectancy to about 70 

years, according to gerontologists", longer life span does not necessarily mean good 

health. A survey conducted in Shanghai in the late 1980s illustrates this fact in the 

following table: 

"Gerontology-- in China there has been no study of gerontology. 
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Table I
 

Health Status of the Urban Elderly of Shanghai, By Age (N=3, 451)
 

Health Status 

Age Groups Very Good Good Not Good Bad Total 

60-64 12.12% 63.56% 18.37% 5.95% 100% 

65-69 10.49% 63.80% 16.78% 8.94% 100.01% 

70-74 6.05% 62.64 19.85% 11.47% 100.01% 

Note: Total not equal to 100.00 because of rounding. Survey illustrated in Gui (1987:178). 

The shortage of long term care facilities is a common problem in China today. In 

fact, facilities for taking care of elderly people are still very rare. "...acute and long-term 

health care facilities like those in developed countries that are designed to handle the 

unique and costly health care requirements of the elderly, are practically non-existent in 

China." (Grigsby & Olshansky 1990:313) Both the absence of concentrated 

gerontological studies and the shortage of facilities have contributed to the poor health of 

the elderly in China. 

5.4 PUBLIC HOUSING SYSTEM AND REFORM 

"Living in government-subsidized housing for decades has accustomed urban 

dwellers to accept housing as something provided on a welfare basis, not as a market 

commodity." (China Daily, 9/2/1992: 4) Since 1949, urban Chinese have grown 

accustomed to living in government housing. According to the housing policies of the 

Chinese government, all state workers are eligible for free housing. However, people in 
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different jobs have different living standards. Meanwhile, since the central government 

only provides part of the financial support for building housing, the housing situation also 

depends on the financial capability of local governments and various work units. Under 

such circumstance, the shortage in public housing is a common problem in urban areas, 

especially in the big cities. This shortage contributes to the persistence of stem families, as 

young married couples may have no other housing choice. 

The shortage of public housing is also caused by the uneven distribution in its 

allocation. Powerful officials usually have more than enough space to live. One such 

person often provides enough living space for several children and their nuclear families or 

gives them their own apartments. Young people, on the other hand, are the ones who 

have the least chance for access to public housing. Ordinary people can provide for their 

married children, in most cases, only by sharing their own small apartment. In 

commenting on an investigation of the urban housing situation in 1986, Sankar points 

out: 

Davis's 1986 research in Shanghai indicated a curvilinear relationship 
between household wealth and family size. The wealthier and the poorer 
families included three generations while those in the middle had one or 
two. Only the wealthiest, usually veteran cadres, have generous living 
quarters and the poorest simply jerrybuild extra spaces onto their living 
quarters to accommodate married children. (Sankar 1989:205) 

The living conditions for most urban elderly are not adequate. Some have to live 

with their married children in a very limited space, while others have to endure indecent 

conditions in their assigned apartments. However, the state claims it cannot afford the 



41 

financial burden of supporting the public housing system. In the early 1990s, the state 

initiated public housing reform: "...the state can no longer build and maintain at a loss 

millions of housing units, as it did for decades. Property must be regulated by the 

market." (Discontent With Beijing Housing Reform Viewed, HongKong AFP in English 

0414 GMT, 11/11/1992) 

In the next few years, the public housing system gradually will be replaced by 

private ownership under a market orientation. Housing reform already has been started in 

many cities. However, there is still a long way to reach this goal. The reason for slow 

progress is that there is no need for housing for the powerful and the wealthy, and there is 

no money to provide for the poor. In short, there is still a wide gap between the ordinary 

citizen's desire for a house and the ability to purchase one. 
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CHAPTER 6 CASE STUDIES 

Eight cases have been researched through semi-structured interviews and 

participant observation. Four interviewees were couples, and four were single persons. 

Five couples were interviewed in Corvallis. In the other three cases, the persons described 

were living in China and information was gathered from interviews with their adult 

children. 

6.1 CASE I 

Mr. L is 72 years old. Before retiring, he worked as a statistician in the Bureau of 

statistics in Neijiang, Sichuan Province. After working two years past retirement age, Mr. 

L retired ten years ago. Like other retired people, Mr. L thought about working again 

when he first retired, but his children opposed this idea. Later on, he gave up the idea and 

has stayed at home ever since. 

Mrs. L is 69 years old. Before retiring, she worked as an accounting clerk in 

Neijiang Transportation Company. She retired at 55, and has been home for 14 years. 

During this time, she has not been engaged in any work activities outside the home either. 

What Mr. and Mrs. L usually do in a typical day is described by their youngest son, 

Dr. L as follows: 

My parents usually get up at 7:00 am in the morning. After breakfast, they 
often go to the food market to go shopping for the day. Later, they start 
preparing for lunch. Lunch is the most important meal of the day. They 
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usually spend about two hours preparing for it. After lunch, they take a 
very short nap. At about 2:00 pm, they usually invite some neighbors to 
play "Mah Jong"18 in their apartment. This activity usually lasts until 
dinner time. After dinner, my mom and dad watch T.V. until there are no 
more programs for the day. During the evening, my dad also spends some 
time reading several newspapers. 

According to Dr. L, his parents have an easy life. They share the same hobbies and 

spend most of their time together. However, they hardly go outside to visit any friends. 

According to their son, "most of their acquaintances before retiring were their workmates. 

After retirement, they did not try to keep in touch with their old friends except for a few 

who were also their neighbors. Playing Ma Jong with neighbors every afternoon is the 

basic content of their social life. The only busy time for them is the time when their 

children come to visit them." 

There are six children in the family. Five of them live away from their hometown. 

The eldest son lives in Chongqing, a city 150 miles away from Neijiang. Dr. L usually 

visits his parents every two years. Every summer, he sends his son to Neijiang to visit the 

grandparents. The second child is a daughter. She lives in Tianjin, a big city 2,000 miles 

away from Neijiang. Because of the inconvenience of such a long distance, this daughter 

usually comes to see her parents every three to four years. The third child is also a 

daughter. She lives in the United States. Since she left in 1984, she has never had a 

chance to go back home The only way she keeps in touch with her parents is through. 

letters. The next child is a son who is the only child living in the same city with his 

18Mah Jong -a Chinese type of domino game. It has been so popular for hundreds of years and is still 
enjoyed. 
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parents. However, they do not live together. The son has his own apartment. It is only 

about fifteen minutes' walk between the son's apartment and that of his parents. 

Therefore, this son often visits his parents. His daughter also goes to visit her 

grandparents several times each week. Sometimes, she even stays with the grandparents 

over night. In fact, it is this son who takes care of his parents whenever they are in need. 

The fifth child is another daughter. According to Dr. L, it is she who spends the most 

time with their parents. She lives in a small town about 150 miles away from Neijiang. 

However, she is a teacher and she has two long vacations each year. She usually spends 

these vacations with her parents. The youngest child of the family is a son. He is also 

living in the United States. He went back home last summer to visit his parents, but that is 

his only visit in the last six years. Normally, he writes letters. 

Although none of the children in the family live with their parents, the relationship 

with their parents is very close. There are no conflicts between parents and children or 

daughters-in-laws and sons-in-laws. Each child makes independent decisions for their 

own nuclear family. The parents also make their own decisions. 

The children in the family are determined not to let their parents take care of their 

grandchildren. This is because they remember their own mother working very hard to 

take care of them when they were young. Now, the parents are old and the children want 

them to have more time to enjoy life. Once, however, the third daughter was in a very 

difficult situation. She wanted to spend four years studying in a university but had no one 

to take care of her daughter. Mrs. L decided to help take care of her granddaughter, but 

this is the only grandchild that Mrs. L took care of 
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Dr. L also indicated: 

In fact, I don't think they have many living expenses. What they spend is 
only on food and clothes. The children have grown up. So, my parents do 
not need to save for us any more. They do not pay much for housing 
either. Therefore, their retirement pension, which amounts to 300 yuan, is 
enough for their daily expenses. 

Dr. L also said, 

We children do not give money to our parents regularly, but we do give 
some money to them whenever we go to see them. Besides, we also 
bought my parents a refrigerator, T.V., and washing machine, since they 
could not afford to buy these by themselves in China. 

Although Mr. L is over seventy, he has no special health problems. Mrs. L is also 

healthy, but she is not as strong as her husband. She usually takes charge of the 

housework, cooking and cleaning. 

Mr. and Mrs. L live by themselves in a two-bedroom apartmentI9 on the second 

floor downtown in their small city. It is spacious and convenient for them. Anywhere 

they want to go is within twenty minutes' walk. 

Mr. L and Mrs. L would prefer that one of their children would live with them. In 

fact, their fourth son lived with them for four years. But when the baby came, the two 

bed-room apartment became too crowded and the son and his family moved out. 

According to Dr. L, "My parents seem to be satisfied with their current situation." 

19A typical apartment in China includes bedrooms (rooms) , a small kitchen just for cooking, and a small 
bathroom with a sink and toilet. There is no special designed living room. Most family just use one 
larger room as their multi-functional living room. 
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When he visited them last summer, his parents told Dr. L: "Our work units usually bring 

some gifts for us on each holiday. We feel we are not totally forgotten." 

The parents never asked their children to move back to Neijiang and live with 

them. However, when Dr. L went back home in summer of 1993, his friends told him that 

whenever he sent a letter or picture, his mother took it with her everywhere she went and 

showed it to everybody. 

6.2 CASE II 

Mr. and Mrs. Z live in Chengdu, a big city in Sichuan province. Mr. Z is seventy-

four years old. He had a stroke several years ago. Since then, he cannot freely raise his 

left arm and he has lost feeling in his left hand. Therefore, he needs help whenever he has 

to dress or take a shower. Poor health did not stop his leisure activity or social life. As 

described by one of his daughters: 

My dad is busy. He gets up at six to do exercises. After breakfast, he goes 
to a tea shop to play Chinese chess. After lunch, he usually gets some 
friends together to play mah jong until dinner. After dinner, he enjoys 
watching T.V.. Every Saturday, my dad goes to a club for those who were 
members of the Kuomintang (KMT) and stayed on the mainland. Every 
three or four months, he goes to a provincial meeting of the club. He even 
keeps in touch with old friends who are living in other provinces. Usually, 
he writes to them. But sometimes they see each other, because most of his 
friends are high officials and they have lots of opportunity to go many 
places, paid by the government. All these things keep him very busy. 

The second daughter also described her dad the same way, "My dad is the kind of 

person who knows how to enjoy himself. This is just the opposite to my mom's nature." 
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Mrs. Z is 62 years old. She has worked very hard all her life, cooking, cleaning 

and sewing everyday. She does not like to take part in any social activity except when 

everybody in the building is called out to do cleaning in the yard. Sewing may be her only 

enjoyment. The daughter said, "Ever since I can remember, she sewed for everybody in 

the family. Even now, all my brothers', sisters' and their children's clothes are sewed by 

my mom. Sometimes, this makes her very tired." 

In Mrs. Z's family, there are six children and six grandchildren. Two of the 

children are sons and the others are daughterS. All of the children are married and live 

separately from their parents. At different times, Mrs. Z has helped take care of two of 

the grandchildren. The first grandchild is the daughter of her second daughter. Mrs. Z's 

second daughter was studying in a university in another city and her husband worked in a 

different city. She had no choice but to ask for help from her mother. The second 

grandchild she took care of is the daughter of the third son. Mrs. Z was not very healthy. 

Due to giving birth to six children, she had very bad headaches, and had to take medicine 

everyday. Therefore, she really did not want to take care of this granddaughter. 

However, she felt that as she was the grandmother of the granddaughter who has the same 

family name, she had better sacrifice herself. The granddaughter stayed with her 

grandmother all the time. Only on weekends did the son and daughter-in-law come back 

home to see their daughter and parents. This made Mrs. Z very tired and her headaches 

became worse. The daughter-in-law was still not satisfied, since she did not think Mrs. Z 

kept the child very tidy and clean. This made other family members very angry, but Mrs. 

Z always said it was her fault that she did not keep the granddaughter clean enough. As 
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pointed out by her daughter, "My mom is the kind of person who always restrains herself." 

Under such circumstances, Mrs. Z helped her sons and daughters-in-law by taking care of 

their children for about four years. Later, Mr. Z asked his son to send his daughter to day-

care and offered to pay the fees. Since then, Mrs. Z has been released from taking care of 

her grandchildren. 

Mr. and Mrs. Z have had many interesting experiences. Before 1949, Mr. Z 

served in the army for the Kuomintang government, but he did not go to Taiwan. By 

1949, he had joined the Communist army. Later in 1966, he was transferred to the 

Forestry Department of Sichuan province working in the personnel office until he retired. 

Mrs. Z worked as an accounting clerk in the same department with Mr. Z until she retired 

ten years ago. Due to Mr. Z's political background and the six children, the family had a 

very hard life for quite a long time. However, after their retirement, neither Mr. or Mrs. Z 

engaged in any work activity. 

Mr. and Mrs. Z live in a three-bedroom apartment by themselves. Their combined 

retirement pension is only about 260 yuan a month, which is not quite enough. They 

receive money from each child regularly. Each weekend, two daughters who live in 

Chengdu go home to see them. Their sons usually go to see them every two or three 

months. Whenever there is an emergency, everybody is called back home. So far, there 

have been no major problems for Mr. and Mrs. Z. 

Mr. and Mrs. Z do not seem satisfied, particularly Mr. Z who is worried about his 

sons. His eldest son started a career as a doctor. Mr. Z always wanted him to become 

famous. However, the son recently gave up his career and started his own business. He 
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made a lot of money and behaved as a rich man. Mr. Z's second son is also a 

businessman. Mr. Z was really disappointed with what they did and sighed, "they've 

changed". The sons viewed the situation differently, "Dad was too old to accept our new 

circumstances". Mr. Z was always angry at what they said, and resentful at being 

regarded as old. He expressed sadness about growing old as well. He told his daughter 

several times, "I don't know if there will be another chance to see you." 

Mrs. Z also worried about the future. She told her daughter, "I need to save 

money for emergencies, especially for paying hospital bills." The public medical system 

had already been reformed in her and Mr. Z's work units. Now they must pay a 

percentage of their hospital bills. Mrs. Z indicated to her daughter, "Last time when your 

dad was in the hospital, we were all right with the hospital bills because the unit paid 70%. 

Now, the unit will pay even less. So we need to save some money." 

Actually, it is very hard for them to save much money. They also need to help 

their children financially whenever there is an emergency. For example, last year, when 

one of the granddaughters in the family needed 3,000 yuan to pay her university tuition 

and her parents could not afford it, Mr. and Mrs. Z did their best to help. When their 

children wanted to buy expensive electric appliances and did not have enough money, they 

borrowed money from Mr. and Mrs. Z but never paid it all back. 



50 

6.3 CASE III 

Mr. Q is about 65 years old. Before retiring, he was a public procurator. Seven 

years ago he retired and stayed at home. These last two years, he has become an amateur 

lawyer in the local lawyers' association. He usually works two to three mornings a week. 

But whenever there is a law case that needs his help, he spends much more time. 

However, the services that Mr. Q provides are totally free. He does not ask for money 

because money is not as important as finding something to do to keep himself busy and 

feel productive. 

Mrs. Q is 62. Before retiring, she worked as a police officer in the local police 

office. At the end of the 1970s, the job market was very bad for young people and she 

decided to ask for early retirement to let her daughter inherit her job. Since then, Mrs. Q 

has not been involved in any work activities outside of the family. In the first few years, 

she helped to take care of her grandson. Her son and daughter-in-law came over to see 

their child every day. In 1985, Mrs. Q. got hemiplegia, after which she seldom went 

outside of her apartment. In the first few years of illness, Mrs. Q's health was very bad. 

She needed people to help her eat, drink, dress, even lie down in bed. Mr. Q retired early 

in order to spend most of his time taking care of his wife. It was very hard work. Later, 

the family decided to employ a 16 year-old girl to stay with the family and help take care 

of Mrs. Q. and Mr. Q. This helped Mr. Q a lot. Meanwhile, Mrs. Q's health has improved 

greatly. She still needs help in dressing and going to the bathroom, but she can even 

walk a short distance with some help. Mr. Q now has more free time. Besides the part
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time job, Mr. Q spends two to three hours a day shopping or visiting old friends. Due to 

her health condition, Mrs. Q still spends most of her time staying at home. Sometimes, 

old friends and neighbors come over to visit her. Other times, Mr. Q and the young girl 

take her out for a short walk in a wheel chair. The most popular part of Mrs. Q's social 

life is getting together once a week with other relatives living in the same area. 

Mrs. Q is tired of staying at home. However, her situation is better in one sense 

than many other people her age, as she sees her children everyday. Mrs. Q has three 

children, all of whom married out of her house a few years ago. One son is studying in the 

United States; another son and one daughter live nearly. The daughter's apartment is only 

five minutes' walk away. Mr. and Mrs. Q bring her and her husband over for dinner 

everyday. The daughter also comes over for lunch, and her son stays with his 

grandparents most of the time. During the daytime, he goes to a school which is very near 

to the grandparents' apartment. At noon and in the afternoon after school, he goes back 

to his grandparents' apartment, and he also goes there on the weekends. Only after dinner 

each day does he go back to his parents' home. Mrs. Q is the authority figure in her family. 

According to Mr. Q, although his wife has been sick for several years, she still gives 

orders to her children all the time. She chose the school attended by her grandson. She 

also organized big dinners each night and larger parties with other relatives once-a-week. 

She worked hard for everybody in the family before she got sick. Now, even though she 

is sick, she is still a powerful force in the family. 

Mr. and Mrs. Q have a big household. Everyday there are nine people at dinner 

(son, daughter-in-law, grandson and daughter, son-in-law and grandson, the caregiver and 
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the old couple). Mr. and Mrs. Q still have a very close relationship with their adult 

children. The daughter and daughter-in-law help cook dinner and also help take care of 

Mrs. Q; both the son and son-in-law help take care of the heavier housework. However, 

finances are kept separate. The son's family and the daughter's family control their own 

finances. They do not give money to their parents regularly. To the contrary, their 

parents provide them lunch and dinner. In addition, the grandparents also spend money 

taking care of their grandson. One day the children discussed giving money to their 

parents. They each agreed to each give their parents ten yuan per month. When the 

youngest son came back from the United States to visit them, Mr. Q said to him, 

I do not ask for more money from your brother and sister not because I 
have enough money, but because your mom and I worry about the 
relationship between them and us. Right now, we can still manage our 
finances, and so we will keep it this way. When the day comes that we 
can't manage any longer, I will think about how to deal with the situation. 

Mr. and Mrs. Q's financial situation is not as good as that of some retirees. 

However, they think of themselves as in a better situation than many others. Mr. Q's 

retirement pension and all other allowances add up to about 400 yuan per month, and Mrs. 

Q's pension and other allowances add up to about 200 yuan per month. However, 

according to Mr. Q, it is still difficult for them to save much money. He said, 

We spend over five hundred yuan each month. A few years ago, we still 
needed to take care of my mother.. Now, we need to pay the caregiver. In 
addition, the prices have gone up too. However, we don't need to save 
money to buy a TV, VCR, refrigerator or washing machine, because the 
youngest son bought theses appliances for us from the United State. So, 
right now we are fine financially. But I really worry about the future. 
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The apartment assigned to Mr. and Mrs. Q had two rooms. Two years ago they 

remodeled it into a three bedroom apartment. Thus, it is easier to accommodate guests. 

Meanwhile, they have their own yard to enjoy. When Mrs. Q wants to go outside, she 

does not need to use a stairway, since her bedroom is downstairs. The surroundings of 

the house are pleasant. All neighbors are old acquaintances from the same work unit 

where Mr. Q once worked. Markets and a department store are all within walking 

distance. There is even a middle-sized hospital near the house. When Mr. Q came to 

Corvallis to visit his son, he said, "I like Corvallis a lot. But I am also satisfied with life 

back home." 

6.4 CASE IV 

Mrs. W is 65 years old. She came to Corvallis to visit her daughter. Recently, she 

went back home to Hefei, the capital city of Anhui province. 

Mrs. W has worked in many different positions. Before she retired seven years 

ago, she was in charge of the faculty of Chinese Language and Literature in the Science 

and Technology University of China. After retiring, Mrs. W was invited to return the 

university. She thought about it and later refused. She said, 

The job they offered me was working with professors in all departments. 
This was not an easy job for me. Besides, after retiring, I moved away 
from the university faculty dormitory to my husband's place. It would take 
10 minutes on the bus for me to commute to the university if I took the job. 
I think it is quite inconvenient. Moreover, my husband is not very healthy 
and he is very busy. I have to take care of him and do all the housework. 
My daughter often goes to other places on business, I have to help take 



54 
care of my granddaughter too. Therefore, after taking all this into 
consideration, I decided to stay at home. 

Mr. W is seventy years old. He also is retired. He worked as the director of the 

Education Press at the Anhui Publishing House. After retiring, he continued working for 

several other publishers, writing and editing. Mr. W's health condition is not very good. 

He has tracheitis and vertebrate hyperplasia. Whenever he is very hungry or tired, he may 

fall into a coma.. This has happened several times. Mrs. W. said that her husband usually 

stays at home and works. 

According to Mrs. W., she also is very busy everyday. Usually, her day starts at 

6:00 am dancing disco in the park with many other retired people. After one hour of 

exercise, she has breakfast and starts to clean her apartment. She said "a four-bedroom 

apartment is nice to live in, but you have to spend long time cleaning it everyday." Then, 

she spends one to two hours shopping for food before lunch. The afternoons are her own. 

She described a normal afternoon: 

I take a short nap. Then I go to the club (which is only for those who were 
leading cadres before they retired) at the university. I play Mah Jong, or 
just chat with old workmates. It is very nice for me. On the way back 
home, I go to the school where my granddaughter studies to see her and 
then go home and prepare dinner. After dinner, I always watch T.V. or 
read books. 

Mrs. W. emphasized that her life after retirement is better than most. She and her 

husband are both retired cadres. They continue to receive 100% of their previous salary 

as retirement pay. Mr. W. also receives additional subsides which are related to the fact 
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that he held a high-ranking position. Altogether, they receive 400 to 500 yuan each 

month. In addition, their previous work units also provide special services, which ordinary 

retired people would not receive. For instance, the club for elderly people in the university 

is only open to retired cadres. Every year, retired cadres may take a trip around the 

country paid for by the government. Whenever they are unable to go to the university to 

collect their pay, the university sends the money to their home. Unlike other retired 

people, Mrs. W and her husband feel very satisfied with their situation. 

Mrs. W. also indicated that although their financial situation was better than that of 

other retired people, it is still not as good as that of many young people today. Retirement 

pensions have not been increased, while the salaries of working people have escalated 

greatly since the end of the 1970s. Mrs. W mentioned her son's salary as an example: "My 

son is working as an engineer in a design institute. He earns more than 300 yuan a month, 

which is more than the combined retirement pay of his parents. And earning 300 yuan a 

month is common for many young people in cities." Meanwhile, according to Mrs. W, 

prices are going up very fast. She said, "My husband wrote me recently that the price of 

rice has already gone up five times compared to the price before I came to Corvallis ten 

months ago." 

Mrs. W recalled that she and her husband spent about 70 yuan per month on 

utilities before she came to Corvallis, and 250 to 300 yuan on food. They were left with 

about 100 yuan for other expenditures. For a long time they could not save any money. 

Thus, Mrs. W worried, 
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Our life was far from luxurious. So I think maybe we do need financial 
help from our children when I go back home this time. We did not have 
any savings before. Before we retired, three children were in universities. 
Sometimes we would borrow money from friends to pay their living 
expenses. All the electrical appliances in my family were bought by my 
daughter (who is working in the United States). We could not afford them 
at all. But I think we need to save some money now. We need to save for 
the future. When we are too old to take care of ourselves, we need to hire 
someone to take care us. 

Mrs. W is a very open-minded person. When she was asked why she needed to 

hire a caretaker for her and her husband, she answered directly: "I can't depend on my 

children. Even if my children want to take care of us, they can't afford the time, because 

they have their own business." She also quoted an old Chinese saying, "there is no filial 

child for long-time sickness of parents". 

According to Mrs. W, the relationships in her family are good. She and her 

husband live by themselves. Two sons live in the same city. They usually go home once 

each week. Ms. W is also very satisfied with her two daughters-in-law. She feels that the 

children respect and always care about her and her husband. She said, "They always come 

to ask our opinions on big decisions and they never forget to buy us a gift for the holidays. 

That is enough to us." 

In addition, Mrs. W has a very close relationship with her granddaughter. She 

said: 

She stayed with me until she was three years old. I took care of her during 
the day. So, we have a very close relationship. Now she goes to primary 
school, but she thinks about me all the time. Her mom sends her to my 
apartment each Saturday afternoon and gets her back each Sunday night. 
Recently, she even wrote to me and said that she missed me very much. 
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According to Mrs. W, she and her husband prefer to live by themselves. 

It's quieter than living together with children. We don't have the same 
interests as the young people. We are not used to rock & roll music or 
many other fashionable things that young people like. So, living together 
may bring more problems in the family, which is the last thing I want. Now 
we live separately from the children. But they live not far from our 
apartment. Each of them has a telephone at work and at home. So, it is 
very convenient for us to call them whenever we need them. 

Mrs. W feels that the responsibility felt by the younger generation toward the 

family is not as great as in the past. She said: 

It was an expected social obligation for young people to support their 
elderly parents when my generation was young. Nobody thought it was a 
problem to live with their elderly parents. However, the young people 
today have changed. What they work for is to enjoy life more than bearing 
the traditional social burden. Sometimes young people totally lack a sense 
of obligation. However, people my age seem to accept the reality that we 
need to take care of ourselves when we are old. So, I just feel satisfied 
with things as they are. 

6.5 CASE V 

Mrs. G is from Nanjing. She is sixty-one years old. Last August, she quit her job 

and came to Corvallis to visit her daughter and take care of her first granddaughter. 

She worked at a college in Nanjing, a big city on the coast of China. In 1989, she 

retired at age 55 in accordance with the government retirement regulations. She described 

what the days were like when she first retired, "It was very boring. Everyday I went out 

shopping for food and then stayed at home the rest of the day. I planned to read all the 
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famous works in the field of world literature and I started to learn embroidering. But I 

still wanted to get out of the house." 

About half a year later, Mrs. G was involved in work activities outside of the 

home. During the first year of her retirement, she collaborated with several retired 

workmates to do research work on one type of mushroom. Mrs. G said, "It was a very 

interesting job. But later the group leader had to quit in order to take care of her 

grandson. So, I lost that job." Not long after this, Mrs. G's previous department asked 

her to return to work. Mrs. G described this job: "I worked very hard. We earned 10,000 

yuan in the first year and more than 30,000 in the second year. Just before I came to 

Corvallis, the department chair asked me to return to China as soon as possible." 

Mrs. G went back to work for enjoyment and for money. She told me that she 

could earn 2000-3000 yuan per year just on this job. She felt she was in a much better 

financial position than her retired friends and acquaintances. She said, "Now I can afford 

to buy more fruit than ever before. And this time when I decided to come to the United 

States, I did not need to borrow money to buy gifts for my daughter and her family." 

In Ms. G's opinion, many other retired people at her college also want to return to 

work. However, there are few positions available. As a result, the policy of the president 

of the college is to restrict each faculty member to one half year of work after reaching 

retirement age. The salary is 70 yuan per month in addition to the retirement pension. 

After the half year, the retired faculty members must find another job on their own. Mrs. 

G described the job market: "It is easier for ordinary retired workers to get a job than it is 
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for college professors. They may accept any kind of job they find, while many retired 

professors may lack experience or feel they 'lose face' by taking blue-collar jobs". 

Mrs. G's husband is a good example. He never tried to work again after his 

retirement. He just stayed at home enjoying life. He could not find a better job and even 

gave up the opportunity of working the extra half year at the college. Some of Mr. and 

Mrs. G's colleagues who are retired professors planned to write books after retirement. 

However, they found they did not have enough money to have their books printed. 

Retirees in difficult financial situations are very common among Mrs. G's friends 

and colleagues. One day when Mrs. G was walking on campus, a retired professor told 

her that he was starting to sell his household goods to deal with financial problems. 

Mr. and Mrs. G's combined pensions amounted to more than 300 yuan per month, 

of which one-sixth was the portion for her disability (caused by a work accident in 1970). 

Both her parents and her husband's parents had passed away. Thus they do not need to 

provide for the older generation. Meanwhile, their daughter is studying at an American 

university and working as a research assistant; and their son is working for an electrical 

company in Nanjing. The son lives with them and gives his parents 50 yuan each month 

for room and board. The parents always put this money into a bank account under the 

son's name. Mrs. G worries that they still need to save for their son's marriage. Another 

worry is they have not saved much money for their old age. She said: "The retired 

president of my college talked with me about life in old age and said that without 20,000

30,000 yuan, we will not make a good living. I don't know what I am going to do in the 

future without that much money. However, if others can get by, so can I." 
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Mr. and Mrs. G live in a three-bedroom apartment in the faculty apartment 

building. However, they only use the largest room. Their son uses the other two rooms. 

Mrs. G indicated that neither the parents nor the son want to live together after the son 

gets married. In Mr. and Mrs. G's opinion, there is big generation gap between the young 

and the old. However, separating the generations has implications for household finances. 

Mrs. G also pointed out: "I know it's hard for young people like my son to get an 

apartment from the unit that he is working for, but I would rather pay to get a place for 

my son and his family to live in when he gets married." This is the situation of most 

elderly parents among Mrs. G's friends. Some even choose to rent out one room of their 

apartment as an alternative to living with their married children. Last year, housing reform 

was started in Nanjing. Mrs. G paid about five thousand yuan for the right to rent. She 

told me that this was a large amount of money. The daughter continued to help with the 

payment. 

Mrs. G is in very good health except that she only has a thumb and a forefinger on 

each hand. She lost six fingers in an accident. However, she is able to do everything for 

herself without help. She is very proud of herself: "I don't want to depend on anybody 

when I get old, including my children and my husband." At the same time she is 

concerned about the reform of the public medical system. 

Mrs. G has many social connections in Nanjing and other cities, mostly with 

former students. She said: "I keep in very close touch with them. Even today, many of 

our house guests are students studying in the college." According to Mrs. G, there is an 

office in the college for ordinary retirees. However the office does not have any funding, 
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and it sponsors no social activities. In contrast, the office for retired cadres has ample 

finding for services and activities. There is also a club for them. She commented: "The 

club was opened up to ordinary retirees recently. But we seldom go there, since we 

would feel uncomfortable benefiting from benefit under other peoples' entitlement." 

In Mrs. G's opinion, the policies related to retired senior citizens are not 

satisfactory, especially for retired professors. The government pays more attention to the 

younger generation. Moreover, there is inequality among senior citizens. She said: 

"Actually, I don't care much about the policies and don't talk about them. Whether I care 

about it or not, nothing will change. Now, I am still in the middle, worse than better and 

better than worse. I feel OK". 

6.6 CASE VI 

Mr. X is a retired high school teacher. He is sixty-seven years old. He had been 

taking care of his grandson in Beijing. Last October, he came to Corvallis to visit his son 

and bring his grandson to live with his parents in Corvallis. 

Mr. X has been retired for seven years. He had big problems dealing with too 

much idle time in the first year or two after he retired. He recalled that he often went back 

to the school where he had worked for more than 20 years to visit old friends, usually 

several times a week. He spent no time doing chores or reading and watching T.V., and 

he did not work. He said: "I worked too hard as a teacher my whole life. I was tired and 

I felt satisfied with my financial situation. So I decided to stay at home." 
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The financial situation in Mr. X's household is good. Since Mr. X was one of a 

few senior teachers at his school and had worked for more than 30 years, he receives one 

hundred percent of his original salary. He and his wife Mrs. X together receive about 600 

yuan each month. Meanwhile, all three children have married and none of them needs 

financial support from their parents. Mr. X indicated: "We live at a satisfactory level. 

However, we can't save much money. The prices of everything are going up too much." 

Mr. X lives in a three-bedroom apartment assigned by the local Education Bureau. 

According to Mr. X, it is not very large. The apartment is in the city center. Hospitals 

and stores are nearby. Mr. X explained that he is better off than others because he is a 

senior teacher and a returned overseas Chinese as well. All of his three children have 

married. His son is in Corvallis, while two daughters live in the same city as their father. 

Mr. X described his daughters as being filial. He said: 

They each come home several times a week to visit and ask if we need any 
help. Every Sunday, they come home to chat with us and help with chores. 
We usually have dinner together on Sunday evening. On holidays or our 

birthdays, our two daughters usually bring us gifts and good things to eat. 
So we feel very satisfied on this point. As for our son, we ask him to write 
us once a month. We keep in close touch too. 

Three years ago, Mr. X 's first grandson was born. By that time, his son had left to 

study in the United States. Their daughter-in-law and grandson continued to live with Mr. 

and Mrs. X. Ever since then, they have taken care of their grandson. Mr. X commented 

about this experience: "It's a tough job although you love your own child. Now each 
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young couple can only have one child. The child becomes a little emperor. We care

givers take too much responsibility." 

In Mr. X's case, the daughter-in-law also left for Corvallis ten months later. The 

grandparents then had the full time job of taking care of their grandson. According to Mr. 

X, 

What I worried about most was when the child was sick. We felt very 
responsible for the child because his parents were not there. Sometimes we 
had to go to the emergency room in the middle of the night. Therefore, 
most times, we just stayed at home or just walked around the apartment to 
keep the child from getting sick. I stopped going to the school to visit my 
old friends. 

Mr. X also said that he was used to staying at home. In addition to old friends in 

school, he has many neighbors who also worked as teachers. They meet often to share 

information about matters related to schools. Now Mr. X worries about what it would be 

like without his grandson. He thinks it would be boring again. However, he does not 

want to take care of any other grandchildren in the future. He said: 

It is very common for grandparents to take care of grandchildren in cities in 
China today. It has been a great burden. We retire from work, but then 
start to be caregivers. It's kind of unfair. Retired people would like to help 
take care of our grandchildren whenever there is real need. However, in 
most cases, the other children of the family don't understand the true 
situation and all ask their parents to take care of their children. Under such 
circumstances, if the parents refuse, this might affect relationships in the 
family. 
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Mr. X pointed out that another burden for many elderly parents is providing 

financial support for their children. "Many parents work hard to save for their children's 

marriage and also work hard to help their children after they have grandchildren." 

Mr. X seems not to worry about the reformed medical system. He said, "It's kind 

of reasonable to pay a small part of the cost. The government can't afford the free 

medical system any longer. The units have to pay for their employees. It's a great burden 

for them too. We share a little bit and it may help a lot." Meanwhile, Mr. X also pointed 

out that the situation in the province where he lives is better than that in other provinces. 

Ninety percent of health care costs are covered for most elderly people unless their bill is 

too high. Elderly people are also eligible to receive one hundred percent free medication 

and hospitalization for several chronic diseases. Mr. X is satisfied with the continued 

relationship to his former employer. He said: "Although there are not many activities for 

retired school teachers, the school organizes a trip around China every year. We pay most 

of the costs and the school pays a small part. On holidays, the school sends us small gifts 

to show that they still remember us." 

Mr. X does not want to be a demanding person. He feels he should not ask too 

much from anybody. He chose a Chinese saying to conclude: "those who are satisfied are 

those who are happy". 

6.7 CASE VII 

Mr. R came from a city in southwestern China. He was an engineer. One year 

after he retired, he came to Corvallis with his wife Ms. R to visit their daughter. 
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Mr. R reached age sixty this year. He worked for the Yunnan Institute of Geological 

Investigation in Kunming. Most of the time, however, he worked in Tonling, a well-

known copper mine near Kunming. Mr. R said that he could have worked a few more 

years, but he chose to retire early because he wanted to come to visit his daughter and 

grandson. He said, "When I applied for retirement, I told the leaders that I was too old to 

work in the front of the mine. I had health problems while working there." Mr. R was 

very happy about the opportunity to visit Corvallis. He mentioned that he was busy 

helping take care of his grandson. His help was needed, but soon he would like to return 

to his hometown in China and reside there. 

Mrs. R is a retired anesthetist. They have one daughter and two sons. The 

daughter and one son are married and studying abroad. Both are financially independent 

of their parents. The youngest son works as an economist in Kunming. He is not yet 

married and lives with his parents. He does not need his parents' support either. Mr. and 

Ms. R receive about 400 yuan from pensions each month. According to Mr. R, the 

financial situation of his family presently was better than most, but now has worsened. He 

indicated: "In the two years since I retired, inflation has been very serious. Prices are 

going straight up. People who are working receive raises in their salary, but not retired 

people. So I think when I go back home, the financial situation of my household will be in 

the middle or even lower bracket." 

Mr. R does not have much experience in dealing with idle time in retirement. He 

spent several months working on an application to visit the United States. Then, when he 

came to Corvallis, he started taking care of his grandson. But he does not plan to stay at 
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home enjoying retirement for the rest of his life. He commented: "I am going to find a job 

with the mining company through old connections. The job will help my financial situation 

in the future." 

According to Mr. R, after pension reform started at the end of the 1980s, business 

enterprises were left with a greater burden. Now they are responsible for the pensions of 

their own retirees. However, some enterprises do not make much profit. Under such 

circumstances, they cannot afford pensions for retired people. In Kunming, there are 

several state enterprises that have not paid pensions for a period of time. 

The pension system started in 1949. There are now a large number of retired 

people living on pensions. During the past fifty years, it was the central government that 

took part of the earnings of state employees and used this money to pay retirees. Now 

under economic reform, the government has decided to transfer this obligation to business 

enterprises which previously have saved no money for pensions. As a result, many 

enterprises cannot afford pensions for their retired workers. Mr. R said: "My wife usually 

gets her pension from the mine hospital. We are glad she still can get it on time every 

month. We don't ask for our pension to be increased, since I know the mine does not 

have much money." 

Mr. R mentioned that he has gastric disease which is related to his former 

occupation. Otherwise, Mr. R's health is good. But Mr. R also worries about medical 

reform. He explained: "We are still all right now. But we are old. Old people may get 

sick anytime. It may be better for us because my wife worked in the mine hospital. We 
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will try to use our old connections and go through the back door to solve any problems 

that we may face in the future." 

Mr. R has a three bedroom apartment in Kunming, but he and his wife seldom 

lived there. He said that the apartment is used by his son who works in Kunming. Both 

he and his wife are planning to work in the mine again when they go back to China. 

6.8 CASE VIII 

Mrs. S has lived in Beijing, the capital city of P.R. China for over 30 years. She 

retired nine years ago. Early in 1993, Mrs. S came to Corvallis to visit her son. 

Mrs. S is now age fifty-nine. Before retiring, she worked as an accountant in a 

factory in Beijing. In 1984, Mrs. S decided to retire five years earlier than the regular 

retirement age for a women cadre. Mrs. S indicated that her reasons for retiring early 

were to help take care of her grandsons and to get away from the place she worked. 

Throughout her retirement, Mrs. S has been busy taking care of four grandsons. 

Mrs. S described a typical day: 

I usually start my day in the early morning preparing breakfast for my 
grandchildren. Then, I clean rooms and play with the children. After this, I 
usually go shopping and then come home to prepare lunch. After lunch, 
the children usually take a nap, and I spend this time washing my 
grandsons' clothes. In the afternoons, I do some sewing or knit sweaters. 
Then, I start to prepare dinner. After dinner, I usually watch news on T.V. 
and then I help the children take baths and spend about half an hour telling 
stories or teaching them how to read. Then we all go to bed about eight 
o'clock. 
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Mrs. S's health is not very good. She has very serious insomnia. Thus, she must 

go to sleep very early in order to accumulate six hours of sleep each night. Mrs. S also 

has tuberculosis and gets tired very easily. Mr. S also retired several years ago. His health 

is much better than that of Mrs. S. During the daytime, he usually helps with the chores 

and walks one grandson to and from a primary school everyday. 

Mr. and Mrs. S have four children. All of them are married and lived separately 

from their parents. Except for the son who is studying in the United States, the children 

all live in the Beijing area. The eldest son lives in the same building as his parents. 

Whenever there is difficulty for the parents, they can call on any of their children. Most 

often they ask their eldest son for help. The children usually go back to see their parents 

once a week on Saturday night or the whole day Sunday. Mrs. S described these visits: 

"During the weekend, I buy many kinds of meats and vegetables and wait for my children 

to come. I do not cook, as sometimes they do not like the way I cook and it makes me 

mad. So, I usually wait for my daughter or daughters-in-law to cook for themselves and 

my husband and I don't care what they cook." 

The finances of each household are separate. Except for a weekend dinner or 

lunch, the children stay in their own home and cook for themselves. As Mrs. S indicated, 

"The children never send us money regularly, except for our son who is studying in the 

United States. That is because he feels he needs to do something since we have been 

taking care of his son ever since he was born. In fact, we took care of all the other 

grandchildren free of charge. In addition, my husband and I paid to feed our 

grandchildren." 
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Mrs. S's household is still a big household even without her married children. In 

supporting three, or sometimes four, grandchildren and themselves, Mr. and Mrs. S have 

to spend their pensions very carefully. Since both Mr. and Ms. S retired several years 

early due to poor health, their pensions are not as large as others. Mr. S receives 95% of 

his original salary, while Mrs. S receives only 75% of her original salary. Each month, 

they receive about 550 yuan including pensions and other subsides. From this amount, 

they mail 50 yuan to Mrs. S's elderly mother. They spend almost all of the remaining 500 

yuan by the end of the month. In order to save some money, Mr. S became re-employed. 

Now he works three or four hours every day for a consulting company. From this job he 

earns about 200 yuan per month, which is still not sufficient. As Mrs. S indicated, 

Saving money is very difficult for us. In addition to the regular costs of 
daily living, we help our eldest son pay for someone to take care of his 
child. This is because I felt too tired to take care of four children at the 
same time, and I know it is difficult for my son to afford a baby-sitter. It 

would be a big burden to my son and daughter-in-law, since they are both 
ordinary workers. I also need to help other sons and daughters whenever 
there is an emergency. For instance, my son-in-law wanted to study abroad 
last year. After he was admitted to a university in Chicago, the government 
asked him to pay 20,000 yuan for his tuition. He didn't have that much 
money: He asked me to help, and as a mother, I did my best. So, when I 
came to Corvallis, I only had 40 dollars left in my wallet. That's all I had. 

Mrs. S's family was chosen as a "model family20 for several years. However, Mrs. 

S admits that it is very difficult to deal with the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law 

20Model family--a family which is considered good enough to serve as a public model for others in the 
community. 
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relationship. She had particular trouble with the wife of her eldest son. Mrs. S pointed 

out: 

Our family had a very strained relationship with the daughter-in-law's 
parents from the beginning. We didn't even say 'hello' to each other during 
the first few years. Her parents were against the marriage only because we 
didn't have many betrothal gifts. By now, I still don't like to talk much to 
them. So my daughter-in-law is angry with me. The other thing that I 
don't feel comfortable about is that I would like to have my son go to a 
university and become a knowledgeable person, but his wife has been 
against it. Once to make my point, I stopped taking care of their baby for a 
few months. This son is the only child in my family who has not had a 
higher education. 

Mrs. S was very proud of her children because three of them were university 

students and one was even sent to the United States on a government scholarship. She 

described the success of her children as a consequence of the Cultural Revolution. She 

said: "During that period, we suffered very much due to our family background. I told my 

children to stay at home playing and studying everyday after school. They didn't dare to 

go out, either because other children bullied them or because of our inferior social status 

compared to other parents. So, they spent lots of time staying at home studying." 

For the same reason, the family did not make many friends with their workmates. 

They did have a few close friends who suffered in a similar way in the Cultural Revolution. 

Now they are all retired and live in the same factory family housing dormitory. They see 

each other often and visit each other during holidays. Sometimes Mrs. S plays mah jong 

with neighbors. Except for these kinds of social occasions, there are no other organized 

social activities for Mr. and Mrs. S. 
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The living quarters of Mr. and Mrs. S are not good. Previously they lived with 

their eldest son and his wife in a small three-bedroom apartment. Later the parents 

decided to live separately and they were forced into a two-bedroom apartment. 

According to Mrs. S, the three bedroom apartment is assigned to her and her husband. 

The son should have his own assigned apartment. However, since he works in the same 

factory where his parents work, the leader refused to move him to another apartment. 

This goes against the factory's housing policy. Although several years have passed, none 

of the factory leaders has corrected the situation. 

The above are the reports from eight interviews. Although some reports are 

longer than others, they all clearly show various aspects of the life of the elderly in 

contemporary urban China. Themes in these stories will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 7 DISCUSSION: A SANDWICH GENERATION 

7.1 FINANCIAL HARDSHIPS 

The social position of the elderly in contemporary urban China has changed greatly 

compared to their counterparts in other historical periods. These changes are manifested 

in various ways. Some of the changes are beneficial while many others are detrimental. In 

the next section, I will highlight some specific problems related to elderly people. The 

discussions are primarily based on data from case studies and secondarily on personal 

experience and stories provided by old family friends in China. 

7.1.1 Jeopardized Financial Independence 

The economic situation of elderly persons interviewed for this study seems slightly 

better than that reported in the 1987 investigation in Shanghai (Gui. 1987:173-174). However, 

under the impact of accelerating inflation and skyrocketing prices in the last several years, their 

higher pensions still barely meet basic needs. Let us take daily consumption as an example. 

Daily consumption refers to money spent on food, clothing, utilities, entertainment and many 

other small necessities. The results of case studies show that the daily consumption of 

interviewees is mainly focused on food and utilities. They report the average amount they spent 

on basic food consumption is about 300 to 400 yuan per month. For utilities the amount was 

about 50 to 70 yuan per month. The retirement pensions for couples ranged from 200 to 400 
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yuan per month. The interviewees seldom spent on clothing or entertainment. Meanwhile, 

almost all had difficulty saving money and worried about their economic situation. 

The family of Mr. Y (an old acquaintance of the author) is caught in a typically difficult 

situation. Mr. Y is 68 years old this year. Thirteen years ago, to allow his son to inherit his 

job, he retired from a factory. From then on, he only earned 50 yuan each month. His wife, 

Mrs. Y, is 70; she never held a job. Therefore, the 50 yuan pension represented their only 

source of income. In order to support themselves, Mr. Y went to work in a printing factory 

and Mrs. Y chose to work as a babysitter for neighbors and friends. 

Mr. C (also an old acquaintance of the author) was a college technician. He retired in 

1991. In a letter he wrote to a friend in 1992, he said, "my retirement pension is only 168 

yuan. It's hard to do anything with 150 yuan now. So, I am thinking about opening a small 

grocery store." 

Mr. C's wife died a few years ago and one son got married. He is now living with a 

disabled son. Since his pension is insufficient to cover the son's medical costs and provide for 

living expenses, he has opened his own business--a very small grocery shop from which he 

earns a few hundred yuan each month. However, this still covers only basic necessities. 

7.1.2 Temporary Remedy: Re-employment 

As previously discussed, work involvement after retirement has become a fad since the 

mid 1980s. This phenomenon is illustrated in the case studies. Among the eight couples, seven 
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report, past, present or planned work involvement. Another four considered taking a job soon 

after they retired, but did not due to intervening factors. 

Among the seven who were, are or will be re-employed, six indicated that they chose 

re-employment for economic reasons. For example, Mrs. G now earns an additional 2000 to 

3000 yuan each year, which equals the total amount of her retirement pension combined with 

that of her husband. Financial supplements elevate living standards and, in most cases, have 

already become a part of the family budget. Mrs. G commented, "it is for money more than for 

enjoyment!"21 

On the other hand, not all of the retirees can easily find employment. Jobs available for 

retired people are limited. As stated by Mrs. G, "many retired people from the college want to 

go back to work. However, there are not many positions for them. The college therefore 

decided that retired persons could continue working in the college for half-a-year after their 

retirement. From this time on, they had to find other jobs by themselves. It is very hard to for 

professors like us to get a reasonably good job by ourselves." 

Since Mr. G could be re-employed at the college for only half-a-year, he decided to 

stay at home right from the beginning. In many urban areas, the job market for re-employment 

has become very tight, and it is particularly difficult for people who want to find a job as good 

as the one they left. This situation has caused many retired people to give up their plans for re

employment. 

21 The case studies also indicate that difficulty in dealing with free time is another, though less important, factor 

related to re-employment. 
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The extent to which retirees are needed by other family members is also a critical factor 

in the re-employment issue. Women are the most often affected. For example, Mrs. W wanted 

to work again, but she was needed to take care of her granddaughter and her husband. Mrs. S 

desired to work, but she had to take care of her grandsons. Mrs. G quit her job to help take 

care of her granddaughter. Such demands on women explain why most re-employed retirees 

are men. 

Although returning to the work force may temporarily solve some retirees' economic 

problems, there remains the question of what these working elderly will do in their 70's or 80's 

when they are no longer physically able to work. 

7.1.3 Privileged Social Strata: 

The pension system treats some people better than others. As indicated in the case 

studies, most retirees covered by the current pension policy share similar financial experiences. 

But to retired cadres, the government provides higher pensions, better living conditions and 

many extra services free of charge. Mrs. W mentioned this as an irritant for her and her 

husband. Although retired cadres are only a small part of the elderly population, the favoritism 

given to them produces a privileged class among the elderly. And the emergence of the 

privileged class "clearly illustrates key aspects of economic and social inequalities of post-Mao 

China." (Davis 1988:232) 

According to policy makers, the objective is to "meet all basic needs of retired 

cadres and their family dependents, thus they have no cause to complain or request a 

transfer." (Davis 1988:227) The privileges awarded retired cadres are related to their 
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power of high ranking positions. The privileges for retired cadres serve to compensate for 

the power and benefits they lost after retirement. Policy-makers in the government 

themselves are high-ranking officials. They make policies that benefit their colleagues and 

themselves. Meanwhile, they are not aware of the problems of ordinary retirees because they 

do not live among ordinary retirees, and ordinary retirees do not have a means to convey their 

needs. 

7.1.4 Carrying Obligations of Parents and Children: 

In case studies show that almost all elderly parents indicates providing regular financial 

support to their very elderly parents now or before they passed away. However, regular 

financial support from children to their young elderly parents is no longer a dependable 

resource. As shown in the case studies, only Mr. and Mrs. Z receive money regularly from 

their children. The others have not received any regular financial support from their children. 

Instead, it is customary for adult children to send their parents gifts. The case studies show 

that almost all parents receive gifts from their children; more expensive gifts come from those 

who make more money. For example, students studying aboard often bring their parents 

electronic appliances such as TVs, VCRs, refrigerators, etc.. One reason that adult children do 

not provide regular financial support to their elderly parents is because the parents have their 

own pensions. Children consider their parents to be able to manage life by themselves, so, they 

just send gifts to their parents occasionally to show their love and care. However, the parents' 

financial situation is not as good as the children believe, and gifts in most cases are not 
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sufficient to offset the parents' financial difficulties. Meanwhile, the financial situation of many 

adult children is not very good either. It is hard for them to provide regular financial support 

beyond that required for their own families. 

Adult children are still willing to accept support from their parents. Parents often 

provide free meals, free child-care, and the cost of a marriage ceremony to their adult children, 

and they do their best to give other financial assistance in an emergency. Parents always make 

excuses for their children. For example, "they have to make a living for themselves" or "they 

do not make much money either". Of course these parents are not rich. They are simply trying 

their best to show their love and understanding for their children. Parents believe they should 

sacrifice themselves for their children. No matter how old, a child is always a child. 

The case studies show that almost all elderly couples provide free meals on weekends 

when their married children come to visit. They usually buy better quality meats and vegetables 

for these occasions. Sometimes they feel this is too much of a burden. Mr. and Mrs. Q 

provided free dinners everyday for both their son's and their daughter's family. After several 

years they felt this was not affordable. Therefore, Mr. Q had to ask each family for 30 yuan 

each month to pay for their meals. Certainly, this amount was far from enough to cover the 

cost. However, Mr. and Mrs. Q did not intend to ask for more. When the youngest son came 

home for a visit from the United States, Mr. Q told him, "Your mother and I want to maintain 

a warm relationship with you children. I don't care about money. We don't intend to ask your 

brother and sister for more as long as we can afford it or unless they offer more themselves." 

Parents helping children has become very common. Parents may complain, but they 

still make excuses for their children because they do not want to harm the parent-child 
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relationship. In order to keep a reasonably good parent-child relationship, they need to 

compromise. However, financial support from parents is likely to be taken for granted by the 

children, and may even hurt the parent-child relationship. 

From the discussion above, it is clear that the financial situation of the urban elderly is 

quite tenuous. Reformed public health policies, inadequate pensions, financial obligations to 

adult children and constraints on reemployment all contribute to their economic insecurity. 

7.2 PSYCHOLOGICAL CRISIS 

7.2.1 Loosened Parent-Child Tie: 

The adult children of the young elderly at present are between age 25 and 45. They 

were born and brought up with Communist morality as well as Western values. In their minds, 

the conjugal relationship is the core of family life. The relationship with parents is only a 

secondary priority. Although love, respect and even the shared responsibilities to elderly 

parents among siblings still exist, the traditional parent-child emotional tie has been weakened 

by an emphasis on individualism and dependency. 

Results of the case studies show that children prefer to live separately with their own 

nuclear family after they get married. Children usually come to visit parents once a week or 

once every two weeks. Only Mr. Q's children come home on a daily basis. Two sons of Mr. Z 

only come to visit parents once every two to three months. Mrs. S's eldest son lives in the 

same building with his parents, but due to a bad mother-in-law/daughter-in-law relationship, he 
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does not visit parents on a regular basis. This illustrates the priority placed on the conjugal 

relationship by the younger generation. Placing more value on the conjugal relationship and 

personal privacy diminishes the loyalty and commitment to other relationships in an 

extended family. In contrast, elderly people are making a great effort to maintain intimate 

parent-child relationships. In most cases, elderly parents sacrifice their own financial security 

and sometimes even their self-esteem. As discussed previously, parents spend money and 

effort to please their children each time they come home. They treat children more like family 

guests. Thus, the emotional aspect of parent-child relationships tends to be unbalanced. Adult 

children contribute much less than their elderly parents. 

The Chinese students (adult children) I interviewed all agree that they did not do much 

for their parents primarily because they live in the United States. However, none of them want 

to go back just for the sake of their parents. They hope their parents understand their situation. 

Elderly parents feel trapped and frustrated. One result of this frustration is that the 

elderly transfer their emotions from the parent-child relationship to the grandparent-grandchild 

relationship. Focusing attention on grandchildren helps elderly parents forget about the pain of 

losing intimate parent-child relationships. Even this, however, is seen as another way of 

investing in the child-parent relationship. Why do they make this investment? It is not only 

because of natural biological ties, or love for their children; but also because they seek elusive 

emotional rewards to alleviate their feelings of insecurity. 
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7.2.2 Parent-Child Conflicts: 

At the same time parents are transferring their emotions to grandchildren, conflicts 

often occur with the respect to taking care of grandchildren. One major issue is that adult 

children usually take the caregiver role for granted. Some of them even have criticizes their 

parents for not providing enough help, and in some cases have verbally abused elderly parents. 

A second issue is that elderly parents are not able to take care of all their grandchildren 

at the same time. One son whose child is not taken care of often criticized his elderly parents 

for not meeting his child care needs. In Mr. and Mrs. Z's case, their younger son felt unfairly 

treated when Mrs. Z did not agree to take care of his child during a period of illness. The son 

was upset because his mother previously had helped take care of his older brother's baby. In 

order to show "fairness" to the younger son, Mr. Z decided to pay the daycare fees. However, 

Mr. and Mrs. Z still felt misunderstood. As a result, the relationship with their son was 

strained. 

A third issue is related to different ways of taking care of children. Mothers-in-law and 

daughters-in law often disagree, causing conflict in parent-child relationships. The relationship 

between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law has always been strained throughout Chinese 

history. Confucian ideology favoring the authority of the older woman helped alleviate the 

difficulty of "two women living in one house." Today, the relationship between mothers-in-law 

and daughters-in-law has changed. Neither side has the absolute authority. Thus, it is more 

difficult for mothers-in-law to handle this relationship. Also, this relationship has become 

critical in its influence on the parent-child relationship. Mrs. W mentions this point, 
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The fact is we prefer to live with our children. However, children have 
different interests, and it is hard to live with daughters-in-law or sons-in-law; 
they are children from other families who have different habits and beliefs than 
ours. If we live together, the relationship between us would be very difficult to 
handle. We would prefer to have a better relationship with them rather than to 
live with our sons and daughters. 

A fourth issue related to parent-child conflict is the generation gap. Although the 

younger generation has already accepted many Western values, most elderly parents still 

behave as before with a family-focused ideology. This is not only because they were brought 

up by their Confucian parents, but also because were they asked by the government to take 

responsibility for their own aging parents. In their eyes, the parent-child relationship is still 

their first priority. They want to assure a decent life for their children and in return receive 

traditional filial piety from their children. Therefore, they often do not agree with their adult 

children about personal privacy and the expression of filial piety. All the young elderly in this 

study provide various kinds of support both to their very elderly parents and to their adult 

children. They believe that responsible parents should know and have the right to know "what 

is really going on" in their children's lives. They also believe that filial children should always 

put the interest of parents before their own interests. This cohort effect, which crystallizes 

around disagreement on core values, is a significant feature of the generation gap in China 

today. 

Mr. Z's relationship with his eldest son illustrates the generation gap. He wanted his 

eldest son to be a famous doctor, but the son decided to be a businessman after a few years of 

practice as a doctor. Mr. Z was very disappointed and could not understand his son's choice at 

all. He complained and sighed, "My son has changed." He often worried about his son's 
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future. However, the son's interpretation was, "Dad is too old to accept new ideas." Mr. Z is 

not alone. Most of the other parents interviewed in this study had the same problem. In fact, 

this example is typical of the parent-child relationship today. In contemporary urban Chinese 

society, not only are the elderly no longer authority figures, but also their ideas are mostly 

regarded as outdated, and they are considered too old to accept new ideas. This viewpoint 

sometimes is damaging to the self-esteem of the elderly and presents another barrier in parent-

child relationships. As a result, the elderly often feel discouraged. "We are too old to provide 

any help." "We are useless." "We are old, let the children be!" 

Certainly, adult children were not trying to hurt the feelings of their elderly parents on 

purpose. However, this is the inevitable result of parent-child conflicts. Meanwhile, the 

transition from having absolute authority to sharing ideas with children and finally to being 

considered as useless is a painful process itself. Their role is altered from privileged household 

heads to ordinary family members. They no longer have the authority over children in family 

matters. They have to learn to let their children make their own choices. The generation gap 

plus role transition makes it very difficult. What elderly parents feel emotionally is that children 

are running away from them. They feel emotional ties are threatened. 

7.2.3 Modified Life Circle and Lonely Hearts: 

In traditional Chinese culture, social life outside family was not much emphasized. 

Today, as the parent-child relationship is weakened, having a regular social life becomes a 

necessity for the current cohort of elderly people. However, opportunities for making social 

connections outside the family are very limited . The case studies show that most social 
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connections are found through work and neighborhood. During the first few years of 

retirement, former co-workers usually keep a close relationship, either going back to the work 

unit or meeting old acquaintances in other ways. However, as the years go by, such 

relationships usually become weaker. One reason is because older retirees more often stay at 

home. They do not go back as often to their former work units to visit old acquaintances. As 

a result, they soon lose these friends altogether. Subsequently, neighbors and relatives afford 

the major and most important social interaction. 

It is easier for people to stay in touch with neighbors if they stay in an apartment 

complex supported by their work units. As indicated by Mr. L, "It is very convenient for us to 

keep in touch with each other. This is because we knew each other before and we may share 

information of mutual interest." However, there are a large number of the elderly people who 

have moved into apartments away from old acquaintances. For them, it is difficult to maintain 

close relationships with old neighbors, especially in big cities like Beijing. In the early 1990's, 

this situation has changed for the better, as telephones have been introduced to a large number 

of urban households. Old friends often call each other at their convenience, but actually seeing 

each other is still not easy to do. 

The case studies show that the elderly interact most with children and grandchildren. 

Close relationships with other relatives are mentioned only by one couple. One reason for this 

is that some relatives are still busy working while others are busy taking care of grandchildren. 

For relatives who are not busy and want to keep in close touch with each other, transportation 

may be a problem. Therefore, the interactions between relatives are basically limited to an 

irregular exchange of letters or an occasional visit during holidays. 
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Few entertainment activities are available for the elderly. Watching TV and playing 

mahjong are probably the most popular activities. All interviewees watch TV every evening. 

Most also like to and play mahjong with neighbors on a regular basis. Two of them play on a 

daily basis. Chatting with friends and neighbors is another important social activity especially 

for elderly women. Half of the women in this study stopped to talk with neighbors each day on 

their way to go shopping. Only Mrs. W and Mr. Z are able to participate in an organization. 

Mrs. W's club is organized by her previous work unit for retired cadres. Mr. X's club is 

organized by the government for political purposes. 

Opportunities for social life among ordinary retirees are very rare. Some cities have 

universities for elderly people--/ao nian da xiue. However, the activities in those organizations 

are also very limited. Most are limited to Chinese calligraphy and Chinese painting. Such 

activities enhance the quality of life, but few elderly participate due to financial difficulties, 

time conflicts, transportation problems and low level of education. Other unorganized 

activities include singing Peking Opera, and practicing Chinese marshal arts, but these are 

limited to a very small number of elderly people. Now, doing morning exercises, disco dancing 

or Qi Gong have become popular activities. Gathering for exercise has become one of the 

most important social opportunities for many elderly people. 
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7.2.4 Married Life and Remarriage of the Elderly: 

"Lao ban"22 is a common term used by elderly people to refer to their spouses. This 

terms represents the essential element of the traditional relationship between husband and wife

-companionship. The introduction of Western values has impacted the married life of elderly 

people to infuse more emotional content in this relationship. After the breakdown of intimate 

parent-child relationships, many elderly couples emphasize emotional involvement. In fact, 

many now prefer to live in a two-person world. They want to recapture the romance that they 

had when they first became married. They want to have their own space to enjoy their 

retirement years. 

The influence of the West has also brought a high percentage of divorce among elderly 

people. Ever since the mid 1980s, many elderly couples have sought to escape an unhappy 

married life. Most of these unhappy marriages were the product of political movements. From 

1956 to 1976, all marriages were under political influence. During this period, people were 

restricted in their choice of a mate. Many of those who had married and loved each other 

could not form a family. They were forced to separate because of "class struggle"23. Others 

who maintained their marriages, did so for the sake of their small children already born. Now, 

22Lao ban is a modern Chinese expression which refers to "husband" or "wife". It is not an official term, 
but it is popular especially among elderly people. "Lao" means "old"; "ban" means "mate"; "lao ban" 
emphasizes the companionship of a couple and thus illustrates, to a certain degree, the guilty feelings of 
the elderly themselves about sexual aspect of their marriages. 

23During the years from 1956 to 1976, politics was the first priority in China. Class struggle was highly 
promoted. According to the policy at that time, if one person in a marriage or one person in a love 
relationship was identified as the object of criticism, the other one was better to end this relationship to 
show the loyalty to the Party. Otherwise, both of them would become "enemies". 
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since their children have grown up, they want to establish their own lives. Two elderly 

acquaintances of the author are good examples. 

When Mrs. Yang, age 63 and Mr. Zhang, age 67, were classmates in college in the late 

1950s they were planning to be married. However, neither of them was born into a 

revolutionary amif,y24.
r Mr. Zhang's father was living in the United States, which was regarded 

as the worst capitalist offense of all. Politically neither one could afford a marriage between 

two bad classes. A few years later, both married someone whom they did not love. Mrs. Yang 

disclosed her feelings in a letter to a friend, "my four children are all married. I want my own 

life now." She filed for a divorce in 1992. Mr. Zhang had already divorced in the early 1980s 

and later moved to New York. 

The high percentage of divorce among the elderly in China is only relative to the very 

low divorce rate historically. Compared to Western countries, the divorce rate is still much 

lower in China. This is because a large number of elderly people still do not have enough 

courage to risk their reputations and break up their unhappy marriages. 

Although Western values regarding individual rights have influenced the increase in 

divorces among the elderly, traditional Chinese values are still on obstacle to remarriage among 

elderly people. Strong social pressure is brought to bear on widows and widowers who are 

considering remarriage, particularly if they happen to be elderly. People still believe that by 

remaining chaste and faithful to one man throughout her life a woman demonstrates the highest 

form of morality. This source of opposition to remarriage comes directly from the elderly 

2'Revolutionary family-- families in which parents are working-class people. Families which have this 
type of family background were also called "red families" from 1949 to 1976. 
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cohort itself. The elderly are used to old traditions and beliefs. They have been restricted too 

long to ever dream of change. Even some members of the younger generation still accept the 

traditional restrictions on life choices of the elderly. The viewpoint of younger people is based 

on the notion of saving face. They do not wish to suffer psychological pressure by allowing 

their fathers or mothers to be criticized. Therefore, elderly parents are often not allowed to 

remarry by their adult children, and their need for companionship goes neglected. This is 

another example of the generation gap in which communication between the elderly and the 

young is breaking down. 

Children often cannot understand the feelings of their elderly widowed parents. One of 

the author's acquaintances told of what happened to her father last year. Her mother had died 

several years earlier. Her father, now 63 years old, had re-married once before, but the 

marriage did not work. Then, he lived by himself. Two years ago, he came to live with one of 

his daughters and helped take care of his grandson. However, despite a happy family life, the 

father still wanted a life of his own. Later he asked friends to introduce him to female friends 

as potential mates. After this was discovered by other family members, they went to see him 

one by one and tried to stop this initiative. They promised their father they would be more 

"filial"25 and give him a happy life. In the children's minds, giving their father a happy life did 

not seem difficult. There were two sons and one daughter in the family. In addition to his 

retirement pension, the father could get financial support from all three children. The above 

letter also stated, "He has enough money to spend and we have a close family relationship. We 

are very 'filial' to him. Why doesn't he feel satisfied?" 

25Filial here means devoted. 
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Mrs. W stated her views on this issue. "Most people our age agree with remarriage if 

the first marriage partner dies early. But some young people are against it". Later, Mrs. W 

told a story of what happened to one of her friends. 

One of my friends lost his wife a few years ago. Now he is about 65. He 
wanted to find a companion. However, his son was very much against it. It 
was mainly because the son lived in his father's three-bedroom apartment. He 
was afraid of losing his housing after his father remarried. In order to solve this 
problem, the old couple later compromised promising the son that they would 
let him share two rooms and the kitchen. The son then agreed to his father's 
remarriage. However, my friend and his wife only have one room for 
themselves. Obviously it is very inconvenient, but the couple were very happy 
with their new life. The relationship between the son and the couple is still not 
very good. 

Another story by Mrs. W contains a similar theme. "Both were my workmates. They 

loved each other and planned to get married. However, the daughter of the woman was very 

much against the remarriage. She thought it was very bad taste for women of her mom's age 

to get remarried, and she told the man he was never going to be welcome to the family. As a 

result, the marriage of this couple is still a dream". Obviously, the younger generation does not 

sense the loneliness felt deeply by the elderly. As in the first story by Mrs. W, using approval of 

a parent's marriage in bargaining to gain material benefits represents an unbalanced exchange. 

This unbalance causes resentment which widens the generation gap. 
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7.3 DETERIORATING PHYSICAL HEALTH 

7.3.1 Weakened Health Condition: 

Providing financial assistance to children is certainly not a signal of affluence. On the 

contrary, it is a sign of parental effort to maintain close relationships with adult children. To do 

this, they also contribute labor. According to Tian's investigation in Shanghai (1988), elderly 

parents between age 60 and 74 carry out 60 percent of the housework in stem family 

households, and provide most of the care for grandchildren. 

The elderly enjoy being with grandchildren, but family chores and child care 

responsibilities usually take great energy from these elderly parents, especially the 

grandmothers. Sometimes the extra burden of child care causes direct or indirect physical 

problems for the elderly. Many of the elderly parents feel tired and want a break. However 

this excuse their children often misunderstand. The case of Mrs. Z and Mrs. S. provide 

examples. 

Mrs. S helped take care of four grandchildren at one time. She not only played with 

them during the daytime, but also took care of them during the night. Mrs. S felt very worn 

out from this work. However, she also felt it was her responsibility to help her children. Now, 

Mrs. S is suffering from serious insomnia. 

Mrs. Z was not very healthy from the beginning, and it was a strain for her to take care 

of her grandchildren. However she had a strong sense of family responsibility. Later, her 

health condition worsened. 
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There are also physical demands related to reemployment. For example, Mr. S spent 

about two hours on a bus every day going to work at a factory. Mr. Zhen (an old acquaintance 

of the author) is a retired chemical engineer. For two years, he lived in another town three to 

four months each year while working at a second job. These examples illustrate how in urban 

China today, the elderly temporarily put aside considerations of physical well-being to help with 

family chores and to earn extra money. 

7.3.2 Loss of Regular Physical Support : 

In addition to the loss of the intimate relationships with children, elderly parents also 

lost the regular physical support from their adult children. Along with economic change, 

individuality and other new moral standards are becoming widely accepted by the younger 

generation. Younger people have more choices than ever before. The following 

statement represents a similar attitude among the elderly. "I am now doing what I always 

wanted to do and I am able to achieve it." (People's Daily, 03/1988) This freedom of 

choice provides the moral basis for young people to live separately from elderly parents. 

Many parents even prefer their children to marry out of the household and live by 

themselves. Whether young married couples live together with or separately from parents 

depends more on the personal preferences of family members than on the limitation 

imposed by tradition. A higher standard of living makes it possible for young couples to 

establish nuclear households. However, in many cases, the lack of available housing still 

makes it difficult for young couples to find their own place to live. 
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In the case studies almost all married children were found to live in a nuclear family 

away from their parents. Although there are a few exceptions, such as the fourth son of Mr. L 

and his spouse who lived with their parents when they were first married, they all moved out as 

soon as they found their own place to stay. Elderly parents inevitably lose the traditional 

convenience of direct physical assistance after their adult children move out. As is mentioned 

the case studies, those who do not live with elderly parents, typically only go to visit their 

parents once or twice a week. Thus, the elderly parents are taking care of themselves on a 

daily basis. Adult children who still live with elderly parents, may not provide regular support 

to their elderly parents either. In fact, these adult children help their elderly parents only with 

chores demanding extra strength. 

7.3.3 Unfavorable Living Conditions: 

According to interviewees the living conditions for elderly people seem reasonable 

when compared to the living conditions of other urban dwellers. Since the living conditions of 

most families in urban China are not good, the people interviewed in the case studies used 

relatively low standards for judging living conditions. In the late 1980s in big cities, it was 

common for four of five people to live in a small apartment of less than 20 square meters. 

Although public housing has improved in recent years, poor living conditions are still a problem 

to urban dwellers, including the elderly. Small quarters often mean that the elderly and their 

grandchildren must share the same room. This limits the space available for the activities of 

elderly people. Lack of space also contributes to poor health conditions among elderly people. 
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Almost no public housing is designed with considerations for physical accessibility to 

elderly or disabled people. Except for a few current and retired high-ranking government 

officials, most urban dwellers live in very simple, old apartment complexes. The elderly who 

live in these older and smaller buildings do not have to worry about climbing up several flights 

of stairs several times a day, but they have no heating system, no electrical stove, and no hot 

water. In many cases, they have to share a bathroom with neighbors, in which case there is 

actually no place to take a shower. Such deficiencies in housing cause many problems for 

elderly people. The elderly who live in newer buildings have heating systems, but those who 

live on upper floors must climb six or seven flights of stairs because in most cases there is no 

elevator. Government policy is that only buildings with more than eight floors need elevators. 

7.3.4 Poor Accessibility to High Quality Medical Facilities: 

One of the most important challenges to the young elderly undergoing age transition is 

declining physical status. This is a natural process in this period of life. Therefore, these 

people should have regular physical examinations and daily care, as well as better treatment for 

their health problems. In the case studies, four people were found to have serious health 

problems. All interviewees mentioned worries about the current reforms of the public health 

system. 

Currently the elderly have limited accessibility to high quality medical facilities. One 

reason for this limited accessibility is insufficient studies focused on diseases suffered by elderly 

people. Another reason is an insufficient number of high quality doctors and lack of medical 

equipment. Perhaps the most important reason is the expensive cost of using high quality 
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equipment and technologies. Mrs. Z describes what happened the last time Mr. Z was in 

hospital. They were asked to pay 20% of the cost themselves and they struggled hard to make 

this payment. Although the other people in this study did not mention their experiences of 

hospitalization, such burden and expense are at least a prospect they will face in the future. 

7.3.5 Lack of Related Social Services: 

In Western countries, various types of social services and facilities often provide 

physical assistance to many elderly people. In China, physical assistance to the elderly is still 

assumed to be provided by family members. However, family care providers now participate in 

the work force. The task of care for the elderly is left to the elderly themselves. They may be 

capable of taking care of themselves and their spouses; however, social services and high 

quality medical facilities are still basic necessities for the elderly now and in the future. 

There are almost no long-term care facilities for the elderly in China. Nursing homes 

are still unknown. As a result, many of the elderly in need of long-term care do not receive it. 

In most cases, they are taken care of by their spouses, as illustrated by Mr. Q in the case 

studies. There may be no help in the future when Mr. Q is no longer capable of taking care of 

wife. 

The absence of long-term care facilities as well as inaccessibility to high quality short-

term treatment threaten the long-term physical well-being of the cohort of young elderly. This 

is a consequence of state ignorance and inattention to a growing need. 
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There are some differences above between examples derived from the case studies, 

and other examples derived from the stories provided by old friends of the author in 

China. Specifically, the latter group has experienced more serious problems. Reasons for 

this difference include: A. All informants in the case studies are educated, middle-class 

people. Some even held senior positions before their retirement. Thus, they have 

experienced better living conditions than ordinary retirees. B. All informants in the case 

studies have children studying or working in the United States. Support like expensive 

gifts from these children helps to improve their financial situations. C. My long-time 

relationship with old family friends in China influences informants to be more open in 

talking about their problems. An old Chinese saying "zhi zu chang le" warns, "only those 

who are always satisfied with life have a happy life". Therefore, showing satisfaction with 

life is a moral principle. This tradition influenced informants in case study, who were not 

old family friends, to use relatively low standards to judge their current living conditions. 

This is why it is easier for them to say "we are satisfied." 
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CHAPTER 8 CONCLUSION 

The evidence presented and discussed above suggests that under the impact of political 

movements, economic development and the introduction of Western values the social position 

of elderly people in Contemporary urban China has changed. Traditional Chinese family ties 

and the family support system for the elderly has also broken down. Now, the elderly are 

basically living on their own. State intervention has not provided enough support for the 

elderly. On the contrary, some state policies worsen the situation. Meanwhile, due to the long 

negligence in addressing the needs of the elderly population, their deteriorating financial 

situation and lack of a supportive physical environment has brought the young elderly into a 

very challenging position as they experience age transition. 

Case studies and stories provided by old friends in China have provided additional 

insights not identified in the literature review. These points include: 1. Adult children now 

send gifts to their parents for holidays or birthdays instead of regular financial support as 

was true previously; 2. Re-employment helps deteriorating financial status only 

temporarily, and the financial status of the elderly is worsening; 2. The loosened family tie 

between elderly parents and adult children has increased psychological pressure on elderly 

parents; 3. Elderly parents are transferring their emotion to their grandchildren; 4. The 

elderly are investing in good relationships with their adult children by working hard for 

them; 5. Emphasis on emotional involvement has brought a positive effect to the married 

life of elderly people and their prospects for divorce and remarriage. Remarriage is 

accepted by the elderly but not by some of their adult children. 
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Social exchange theory enhances the understanding of intergenerational relationships in 

the changing family system. Due to the loss of family resources, the elderly have no economic 

basis for exchange with their children. Although they are still financially independent to some 

degree, they cannot afford a reciprocal relationship. They can give few rewards for children in 

return for support. The elderly still want their children's support, but there is no incentive for 

the children to do so. Regular financial assistance from children is no longer provided for most 

young elderly parents today. 

This does not mean that children are not filial. They love, care about and want to 

support their parents, but only to the extent of secondary priority. Due to the focus on their 

own nuclear family households, devotion and commitment to their parents are largely reduced. 

Now, support for their parents is mostly limited to sending birthday gifts and helping 

occasionally with heavier housework. 

The fact that elderly parents are still working very hard to keep good parent-child 

relationships also can be explained by intergenerational exchange theory . Besides the 

traditional obligation to provide care for their children, the elderly are making a great effort to 

keep the parent-child exchange working. They hope to keep their children's filial piety to some 

degree at least for emotional support, if nothing else. This often leads to a disadvantage for 

elderly parents forcing them into compliance in the intergenerational relationship. 

All elderly parents interviewed in Corvallis are enjoying a positive experience taking 

care of their grandchildren. One reason is that most of them had not seen their children for 

several years. Therefore, they appreciated the chance to live for a short time with their children 

and to help take care of their grandchildren. Better living conditions in the United States also 
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reduce many hardships in taking care of grandchildren. Therefore, they do not regard this 

experience as a hardship. However, most of them came to Corvallis by themselves. Being far 

away has disrupted the lives of their husbands or wives still living in China. 

Modernization speeds up the transition from higher social status to inferior social status 

for the elderly. Due to the introduction of highly developed technology, the elderly are losing 

their "wisdom" faster than ever. The relative social position of the young and the elderly have 

been in rapid reversal since the early 1980s. Meanwhile, the modernization process also 

reshapes the value system. Influence from the Western culture has changed the value system of 

the younger generation. A generation gap has been defined by the new values of independence 

and individuality versus the family obligations of the past. Children still respect their elderly 

parents and want to support them, but they see their own problems as more important than 

those of their parents. Parents can no longer demand much respect and support. In addition, 

the impact of value differences has changed the traditional parent-child relationship. The 

conjugal relationship has become the core relationship in the families of the younger generation. 

One result of this is that the family tie between elderly parents and their children has weakened. 

Daily interaction and intimate parent-child relationships have been replaced by regular visits to 

parents on a weekly or monthly basis. The elderly are transferring their emotional attachments 

from children to grandchildren. Meanwhile, the transition toward the nuclear family household 

has accelerated. 

The cohort effect also widens the generation gap between the cohort of the elderly and 

the cohort of their children. The cohort of elderly people were raised with traditional family 

ideology. Although they have experienced many social changesand disruptive political 
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movements, they still believe in their family obligations and commitment. They cannot 

understand why they as young people were asked to take good care of their very elderly 

parents and now as old people are asked to take care of their children. They consider 

themselves to be a generation sandwiched by the generation of their parents and the generation 

of their children. They are very frustrated by this very challenging situation. However, 

because of their faith in traditional culture, they still insist on fulfilling their family 

responsibilities according to traditional standards and work hard to achieve the ideal of grand 

family harmony. The cohort effect inevitably creates more psychological stress for the young 

elderly in China today. 

The current cohort of adult children is a boundary generation between tradition and 

modernization. Though they once lived in a traditional family, they are more willing to accept 

Western influences. Although their elderly parents may have already lost their absolute 

authority and power due to other factors, members of this cohort of adult children are 

continuing to undermine their parents attempts to find a dignified and secure life. 

Elderly people also are facing difficulties in adapting to new roles associated with aging 

and changing social status. The crisis related to role loss is very common to this cohort of 

elderly people. Following retirement, the elderly have too much spare time. Their social 

connections are very limited, and they have few opportunities for socializing. Two activities 

that keep them busy are helping taken care of their grandchildren and taking charge of 

household chores. In a sense, they become the care providers for the family. On the one 

hand, this new role as care providers helps the elderly fill in spare time. On the other hand, 

stressful physical demands are difficult to bear. 



99 
By the time elderly parents retire, most of their children are married. This leaves the 

parents with empty nests. Although the elderly want their own time and space, they miss the 

time spent together with their children. They feel the loss of the intimate parent-child 

relationship. Taking care of grandchildren transfers their emotion from their children to 

grandchildren. 

Those who are divorced and widowed are further limited due to tradition. Outside the 

family, they have few if any close relationships. They desire intimate companionship, but in 

many cases children refuse to understand their parents' feelings and do not allow them to 

remarry. These elderly are left with sad and lonely hearts. 

Role conflict experienced by mostly adult children interferes with traditional care for 

elderly parents. However, most young elderly people in the case studies do not complain 

about insufficient physical support from their children. Most of them are still physically able to 

support themselves and each other in their daily life. For those in poor health, spouses take 

over the support. But when this support is no longer physically possible, social services for the 

elderly such as nursing homes, delivery of meals will certainly be necessary. Role conflict 

related to child care and re-employment of elderly people creates stressful parent-child 

relationships. In most cases, the stress is alleviated by compliance of elderly parents. 

However, the one child policy will result in a family structure of one couple with four elderly 

parents, and the stress of insufficient physical support to the elderly from their children will be 

larger. 

The current situation is a consequence of unavoidable social changes, but it is more 

importantly a consequence of improper state intervention and inconsistent state policies. 
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Political movements have deprived the family of resources and destroyed the respected image 

of the elderly, therefore breaking down the moral basis of the traditional family. The pension 

system was set up to provide financial independence for elderly retirees; however, policy 

recognizes social status rather than necessity. Ten years of inflation has prevented ordinary 

retirees from having more than a basic standard of living. Although re-employment may help 

solve this problem temporarily, it is not a long-term strategy. A few years from now, many of 

the currently re-employed elderly in this cohort will lose their physical ability to keep a job. 

The experiment of transferring the financial support system for the elderly from the family to 

the elderly themselves will have failed. 

Meanwhile, poor living conditions and limited medical facilities compound the 

problems of the elderly. Rising medical costs reduce accessibility to regular and high quality 

medical care. In this way, the reformed public health system threatens the long-term well

being of the current cohort of elderly people. 

Of course, social changes are natural products of social development. Negative 

consequences are sometimes inevitable side effects. However, in the process to overcoming 

negative consequences, state intervention can be a very critical factor. In this era of social 

change, should the elderly be deprived of the right to live in security, and be sacrificed in the 

process of modernization? Should they themselves be in charge of their own lives and be the 

only investors in their future? It is time for the nation to consider a different course. 



101 
BIBLIOGRAPHY
 

Albert, Steven M. 
1990. "Caregiving As A Cultural System: Conceptions of Filial Obligation and 
Parental Dependency in Urban America." American Anthropologist 92, no.2 
(1990): 319-31. 

Beijing Review 
1984. "Events and Trends." Beijing Review 36: 9. 
1988. "China's Population Structure: Facts and Figures (A Decade Of Reform)." 
12: 31-32. China State Statistical Bureau. 

Beijing Xinhua (in English) 
1993. "Reform Policies Strengthen Health Care Sector.", 1238 GMT Jan.14 1993. 

Bulletin of the State Council 
1981. Bulletin of the State Council:11-14. 

Cao, X. R., Li, Z. P., Chang, S. L. 
1988. "Modernization and Evolution of Ideas." China: Guizhou People's Press. 

Chen, Theodore Hsi-en and Chen, Wen-hui 
1959. "Changing attitudes toward parents in communist China." Sociology and Social 
Research 43:175-182. 

Cherry, R. and S. Magnuson-Martinson 
1981. "Modernization and The Status Of The Aged In China: Decline or 
Equalization?" Sociological Quarterly 22: 253-261. 

China Daily (English Edition) 
1992. "Survey on 'Mixed' Reaction to Housing Reform". China Daily 09/02/1992: 4. 

China Today 
1992. "Divorce: A New Factor in Chinese Society". China Today, 08/1992: 3. 

1992. "Can or Should China's Free Medical System Survive?" China Today, 
04/1992: 25. 

Chinese Social Statistics 
1985. "Research and Inquiry on Reforms of the State Wage System." 1985:453-80. 
Beijing: People's Publishers. 



102 

Cohen, Ronald 
1984. "Age and Culture As Theory" Age and Anthropological Theory: 234-249.. 

Ithaca/London: Cornell University Press 

Congressional Research Service 
1981. "China's Population Policies and Population Data: Review and Update." 97th 
Congress 1st Session. Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office. 

Cowgill, Donald 0., Lowell Holmes 
1972. "Summary and Conclusions: The Theory In Review." Aging and 
Modernization: 305-23. New York: Appleton-Century-Crafts. 

Davis, Deborah 
1985. "Intergenerational Inequalities and The Chinese Revolution." Modern China 
11(2):177-201. 

1986. "Family Supports For Chinese Elderly: Current and Future Trends". Delivered 
at the Annual Meetings of the Gerontological Society of America, Chicago,III. 

1988. "Unequal Chances, Unequal Outcomes: Pension Reform and Urban Inequality." 
China Quarterly 114: 223-242. 

1989. "Chinese Social Welfare: Policies and Outcomes." China Quarterly 119: 
577-597. 

Dowd, J.J. 
1975. "Aging as Exchange: A Preface to Theory." Journal of Gerontology (30): 
584-594. 

Finley, Nancy J., Roberts, Diane M., Banahan, Benjamin F. JR. 
1988. "Motivators and Inhibitors of Attitudes of Filial Obligation Toward Aging 
Parents" Gerontologist, Vol. 28, No.1: 73-78. 

Foner, Anne 
1978. "Age stratification and the changing family." American Journal of Sociology 84 
(suppl.): S340-65. 

Foner, Nancy 
1984. "Age and social change". from Age and Anthropological Theory: 195-215. 
Ithaca/London: Cornell University Press. 

Fortes, Meyer 



103 
1984. "Age, Generation, and Social Structure" from "Age and Anthropological 
Theory: 99-122. Ithaca/London: Cornell University Press. 

Fry, Christine L. 
1981. "Dimensions: Age, Culture and Health." New York: Praeger Publishers. 

Grigsby, Jill S. and Olshansky S. Jay 
1990. "Demographic Components of Population Aging in China." Journal of Cross-
Cultural Gerontology 5: 27-334. 

Gui, at. I. (Gui. S.X., Ki, L.K., Shen, Z.N., Di, J.X., Gu, Q.Z., Chen, Y.M., Qian, F.) 
1987. Status and Needs of the Elderly in Urban Shanghai: Analysis of Some 
Preliminary Statistics. Journal of Cross-Cultural Gerontology 2: 171-186. 

Gui, Shixun 
1992. "An Important Social Problem--On How To Take Care of The Aged Parents 
Who Only Have One Child." Social Sciences (Chinese) 2/1992:58-60. 

Halperin, Rhoda 
1984. "Age in Cultural Economics: An Evolutionary Approach." from Age and 
Anthropological Theory: pp159-194. Ithaca/London: Cornell University Press. 

Hareven, Tamara K. 
1987. "Reflections on Family Research in the People's Republic of China." Social 
Research 54(4): 663-689. 

HongKong AFP (English) 
1992. "Discontent With Beijing Housing Reform Viewed." 0414 GMT Nov.11 1992. 

Hsiao, W. C. 
1988. "The Incomplete Revolution: China's Health Care System Under Market 
Socialism." Paper presented at the Fairbank Center for East Asian Research. 
May 13-15, 1988. 

Ikels, Charlotte 
1980. "The coming of age in Chinese Society: Traditional Patterns and Contemporary 
HongKong". From "Aging In Culture and Society: Comparative Viewpoints and 
Strategies". 

1983. "Aging and Adaptation--Chinese in Hong Kong and the United States." Archon 
Books. 

1990. "The Resolution of Intergenerational Conflict" Modern China, 16(4): 379-406. 



104 
1993. A 'Settling Accounts: The Intergenerational Contract in An Age of 
Reform." from "Chinese Families From Post-Mao Era" 1993: 307-333. University of 
California Press. 

Library of Congress 
1987. "China: A Country Study". Washington: Federal Research Division. 

Liu, W. T. and Yu, E. 
1988. "Informal Social Support Systems for the Elderly in Shanghai, China." 
Delivered at the Annual Gerontological Society of America Meetings San Francisco, 
Nov., 1988. 

Liu, Ying 
1989. "Evolution and Changes of China's Urban Families." Chinese Sociology and 
Anthropology 22(1): 59-99. 

Nydegger Corinne N. 
1980. "Role and Age Transitions: A Potpourri of Issues." from New Methods for Old 
Age Research, Edited by Christine L. Fry and Jennie Keith, 1980:127-141. 
Published by the Center for Urban Policy, Loyola University of Chicago. 

Olson, Philip 
1988. "Modernization in the People's Republic of China: the Politicization of the 
Elderly." Sociological Quarterly 29(2): 241-262. 

Palmore, E., Manton 
1974. "Modernization and Status of the Aged." Journal of Gerontology (29):2: 
205-210. 

Pan, Yunkang 
1989. "China's Social Reforms and Life Style." Sociology (Chinese) 1/1989:195-201. 

People's Daily 
3/10/1985; 7/21/1988. 

People's Daily (Overseas Edition) 
2/03/1988. 

Qi, Xiaoping 
1989. "Change in Some Aspects of Chinese Core Values, 1978-1988." 
Corvallis: Oregon State University. 



105 
Qian, J. H., Zhang, J. 

1987. "Research on Marriage Ceremony Cost in Urban Areas." Chinese Social 
Science. 03/1987: 111-30. 

Rosow, Irving 
1977. "Socialization to Old Age". Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Sankar, Andrea 
1989. "Gerontological Research In China: The Role of Anthropological Inquiry." 
Journal of Cross-Cultural Gerontology 4(3): 199-224. 

Shen, Man and Zhang, Henian 
1990. "Brief Analysis on Population Aging and the Employment in Shanghai." Social 
Sciences (Chinese), July 1990. 

Sher, Ada Elizabeth 
1984. "The context of being old in China today." In Aging In Post-Mao China: The 
Politics of Vereration ed. Boulder and London, Westview Press. 

Skocpol, T. 
1985. "Bringing the State Back In: Strategies of Analysis in Current Research." from 
Bringing the State Back In, edited by Peter Evans, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, and Theda 
Skocpol: 3-37. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Spindler, Louise S. 
1977. "Culture Change and Modernization: Mini-Models and Case Studies." New 
York: Holt, Rindhart and Winston. 

Steward, Julian H. 
1967. "Contemporary Change In Traditional Societies, Vol.I: Introduction and African 
Tribes." Urbana: Illinois Press. 

Tian Tian 
1988. "Bai-Tou-Yin--A Report of the Eldrly Pepole in China Today". Dangdai 
6/1988 

Tian, Xue Yuan 
1988. "China's Elderly Surveyed." Beijing Review, November 14-20: 26-28. 

Treas, Judith 
1979. "Socialist Organization and Economic Development in China: Latent 
Consequences for the Aged." The Gerontologist 19(1): 34-43. 



106 
Unger, Jonathan 

1993. "Urban Families in the Eighties: An Analysis of Chinese Surveys". from 
"Chinese Families in the Post-Mao Era" edited by Debroah Davis and Steven Harrell, 
(1993): 25-49. Berkeley and Los Angles: University of California Press. 

Whyte K. Martin 
1993. "Wedding Behavior and Family Strategies in Chengdu" 
from "Chinese Families in the Post-mao Era", edited by Deborah Davis and Steven 
Harrell, 1993:189-218. Berkeley and Los Angles: University of California Press. 

Wu, Canping 
1988. "The Aging Problem and Our Strategy". People's Daily, 02/03/88. 

Yang, Shu 
1990. "National Investigation and the Situations of the Nation". Social Sciences, 
June/1990:40 

Yuan, Fang 
1987. "The Status and Role of the Elderly in Chinese Families and Society." New 
Chinese Sociology, 1979-1989: 86-99. 

Zhao, Z. X. 
1991. "Analysis on the Chinese Value. System of Marriage and Family." Social 
Sciences (Chinese) 4/1991: 31-36. 



107 
APPENDIX 

INTER-VIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Age, sex and occupation. 

2. What jobs have you (your parents) had? 

3. Are you (your parents) retired or still working? 

4. If retired, how long have you (your parents) been retired? 

5. Are you (your parents) currently engaged in any work activities? What are they? 

6. How do you (your parents) spend your time during a typical day? What kinds of 

housework do you (your) usually do? 

7. Describe your (your parents') health conditions. What special health problems do you 

(your parents) have? 

8. Tell about your (your parents') social life and list your (your parents') regular activities. 

How much time do you (your parents) usually spend away form your (your parents') 

residence? 

9. Whom do you (your parents) usually see away from your (your parents') residence? Do 

you (your parents) still keep in touch with your (your parents') old friends? 

10. What are your (your parents') sources of your (your parents') economic support? Do 

you (your parents) get any help form your family? Do you (your parents) help other 

family members financially? 

11. Whom do you (your parents) live with? 
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12. Describe the relationships in your household. 

13. Describe your (your parents') marriage situation. 

14. Describe the relationship in your family. What do you (your parents) do and how 

much time do you (your parents) usually spend with your family members, especially adult 

children and grandchildren? 

15. Who usually makes most of the decisions in your (your parents') household? 

16. Describe the place where you (your parents) are living. What is it like? 

17. Are there any special problems in your (your parents') living situation? 

18. What extent are you (your parents) satisfied or dissatisfied with your (your parents') 

current situation? Explain your (your parents') feeling. 




