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Regional Variation of Lineage Culture and
Fertility Transition in Rural China

Weigang Gong, Chengrong Duan

Abstract: By linking the decline in the total fertility rate since the 1970s and
the emergence of an unbalanced sex ratio at birth in different regions, this article
defines two main types of fertility transition in rural China—a smooth and bal-
anced fertility transition versus an obstructed and unbalanced fertility transition—
and analyzes their regional distribution. The distribution of these two types is re-
lated to the regional variation in lineage culture. For historical reasons, village
communities of different regions have different social networks and norms associ-
ated with lineage institutions. The regional variation with regard to these two
types clearly impacts the population planning policy’s degree of control over fer-
tility. It also constitutes the main factor behind different fertility behavior of the
villagers of different regions. Mutual interaction of these two factors produces a
very interesting spatial distribution of fertility transition in rural China. In the
cultural region encompassing South China and the Central Plains, the decline in
the fertility rate has lagged behind other regions and a severely unbalanced sex ra-

tio at birth has appeared within the context of a strong lineage culture impacting



fertility transition. On the other hand, the Northeast and Southwest China as
well as most of the Yangzi River Valley, where the history of the villages is short
and lineage culture is weak, have taken the lead in achieving a relatively low fer-
tility rate while maintaining a balanced sex ratio at birth,

Key words: fertility transition, total fertility rate, sex ratio at birth, re-

gional variation, lineage
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