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Abstract

Compared to class relations, gender relations in high sex ratio contexts are 

understudied. Drawing on data from a survey conducted in rural southern Shaanxi, 

China, in 2014–2015, this article aims to assess if the section of the never-married 

male population who wishes to marry but face difficulties in achieving this goal is 

more or less gender equal in their attitudes than married men and, if so, in what 

aspects. Results provide further evidence that the role of the husband as the main 

economic support of the family and that of the wife, centered on the domestic sphere, 

remain firmly rooted in attitudes. However, the same results indicate that men who 

are squeezed out of marriage are not only the least endowed in socioeconomic capital 

but are also more likely than married men to confine women to their roles as wives 

and mothers; the “involuntary” bachelors report more conservative gender attitudes 

than their married counterparts mainly because they are less educated, more 

conservative with respect to other norms, and not exposed to marital life. All things 

being equal, marriage tends to make men more gender equal. In parallel, the 

involuntary bachelors make more demands on women’s economic contribution to the 

household; this sheds light on the stratifying effect of marriage as the 

marriage-squeezed men seek to escape poverty through marriage.
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Introduction

The literature investigating women’s and men’s partnership behavior in 
contexts where men significantly outnumber women in the adult population 
applies the demographic-opportunity thesis, either directly or indirectly, to 
establish that such an imbalance affects men’s marriage prospects by creat-
ing a male marriage squeeze, given that more men than women are poten-
tially looking for a partner of the opposite sex (Eklund & Attané, 2017; 
Guttentag & Secord, 1983). Thus, men would face increased competition 
with their peers to meet women for a long-term partnership, as shown for 
China where marriage remains the socially dominant model (Ji & Yeung, 
2014; Yu & Xie, 2015). Yet, this has implications for class relations: as 
Chinese women have more choice in terms of mate selection, they tend 
to practice social hypergamy to advance their class position by marrying a 
man of a higher socioeconomic status (Du, Wang, & Zhang, 2015; Mu & 
Xie, 2014). As a consequence, opportunities to meet potential spouses are 
limited, mainly for men from a rural background and the least privileged 
socioeconomic categories (Li, Zhang, Yang, & Attané, 2010; Wei & Zhang, 
2015); however, some, who still harbor the goal of marrying, find them-
selves forced to put off their plans for marriage or even give up on them 
altogether (Das Gupta, Ebenstein, & Sharygin, 2013).

Whether women’s social status is enhanced in such contexts should be 
questioned, as an advance in social mobility is not the same as having gen-
der-equal relationships with a spouse. Yet, compared to class relations, gen-
der relations in high sex-ratio settings have rarely been studied. This study 
aims to fill this knowledge gap by describing the characteristics and atti-
tudes of single men who had passed prime marriage age, in three rural and 
disadvantaged counties of southern Shaanxi in China particularly affected 
by the male marriage squeeze. More specifically, it aims to assess if the 
men who wish to marry but face difficulties in achieving this goal are more 
or less gender equal in their attitudes than married men and, if so, in what 
ways. While answering these questions does not offer any firm clues to the 
causal impact of high sex ratios on gender relations, it provides new in-
sights into what characterizes marriage-squeezed men, who are assumed to 
feel stressed about finding a wife beyond their class position. It thus makes 
some contribution to the literature on gender (in)equality in settings where 
men are in competition to meet women for long-term partnerships.
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Literature Review

Gender Relations in High Sex-Ratio Contexts

The seminal work by Guttentag and Secord (1983) has put forward the 
sex ratio theory to demonstrate that the position of women in various soci-
eties is closely related to the respective numerical weight of men and wom-
en in the population. One of their most prominent conclusions is that 
women in high sex-ratio communities should have more dyadic power in 
negotiating a relationship because both men and women know that there 
are alternative partners available to women. Hence, they use their numeric 
under-representation to gain ascendancy in their class position, as also sug-
gested by more recent research (Angrist, 2002; Du et al., 2015). In turn, 
men’s bargaining power in terms of mate selection is low as scarce women 
have power over men who depend upon women as romantic partners, 
wives, and mothers. Guttentag and Secord (1983) also show that, although 
women in high sex-ratio societies may be highly valued and respected, men 
may simultaneously attempt to limit their structural power by impeding 
their economic and political participation. A consistent conclusion was 
drawn by South and Trent (1988), who suggested that the value of women 
in high sex-ratio communities might paradoxically limit their life options, 
especially because of their low labor-force participation; this was also found 
by Chang, Connelly, and Ma (2016) in the Taiwanese context, and by 
Angrist (2002) in the U.S. Moreover, in high sex-ratio contexts, women 
may use their bargaining power not only in terms of mate selection but 
also within marriage.

In sum, most empirical studies suggest that women and men in high 
sex-ratio communities adopt complementary roles, with women being re-
inforced in their role of homemakers and mothers, and men in their role 
as family breadwinners. While Guttentag and Secord (1983) attribute this 
situation to structural power, with men possessing more authority to shape 
norms that reinforce their power position, Bulte, Tu, and List (2015) ex-
plain this polarizing trend through an individualistic perspective: women, 
aware of their advantage in mate selection, “respond by investing less in 
developing independent means of support […]. Men, in contrast, face a 
much more competitive marriage market and invest greater amounts.” (p. 
144) However, the available empirical data suggest that, within marriage, 
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women’s status is enhanced mostly in relation to their roles as wives and 
mothers, while they “lose out” in terms of labor market participation (Du 
et al., 2015; Jin, Liu, Li, Feldman, & Li, 2013; Wei & Zhang, 2015).

From this, one can assume that in high sex-ratio contexts, both women 
and men may have stereotyped views of gender roles where women are as-
sociated with the domestic sphere and men with the public sphere. To 
date, however, this issue has received very little academic attention. Most 
available studies address potential effects on men’s and women’s respective 
power relations in terms of mate selection (Eklund & Attané, 2017), but 
do not account for the ways in which relationships are gendered. Moreover, 
a major shortcoming in the sex ratio theory is that it considers all men in 
high sex-ratio settings as a homogenous group and does not make any dis-
tinction between them according to their socioeconomic characteristics and 
their attitudes in other domains. More specifically, empirical evidence is 
needed about China to understand how men assign gender roles at the in-
dividual level when they have to compete for scarcer single women, who 
leverage their numeric disadvantage for negotiating upward social mobility 
through marriage. However, not all men are affected in the same way. 
Although high sex ratios characterize most of China in relation to 
long-standing gender inequalities (Table 1), a man’s chances of marrying are 
nonetheless lower if he lives in the countryside, especially if he is poor (Li 
et al., 2010). Indeed, the fact that women can migrate to a city or another 
province more easily than before means that single women now have a 
wider choice of potential husbands. Therefore, they tend to choose men 
who can provide them with material comforts, namely, those who are more 
often than not city dwellers (Liu, 2016).

Unequal Gender Assignments in China

The public and private spheres are two distinct arenas where men and 
women operate on a daily basis, but rarely on an equal footing. Research 
has shown that opportunities for women in the public sphere are depend-
ent on the assignment of gender roles within marriage, and central aspects 
of the relationship between husband and wife are their respective con-
tributions to the monetary economy of the household, and the division be-
tween labor and domestic tasks (Liu, 2007; Wei, 2011). In China, the gov-
ernment’s stance on the rights of women and gender equality in recent dec-
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ades has not put an end to traditional stereotypes of the roles and duties 
of men and women within the family and society or to the often very un-
equal situations they generate, in particular since the economic reforms that 
created conflicting gender ideologies (Ji, 2015; Wang, 2010). Society still as-
signs well-defined roles and spheres of influence to men and women 
(Attané, 2012; Evans & Strauss, 2011; Qian & Qian, 2014; Yang, 2015) 
and, although in certain respects, notably regarding education and health, 
improvements in the situation of Chinese women are indisputable (Ji, 
2015), they are still treated unequally, especially in relation to employment, 
inheritance, wages, and decision-making within the family (Burnett, 2010; 
Du et al. 2015; Sargeson, 2012; Shu, Zhu, & Zhang, 2012). This makes the 
sex ratio theory partially relevant with regard to China, as women’s relation-
ships with men remain all the more unequal for being part of a demo-
graphic context that is unfavorable to them, notably the high sex ratios that 
result from gender-based discrimination (Table 1). In turn, although the is-
sue has never been subject to exhaustive research to our knowledge, a pos-
sibility is that unequal gender assignments in Chinese families stem at least 
partly from the long-standing high sex ratios (Attané, 2013), as suggested 
by the sex ratio theory. Overall, the fact remains that, although no direct 
causality can be established with the sex ratio imbalance owing to a lack 
of appropriate data, the roles of the husband as the economic mainstay of 
the family and that of the wife centered on children and domestic tasks 
remain firmly anchored in marital practices and in the expectations that 
spouses have of each other (All-China Women Federation [ACWF], 2010; 
Zuo, 2009); this is also the case for urban China where gender ideology 
and gendered patterns of inequality remain salient determinants of relations 
between spouses (Shu et al., 2012). However, research suggests that men 
are more likely than women to hold such stereotyped attitudes, placing little 
value on the educational attainment and financial prospects of a potential 
spouse, and preferring women who are able to take on maternal and home-
maker roles (Qian & Qian, 2014; Tu & Chang, 2000). In addition, although 
individuals with higher education are more likely to hold egalitarian gender 
attitudes, the educational effect is stronger for women than for men (Shu, 
2004).
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Survey Description and Limitations

This study draws on quantitative data from the DefiChine survey (Attané, 
2018) designed to investigate various aspects of the living conditions, be-
havior, and attitudes of ever- and never-married men in disadvantaged and 
high sex-ratio rural settings in China. The aim is to achieve a better under-
standing of the socioeconomic circumstances associated with men’s (in)abil-
ity to form intimate relationships when women are locally less numerous 
than them. The survey was conducted in 2014–2015 in three rural counties 
of Ankang city in southern Shaanxi selected because of their high sex ratios 
as compared to both rural Shaanxi and rural China as a whole (Table 1). 
This is especially true among the never-married population aged 15 or 
above; the sex ratio in this broad age group ranges from 158 men per 100 
women in Hanbin to 183 in Xunyang and 185 in Shiquan, versus 151 in 
rural Shaanxi and 149 in rural China as a whole in 2010.

Table 1

Demographic Information about the Three Rural Counties Surveyed and in Rural 

Shaanxi as a Whole

Hanbin Xunyang Shiquan Rural Shaanxi Rural China

Population in 2010 (in million) 0.870 0.427 0.171 20.3 662.8

Portion of the population with an 
agricultural hukou (%) 77.4 87.7 82.3 97.1 95.7

Men per 100 women (total pop.) 107.6 113.2 116.6 107.4 105.0

Men per 100 women (never 
married, aged 15 or +) 158.3 182.7 185.2 151.3 149.5

Boys per 100 girls among 
children (age 0–14) - in 2000 119.3 115.9 112.9 114.9* 114.4

- in 2010 119.5 118.6 115.9 118.9* 118.2

Sources: Population Census Office and National Bureau of Statistics of China, PCO (2002) & PCO 

(2012).

Note. *In Shaanxi as a whole (SBS, 2011).

Appropriate disaggregated data are missing that could precisely assess the 
causes of such high sex ratios in this region. However, such high sex ratios 
in the adult population are likely to stem partly from the very high sex ra-
tios among children (themselves resulting from high sex ratios at birth 
starting from the late 1980s), which spilled over into the adult population 
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as people aged (Table 1) and, hypothetically, from the female emigration 
from these disadvantaged areas partly driven by their quest for upward mo-
bility through marriage. These districts are indeed marked by poverty, 
which is one of the most prominent discriminatory factors in men’s access 
to marriage at the individual level in China (Li et al., 2010); they are located 
within a zone classified as a priority for poverty reduction and development 
by the central government (Colin, 2013), with a per capita GDP of less 
than 13,000 CNY in 2010

―
that is, less than half the average of Shaanxi 

province (about 27,100 CNY, compared to about 30,000 CNY in China as 
a whole) (SBS, 2011).

The sample was recruited using conventional probability sampling meth-
ods from a sampling frame consisting of the family planning administration 
registers at the county level. Two sub-samples were selected using dis-
proportionate stratified random sampling: one consisting of ever-married 
men, and the other of single men who had passed prime marriage age in 
China. The survey included only men aged 28–59 years, which is in line 
with previous research suggesting that in rural China a man’s chance to 
marry decreases significantly after age 28 (Jin et al., 2013). Beyond this age, 
men pass a symbolic threshold beyond which they may find it increasingly 
difficult to marry and may end up as lifelong bachelors. The age of 28 is 
also a cut-off point in our sample of married respondents, as 91.3% mar-
ried before this age (Figure 1). To identify their characteristics and to allow 
meaningful comparisons with married men, the never-married men were 
deliberately oversampled. In addition, 31 qualitative semi-structured inter-
views were conducted, some excerpts of which are reproduced throughout 
the text to support the quantitative results. To get a better understanding 
of respondents’ attitudes throughout various stages of the life cycle, some 
younger men (aged below 28) were included in the qualitative sample.

The quantitative questionnaire was administered to 1,419 men, among 
whom 67 dropped out or were not successfully interviewed (a response rate 
of 95.4% and 1,352 valid questionnaires). Sampling weights were calculated 
to adjust for unequal selection probability and non-coverage, and involved 
calibration of the sample’s age distribution by marital status to match the 
values of rural Shaanxi in the 2010 census. All the analyses use the adjusted 
samples.
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Figure 1. Distribution of ages at first marriage of the married men surveyed in rural China (%).

To get a clearer focus on the marriage-squeezed men, this article includes 
only the never-married men who wish to marry but reported difficulties in 
doing so

––
mainly because of the shortage of available female partners at 

the local level and/or because they are too poor to afford marriage
––

here-
after called the “involuntary” bachelors (N = 375). They are compared to 
the currently married men, including those remarried, engaged or in a co-
habiting union (hereafter called the “married men”) (N = 656) but exclud-
ing divorced or widowed and not remarried men (who account for 7.7% 
of our sample) because their current attitudes might be influenced by their 
past experience of marital life. As the numerical decrease in the later co-
horts has exacerbated the existing sex imbalance on the marriage market 
owing to the fact that Chinese men marry women a few years younger than 
themselves, and in order to reduce various biases due to age, generation, 
and marriage duration effects, the descriptive analyses consider two age 
groups: men aged 28 to 42 (born after 1973, when fertility in China began 
to fall sharply), and men aged 43 to 59 (born when fertility stood at 5 to 
6 children per woman).

Survey Limitations

The analyses below are based on the assumption that the attitudes of 
each respondent are potentially influenced by the relative scarcity of women 
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in the counties surveyed. However, no causal link between high sex ratios 
and changes in attitudes can be established because of a lack of appropriate 
data for comparing them with men in other regions where sex ratios are 
balanced. As our cross-sectional survey includes only a limited amount of 
biographical information, only men’s current characteristics can be de-
scribed without considering the possible influence of their past experiences 
on their current attitudes, and with no possibility to assess if and how these 
may have changed over time. Hence, the analyses below provide important 
insights into the characteristics of the involuntary bachelors who had 
passed prime marriage age, and their differences with respect to the cur-
rently married men in these disadvantaged and high sex ratios settings. We 
must bear in mind, however, that findings shed light on a regional situation 
and therefore should not be generalized to rural China at large.

To ensure a common set of questions to married and single men
―

the 
latter being unable to describe their interactions with a woman in the private 
sphere as they have, by definition, no experience of formal cohabitation within 
marriage

―
only questions related to attitudes were asked. Hence, findings 

should be interpreted bearing in mind that gender equality as captured here 
derives from men’s attitudes and beliefs; the gender division of responsibilities 
and tasks in the home and the role of women in the labor market were 
not considered, and neither were the women’s perspectives.

Methods and Measurements

Men’s gender attitudes were measured on the basis of a set of questions 
selected because they address the most salient gender stereotypes high-
lighted in the relevant literature on China (ACWF, 2010; Attané, 2012; 
Evans & Strauss, 2011), namely their perception of women’s position and 
roles in the family versus society, and some interactions between husband 
and wife in the domestic and intimate spheres. To adapt the questions as 
closely as possible to the situation in China, two questions (Table 3) were 
drawn from the ACWF surveys (ACWF, 2010), two questions were picked 
from the value module of the World Value Surveys, and the remainder 
were devised specifically for our survey. Four response categories were used 
by respondents (strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree). The dependent 
variable on gender attitudes was constructed by aggregating four questions 
(“Men are turned toward society, women devote themselves to their fam-
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ily”; “For a woman, a good marriage is better than a career”; “When jobs 
are scarce, men should have more rights to jobs than women”; and 
“During sexual intercourse, men should take the initiative, women should 
be submissive”), on which there are significant differences between married 
and never-married men. The respondents who agreed with each of the 
most inegalitarian statements (by ticking strongly agree or agree) or disagreed 
with each of the most egalitarian ones (by ticking disagree or strongly disagree) 
were classified as conservative, meaning that their attitudes were unfavorable 
to gender equality in both the private and public spheres; those who agreed 
or strongly agreed with each of the most egalitarian statements or disagreed 
or strongly disagreed with each of the most unegalitarian ones were classi-
fied as egalitarian, meaning that their attitudes were in favor of gender equal-
ity; the remaining respondents were considered to have open attitudes. Social 
relations were measured on the basis of participation in a birth, a zhousui 
(a ceremony to celebrate a child’s first birthday) or a birthday ceremony in 
the year preceding the survey, and by the frequency of visits to friends to 
chat, or have a drink or a meal in the month preceding the survey. As the 
perpetuation of patriarchal traditions is still a major family concern of 
Chinese families (Liu, 2007), a measure of adherence to patrilineal customs 
(by aggregating the variables A woman with no child is not complete, A wife must 

care for her parents-in-law, and Family property should be equally shared between 

daughters and sons after the parents’ death, with the respondents ranked using 
the same logic as above for gender attitudes) was considered.

The Ordinary Least Square (OLS) regression analyzes the association be-
tween gender attitudes and independent variables pertaining to men’s pro-
file, such as age, education, number of sisters, income, migration, marriage duration 
(rated zero for the never-married), and access to media (as measured by the 
presence of a TV set and/or the Internet in the home). The analysis also 
included variables with information about the organization of intimate be-
haviors as they provided insight into gender relations. Last, men’s percep-
tion of their own situation on a competitive marriage market was addressed 
by the variables Are you personally impacted by the shortage of women? and Are 

you personally impacted by increasing marriage costs?

Sample Description

The younger involuntary bachelors spent only 6.3 years at school on 
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average
―

that is, four years fewer than the married men (10.2 years)
―

but 
the gap is even greater among the older men (3.7 and 8.9 years, re-
spectively). The involuntary bachelors are poorer than the married men 
(with incomes around 30% lower, regardless of age) (Table 2). Yet in both 
age groups, they are more likely to have ever-migrated and also to have 
spent more time as migrants (6.2 years for the younger and 5.7 years for 
the older, against 5.0 and 3.8 years for the married, respectively), thus mini-
mizing the overall inequality-reducing effect of internal migration in the 
sending areas (Ha, Yi, & Zhang, 2009).

Table 2

Sample General Characteristics

Age 28–42 Age 43–59

“Involuntary” 
bachelors

Married 
men p value (1)

“Involuntary” 
bachelors

Married 
men p value(1)

N 232 330 143 326

Median age 35.0 36.0 48.0 48.4

Years at school 6.3 10.2 *** 3.7 8.9 ***

Number of sisters 1.25 1.55 *** 1.25 2.23 ***

Cohabits with parents (%) 93.8 77.4 *** 68.5 36.7 ***

Ever-migrated (%) 83.0 75.2 *** 67.6 52.1 ***

Years as migrant 6.2 5.0 ** 5.7 3.8 **

Personal income(2) (CNY) 15,344 23,183 *** 12,656 18,803 ***

Home equipped with tap wa-
ter and individual toilets (%) 52.2 80.0 *** 34.5 79.1 ***

Frequent social relationships 
(%) 32.0 52.7 *** 20.6 46.0 ***

Access to media (%) 86.2 98.5 *** 71.3 97.2 ***

Are conservative with respect 
to patriarchal customs (%) 53.4 47.7 NS 68.3 46.6 ***

Consider that “Every man 
should marry” (%) 88.7 83.3 * 93.0 86.5 **

Consider that “Every woman 
should marry” (%) 89.7 83.9 NS 92.6 85.6 ***

Note. (1) The p values are those of the t-statistic for the means and of Pearson   for the distributions. 

They test the significance of differences between married men and “involuntary” bachelors within 

each age group. Statistical significance: ***: p ≤ .01; **: p ≤ .05; *: p ≤ .1; non-significant (NS): p > .1.
(2) The mean annual income is estimated here after conversion of a categorical variable into a quanti-

tative variable. It should therefore not be analyzed as such, but only as an indication of the dis-

parities between the various population groups.
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Involuntary bachelors’ material conditions are also consistently worse than 
those of married men: they are more likely to live in a poorly equipped 
home, with slightly less than half of the younger and one third of the older 
men having both tap water and individual toilets (versus 80.0% of the mar-
ried men). Last, they are also more likely to experience multidimensional 
isolation as defined by the intensity of interpersonal contacts and contacts 
with the outside world: they not only have less access to media than married 
men (although the gap is much greater among the older men), but are also 
more socially isolated as only one in three of the younger involuntary bach-
elors and one in five of the older group have frequent social relationships 
(versus around one in two married men). Socioeconomically, they are clearly 
at a disadvantage as compared to their currently married counterparts, which 
is consistent with other studies (Attané et al., 2013; Li et al., 2010; Wei 
& Zhang, 2015); they are also more conservative with respect to patrilineal 
customs and, although attachment to the norm of universal marriage is wide-
spread among all respondents, this is even more true among the single ones 
(Table 2).

Results

Private versus Public Sphere

As shown by the Surveys on the Social Status of Women conducted by the 
All-China Women Federation (ACWF, 2010), Chinese men tend to hold 
stereotypical views with respect to men and women’s respective roles in the 
private and public spheres (Attané, 2012). Our findings confirm this state-
ment, as one in two respondents (48.6% of the total sample) holds con-
servative gender attitudes. Hongbo, a married man aged 40 who graduated 
from upper middle school, for instance, clearly dissociated men’s and wom-
en’s roles: “[My wife] mainly takes care of the children, manages the family, 
educates the next generation, makes arrangements for the family. I mainly 
do business on the outside. That’s the basic division of labor.”
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Figure 2. Men who have conservative gender attitudes. Note. Statistical significance: ***: p ≤ .01; 
**: p ≤ .05; *: p ≤ .1; not significant (NS): p > .1.

However, the men surveyed do not form a homogenous group in this 
respect. As with socioeconomic characteristics, marital status and generation 
are two important elements of the divide, as married men overall have 
much less conservative views than the involuntary bachelors; the divide is 
even greater among the older respondents (Figure 2). A majority of married 
men still agree that “Men are turned toward society, women devote them-
selves to their family” (57.3% of the younger group and 64.1% of the older 
group), but this idea is even more prevalent among the involuntary bach-
elors (72.4 and 78.3%, respectively) (Table 3). This notion, which prioritizes 
women’s roles in the domestic sphere, is reinforced by the fact that more 
than one in three married men (40.7% regardless of age) considers that “A 
woman with no child is not complete,” but, again, this idea is more wide-
spread among the involuntary bachelors, who show a huge generational gap 
(46.6 of the younger group and 62.7% of the older group). The role of 
women as wives and mothers is indeed still deeply entrenched in attitudes, 
as illustrated by Cai, another married respondent (age 31): “If a woman 
marries into your family, you do well and support her. […] If she gives 
birth to a fat baby, then she’s fulfilled her mission.”
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Such stereotyped attitudes are observed in other statements, including 
from married men, that similarly pertain to the notion that men should be 
the main family breadwinners, and suggest that women’s autonomy through 
employment should not be the norm. Guo, another married respondent, 
points to the deep-seated internalization of women’s economic dependence 
on their husband: “A man should earn money to support his family. He 
should be responsible for the family’s future, should rush around on their 
behalf. […] Although [my wife is] a modern woman, she doesn’t have to 
bear the economic burden for the family” (age 33, college graduate). This 
is also the case for Cong (married, age 28), who emphasizes the strong so-
cial injunction to comply with gendered roles in this region: “This is very 
deeply rooted. […] Men should support their families. […] If you let your 
wife work away from home and you yourself raise a kid at home, they 
[local people] will say you’re useless.” Wang Fei, who has not passed prime 
marriage age, shares similar views but goes a step further by suggesting that 
a man who takes on domestic chores would endanger his masculine iden-
tity: “I’ve seen them [bachelors] washing their clothes and cooking […]. 
How can I put it? Away from home he’s a man, but at home he’s a wom-
an” (age 24, never married, lower middle school).

The results of the quantitative analyses give further evidence of the 
strong adherence to such stereotyped gender assignments at the aggregated 
level: more than one in three married men still considers that “For women, 
a good marriage is better than a career,” and almost one in two that 
“When jobs are scarce, men should have more rights to jobs than women” 
(Table 3); again, the involuntary bachelors more frequently hold such con-
ceptions in both age groups (63.5 and 76.8%, respectively). Consistently, 
they are also less likely to distance themselves from the strong social in-
junction to comply with gender assignments in this region, as they consider 
more frequently than the married men that “If a woman earns more money 
than her husband, it causes problems within the family” (33.6 and 43.7%, 
versus 26.7 and 31.9 of the married men). The only case in which they 
appear to be less conservative than their married counterparts is in regard 
to women’s economic contribution, as a larger share considers that “A wife 
should work to be able to take on a share of household expenses” (77.7% 
of those aged 28–42 and 86.6% of those aged 43–59 versus 64.7 and 
74.5% of the married men, respectively).

Although conservative gender attitudes prevail among both married and 
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never-married men, such views are even more anchored among some of 
the single interviewees who expressed their difficulty in finding a spouse. 
Houde, a single man aged 34 years, for instance, describes himself as “not 
hoping for too much.” However, his requirements are clearly for a woman 
who will be a mother and housewife within the domestic sphere, without 
making any reference to the need for emotional commitment: “It’s enough 
if she [a wife] can take care of the home. I don’t expect her to do other 
things for me. It’s enough if she can take proper care of the home. […] 
I have to marry, […] to have someone to wash clothes and cook meals. 
That’s all.” This is also the case for Yang, a single man aged 41 who at-
tended only primary school and has been looking for a wife for several 
years. He regards mate selection in a utilitarian way, with mainly material 
considerations with respect to marriage: “It’s not that I want to find a very 
good one

―
just so long as she can do housework and show filial respect 

to my mom. With the way we are, how am I going to ask for someone 
so good? […] My ideal [wife][…] She would just have to be able to bear 
hardships, be able to show filial respect to parents, cook for me, and han-
dle the housework.”

The Intimate Sphere

Male domination is also deeply entrenched in attitudes in the region stud-
ied when it comes to intimate relationships with women. More than two 
in three involuntary bachelors consider that “During sexual intercourse, 
men should take the initiative, women should be submissive,” as compared 
to slightly more than the half of the married men (Table 4). Consistently, 
they are less likely to agree with the opposite statement “During sexual in-
tercourse, women should take the initiative, men should be submissive.” 
Interestingly, the married men are also more gender equal in this respect 
because they consider that during sexual intercourse the initiative should be 
taken by the man or the woman almost to an equal extent (with a ratio 
measuring the asymmetry between the sexes of around 1, as shown in 
Table 4), while the involuntary bachelors more frequently agree with the 
fact that men should take the initiative, but not women (with a ratio of 
1.33 among the younger group and 2.05 among the older group). Attitudes 
differ much less strongly, however, when considering extramarital relation-
ships, which are judged as unacceptable for both men and women by the
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overwhelming majority of the respondents, regardless of marital status. The 
only striking difference appears between the younger generations of re-
spondents, with the married men being much more tolerant toward men 
having extramarital relationships (76.0% consider that such relationships are 
unacceptable, versus 81.5% of the involuntary bachelors). While the in-
voluntary bachelors are a little less intolerant than their married counter-
parts toward women having extramarital relationships, the differences are 
not always significant; although it cannot be established from our data, this 
suggests that some of them see married women as potential partners.

Attitudes Related to the Patriarchal System

China’s patriarchal system, marked by the continuation of the family line 
and a filiation system that favors sons, still dominates daily life and contrib-
utes to maintaining women under male domination in various aspects of 
society and family organization (Attané, 2012; Yeung & Shu, 2016). 
Consistently, adherence to patrilineal customs is strong in the districts sur-
veyed, where around one in two respondents (51.5% of the total sample) 
has conservative attitudes in this respect, with no significant difference be-
tween the two marital status groups among the younger men (Table 2). 
Moreover, in this region where marriage is still widely accepted as a pre-
dominant norm, nearly two in three (62.7% of the total sample) consider 
that the impossibility of continuing the family line is among the hardest sit-
uations for single men to bear. However, although they hold more con-
servative attitudes in other respects, the involuntary bachelors are as gender 
equal as their married counterparts with respect to ancestor worship and 
inheritance, with at least eight in ten agreeing that “Daughters performing 
ancestral rites are as good as sons” and that “Property should be equally 
shared between daughters and sons after the parents’ death” (Table 5); this 
suggests that daughters would not be particularly discriminated against in 
this respect in the region.
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Interestingly, however, while the married and the younger single men are 
not very different in being negative about the idea of breaking with patri-
lineal customs by accepting that their child takes his/her mother’s surname, 
single men show a strong generation effect; this greater acceptance might 
reflect an adaptation to the marriage squeeze by the men seeking to marry, 
and this assumption is supported by the fact that the difference is greater 
and significant only among the older involuntary bachelors, who are as-
sumed to have spent more years seeking a wife.

Who Are the Men with Conservative Gender Attitudes?

In line with studies in other regions (Shu, 2004; Tu & Chang, 2000; 
Yang, 2016), generation and level of education are strong determinants of 
gender attitudes in the counties surveyed, with the younger and more edu-
cated men being less conservative than other men in both marital status 
groups (Figure 2).

The positive relationship between education and men’s gender attitudes 
is confirmed by the multiple regression (Table 6): the higher the number 
of years spent at school, the greater the likelihood of having gender-equal 
attitudes. Interestingly, the number of sisters is not significantly related to 
gender attitudes; having been raised with girls does not make their brother’s 
attitudes more gender equal. The regression does not confirm an effect of 
income per se but economic concerns are nonetheless present as the men 
with conservative gender attitudes are more likely to be personally impacted 
by increasing marriage costs, suggesting that economic obstacles to mar-
riage

––
including among men who ended up getting married

––
are associated 

with such stereotyped views. Interestingly, contrary to what is reported for 
instance in Germany and Canada (e.g., Fox, 2001; Grunow, Schultz, & 
Blossfeld, 2012), a longer marriage duration is associated with more gen-
der-equal attitudes, suggesting that relations within marriage may be re-
negotiated in everyday interactions between spouses in a direction more fa-
vorable to gender equality. Gender attitudes are also related to migration 
experiences, but not in the expected direction: the longer the period spent 
in migration, the more conservative the gender attitudes. This challenges 
the idea that exposure to alternative lifestyles through migration necessarily 
makes people less conservative and more open to change, as shown in oth-
er contexts (Khalid, 2011). Although this points to a possible selection bias
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in internal migration in the region with the less educated men being more 
likely to migrate to improve their living standards (Zhang, 2004), this can-
not be further investigated from our cross-sectional data, which do not 
provide information about men’s characteristics before migration.

Moreover, the positive and significant relationship between conservative 
gender attitudes and men’s expectations about women’s economic con-
tribution to household daily expenses confirms the disconnection between 
such expectations and any real desire to increase women’s autonomy or any 
belief in gender equality between spouses. Instead, as stated earlier, it prob-
ably reflects a need to improve the family’s economic situation after mar-
riage among the poorest section of the male population.

Discussion

In line with existing research about China, most of our respondents, re-
gardless of marital status, frame their gender attitudes in relation to stereo-
typical roles pertaining to male domination in various aspects of family and 
social organization; attitudes whereby the husband is seen as the economic 
mainstay of the family while the wife is centered on the domestic sphere 
are still firmly rooted, something that might be related to the long-standing 
high sex ratios in the region, as suggested by the sex ratio theory. Hence, 
unlike the trend in some Western societies where women’s work outside 
the home, like that of men, is increasingly judged to be more valuable than 
their domestic roles (Zuo & Bian, 2001), this tendency is barely visible in 
the region surveyed. The centrality of marriage, gendered roles, and 
non-market unpaid labor for women reported for other regions in China 
(Mukherjee, 2015; Shu et al., 2012) remains strong among our respondents, 
but this general picture needs to be qualified as generation and education 
are salient determinants of attitudes beyond marital status itself. Overall, the 
marriage-squeezed men report more conservative gender attitudes than their 
married counterparts mainly because they are comparatively less educated, 
more conservative with respect to the patrilineal organization of society, 
and not exposed to marital life which, all other things being equal, tends 
to make men more gender egalitarian in this region. Previous research has 
shown that involuntary bachelors are mostly from poorer rural back-
grounds, with low education and income levels (Das Gupta et al., 2013; Li 
et al., 2010). This body of research also suggests that the marriage squeeze 
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has a stratifying effect: by failing to marry, single men become even poorer; 
the longer marriage is delayed and the poorer they are, the more difficult 
it is for them to find a wife. Long-term singlehood thus perpetuates pov-
erty for men who are already poor, but our findings suggest that it might 
also reinforce stereotyped expectations of women’s roles among men who 
already hold unequal gender attitudes that stem from behaviors and beliefs 
constructed throughout life. Hence, they point to the possibility that mar-
riage-squeezed men might be more likely to confine women largely to the 
private world of the home to carry out housework, as they tend to have 
a utilitarian view of marriage. Paradoxically, they also have higher expect-
ations about women’s economic contribution than their married 
counterparts. Again, this confirms the stratifying effect of marriage: the 
marriage-squeezed men are seeking, in a sense, to escape poverty through 
marriage. Women’s economic participation is a valuable measure of gender 
equality within the family as it reflects the division between labor and do-
mestic tasks between spouses to some extent (Liu, 2007; Wei, 2011). 
Consequently, if these men finally end up marrying, this specific expect-
ation might, theoretically, have some positive long-term impact on women's 
financial autonomy. It remains to be seen, however, if, via a knock-on ef-
fect, women would take advantage of this to claim more gender equality 
within the family. However, a positive sign for women is that although 
most other attitudes of marriage-squeezed men are more conservative, they 
would be at least as likely as their married counterparts to distance them-
selves from patrilineal customs by allowing more or less gender-equal in-
heritance rights and ritual duties to both daughters and sons; together with 
the fact that, as they age, the involuntary bachelors are more likely to give 
up on passing on their name to their child, this suggests that renunciation 
of patriarchal family organization in favor of women would be among the 
most immediate adaptations to the marriage squeeze.

Conclusion

In sum, the marriage-squeezed men in the region surveyed are less gender 
equal in their attitudes than their married counterparts, but their difficulties 
in marrying are far from being the only determinant. This result invites us 
to reconsider the sex ratio theory by adopting a more intersectional approach 
that takes into account the heterogeneity of the male population, in particular 
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when it comes to their individual circumstances (including their socio-
economic characteristics), and attitudes in other domains. Nevertheless, vari-
ous questions are left unanswered by our cross-sectional data. In particular, 
our results invite further consideration of the effects of high sex ratios from 
a gender perspective by using biographical data to identify how men’s atti-
tudes and expectations change at different stages of their lives, before and 
after marriage, as well as some causality effects. It would also be worth in-
vestigating the factors behind the more gender-equal attitudes of married 
men. These may be driven by determinants other than education alone, in 
particular if

―
and if so, how

―
they are driven by women who use their nu-

meric disadvantage as leverage for increasing their dyadic power within mar-
riage in these disadvantaged settings with high sex ratios.
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