Women in modern China have become more and more in charge of their own lives, with a lot more freedom to choose their career over marriage and a family if they wish to. The population of unmarried men severely outweighs the population of unmarried women, and yet women considered to be ‘wife material’ are still not in as high demand, despite the lack of them in comparison to men. I will be discussing the different issues faced by the unmarried women, their families, the unmarried men, and how the law comes into play in these many breaks from traditional Chinese customs. 
‘Marriage Markets’ have become an increasingly popular part of the lives of older generations in modern day China. According to a survey conducted by the National Population and Family Planning Commission, in 2013 there were roughly 249 million unmarried people over the age of 18. With fewer and fewer young people getting married, the parents and grandparents of these young people are getting heavily involved in their love lives, or lack thereof. Marriage Markets are not dissimilar to modern dating apps, however sometimes transactions are made between two families and the two-young people in question might very well be the last people to find out. Young people are experiencing “freedom to select marriage partners, for an end to parental preference in young people’s choices, and about what to look for in a husband.” (Louie, 2008, p. 73) Parents are getting just as involved as their parents were involved in their love lives, but in modern China it seems a bit excessive for the parents to make every choice and for the children to not have much if any say in their future husband or wife. Influences from the west have helped reshape the way that modern Chinese women think about their future, that they can be so much more than a wife and mother if they want to be. The pressures from their own society to get married and start a family are balanced out by the lack of pressures they can see from other societies, so they are less inclined to place marriage on as high a pedestal as the older generations do. “The house was primarily an investment in their outside appearance, in the face (mianzi) of their family.” (Steinmüller, 2013, p. 122) traditionally marriage in China was seen as a means of creating ties between two families, expanding their wealth, or more often than not to raise the family’s status to give them more ‘face’. “While stories of the ‘strong woman’ – invariably the successful entrepreneur – extolled the benefits of the marked, the took second place to the visual prominence of the young and yielding beauty.” (Louie, 2008, p. 78) after the Cultural Revolution both unmarried and working women in China went from being celebrated working girls or ‘Iron Girls’ to being called ‘leftover women’ or ‘strong women’ both of which are the most common derogatory terms used against young unmarried women, particularly those who are career-driven or are uninterested in marriage. Many parents worry about their daughters being labelled a ‘leftover woman’ so ensure that they are married before they reach their early thirties, as that is the general cut off point for young women to be desirable wives. 
“Throughout the marriage process, the relatives of the bride are seen as ceremonially superior, and it is emphasized that the groom’s side (nanfang) has to obey and satisfy all the demands of the bride’s side (nüfang).” (Steinmüller, 2013, p. 145). There has been a major sex ratio imbalance in China in recent years, where according to the National Population and Family Planning Commission, there are roughly 26.7 men per 24.9 women. From this data one might be able to assume that with women being in relatively high demand, that the dowry or ‘bride price’ would have dropped significantly, however this does not seem to be the case. “traditional Chinese marriages tended to focus on economic and social status.” (Dong, 2016), so transactions between the two families are very different depending on the social class of the two parties; if a one is marrying for extreme economic benefit then they are most likely hoping that their partner’s family will cover most of the wedding expenses. “a wedding, for instance, can be described in terms of the maintenance of the social order, and thus in particular the ‘duties’ attached to ‘social roles’ in a marriage, or the ‘legal functions’ of the marriage as a contract between two lineages (e.g. Freedman 1970, 1979 [1967]).” (Steinmüller, 2013, p. 136) modern gender politics and social movements have helped to shape the way that the bride and groom’s families interact with each other and what they each feel they need to provide for the wedding. An increasing number of women in modern China are gaining financial independence due to more businesses hiring and promoting women meaning that fewer women are getting married for the sole purpose of having enough money to live. Women are starting to become less of a burden on their households, so parents are not as adamant about having boys as they once were; girls are now able to provide for themselves and their families more than ever before. The pressure is still on for young people to get married, however there has been a definite shift in the amount of pressure being put on men and women to get married in recent years, with the imbalance in the number of men and women, and also the reluctance of many women and indeed some men to get married. 
In the West, the pursuit of happiness is a given when talking about young people and their future, most are free to do as they please and not have to worry about overwhelming pressures from their family or from society, however it has always been quite different for young people in China. Though people’s attitudes are changing with the times, many young people in modern China still have to live up to the expectations of their parents, from their occupation to their marriage partner. With filial piety being such an important part of the Chinese household, young people are still very much expected to listen to and obey their parents wishes for their future even if they do not necessarily mirror their own. The emerging and expanding middle-class in China however does give many young people the opportunity to marry for love, and not have to worry so much about looking after their parents and grandparents. “the notion of free marriage spread rapidly” (Louie, 2008, p. 29) and young people being able to marry for love does then mean that they are less likely to spend as much time looking after the older generations of their family, as they would actually want to spend time with their partner.  Another issue that affects the middle and upper classes less than the lower, is that with the last few generations of children born under China’s ‘One-child Policy’ any unmarried child means the end of the family line. 
The idea of using a wedding in order to save face is not a new on in China, however there is much more pressure on families from society to make the ceremony as extravagant as possible. There is added pressure on the parents on both sides to provide for the newly wedded couple, especially in this modern age where people are so materialistic. Providing for the newly wedded couple also allows the parents to either save face. The fact that the parents are pressured to provide so much for their children raises the question of what is actually necessary for the wedding and to help the couple in starting their new lives together, and what is just for the family to show off their wealth. Another issue with parents and what they provide for their children and their wedding is do they provide as much for their children who choose not to get married but to live with their partner. There is a large stigma in China regarding unmarried couples living together, especially many issues arising with regards to having children out of wedlock. A study in 2017 conducted by Zhaopin Limited revealed that 40.1% of working women in China were hesitant to have children. Continuing the bloodline was not even up for debate in the past in China, whereas now there are more and more people opting to not have children for many different reasons. So, if women are not desperate to have children, and are financially stable, does that then make men expendable? Despite the abundance of young single men in China, women are not fighting over them; women in China are trying to make the most of their youth by securing good jobs and investing in property for their future. 
In the 1980’s the government set out the “Marriage Law of the People’s Republic of China” which allowed women a lot more freedom within the marriage, though actual equality would take a few decades to finally be implemented and accepted within most households. Although under Chapter 3, Article 13 of the Marriage law it is stated that “Husband and wife shall have equal status in the family.” the power that women have within their marriages differs depending on which social class one looks at. Women who are in or marry into middle and upper-class families often have quite a bit of power in their relationships, particularly in larger cities. Under Chapter 5, Article 45 ‘family violence’ as it is set out “shall be investigated for criminal responsibility in accordance with law.” According to the All-China Women’s Federation, in 2017 nearly 25% of Chinese women have suffered domestic violence to some degree in their marriage. Domestic abuse is still a very prevalent issue in modern China, though there has been a small decline in recent years due to laws being put in place in 2016 criminalising it. There has been a positive shift in the imbalance of power that used to be present between married couples in the past. This means that women have a lot more say with regards to if or when they want to have children, whether they will keep their jobs once they are married and living with their husband, and many other very important decisions in the woman’s life. The government’s definition of wellbeing as well is an interesting concept, as their definition of a very broad term is expected to apply to the 1.4 billion people whom they govern. In addition, the stigma of mental health in China and the idea of ‘face’ does not aid the increasing social issues surrounding women and marriage. 

Contemporary Chinese society and marriage have a very different relationship than Traditional China and marriage did; given that women have much more freedom, and many have come to realise that they would rather not marry at all that marry the wrong person. Many parents of the last generation of children born under the ‘one-child policy’ find it hard to accept that their bloodline may not continue because their child is either still unmarried at 30 years of age, or that the child wishes to remain unmarried. The conclusion one can come to with this set of information is a mixture of ideas, as often happens with questions that involve people and their emotions in particular. One conclusion is that the influences of feminism from the West have helped young women in China to realise that they can be so much more than housewives to a husband that their parent spick out if they want to. Another is that the parents and grandparents of this generation of children are either getting more involved than they would have been originally like with the marriage markets, or they are accepting that their child/children just might not want to get married. Women’s choices are starting to be appreciated and more importantly, taken seriously which is a big step up for China in securing its place in the modern world.
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