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Family Roles in 20th Century China
Elizabeth Seeger
EXCERPT FROM The Pageant of Chinese History

1 For in China, the family was even more important than it is in our country, and it was very much
larger. In our country, a family is usually made up of a father and mother and their children;
perhaps one or two of their relatives may live with them, but usually each family has its own
house. In China, however, when a man grew up, he did not leave his father’s house; he brought
his wife home with him, and they lived with his parents in one big household. His brothers did
the same thing, so that there were several families living together in the one home. The houses
were built around open courtyards, and new houses and new courtyards could be added if they
were needed, so that there was room for everyone. No one left the home except the daughters
when they married, for then they went to their husbands’ homes and lived with their parents-inlaw.

2 The oldest man, usually the grandfather, was the head of the household; he was called the Elder,

and no matter how old the sons and the grandsons were, they must respect and obey him, and
they could do nothing important without his permission. His wife, the grandmother, had charge
of all the housekeeping, and the unmarried daughters and the sons’ wives must obey her and
serve her. When the Elder died, his oldest son took his place, and the life of the household went
on as before. Nothing belonged to any one person, for everything belonged to the family. All
that the men raised in the fields or earned by their work was brought home and shared by
everyone, and the women did the work of the house together.

3 When anything important had to be done, the Elder called a family council, and they decided
together what they should do. The family arranged the marriages of the sons and daughters, and
decided what work the boys should be prepared for; if one of the sons wanted to go to another
village or province and make his home there, he must ask the consent of the Elder. This way of
living bound them all very closely together, and gave them a strong family feeling. The
household was a little community, where each one lived for the good of all. It was like a tiny
state.
Directions: After watching the video about China, answer the following questions.
1. Summarize what you learned about the importance of education in China after watching the video.
___________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________
2. Give your reaction to the role of the modern-day Chinese daughter. Why has this role changed in
recent years?
___________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

1. Write about the BEST piece of advice you’ve ever been given. Who gave it to you? How have
you put it to use? (5 sentences minimum).

Mother to Son
By Langston Hughes

Well, son, I’ll tell you:
Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.
It’s had tacks in it,
And splinters,
And boards torn up,
And places with no carpet on the floor –
Bare.
But all the time
I’se been a-climbin’ on
and reachin’ landin’s,
And turnin’ corners,
and sometimes goin’ in the dark
Where there ain’t been no light.
So boy, don’t you turn back.
Don’t you turn back.
Don’t you set down on the steps
‘Cause you finds it’s kinder hard.
Don’t you fall now –
For I’se still goin’, honey,
I’se still climbin’,
and life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.
2. Summarize the advice the mother is giving to her son in this poem. How is this theme or lesson
similar to what Jing-Mei’s mother was trying to teach her daughter?

