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This study focuses on the rising costs of marriage in rural inland China and aims to examine, from a gender
perspective, how Nongmingong (migrant worker) households mobilize resources to enable the marriage of
unmarried men considered to be of “marriageable age,” and how the resulting burdens are distributed within the
family. The findings reveal that marriage-related expenditures—such as purchasing a house in county seats (small
urban centers), buying a car, paying betrothal gifts, financing engagement rituals, and covering wedding banquet
expenses—place a disproportionately heavy financial burden on the groom’s side. Most of these costs are first
covered by the savings of the parental generation, in accordance with patriarchal and male-centered norms of
resource allocation. However, parental income alone is often insufficient, and marriages are only made possible
through additional borrowing from relatives or banks, as well as through financial support provided by siblings.
Furthermore, such high marriage-related expenditures were not merely a temporary financial burden. They
compelled the parental generation to draw down their retirement savings and created situations in which they had
no choice but to continue working even as their health deteriorated. As a result, the life risks faced by the parental
generation increased further. In addition, the concentration of household resources on financing a son’s marriage
also affected the life planning of other siblings. Moreover, men’s marriage attainment was supported by the
mobilization of resources by the household as a whole and by the unequal allocation of resources within the
household. Based on these findings, this study demonstrates that the rising costs of marriage in contemporary rural
China are not simply a matter of “high betrothal gifts,” but rather suggest that the escalating costs of sustaining the
family lineage may entail forms of gender inequality.
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