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Testaments and Changes of Family Property in Contemporary Rural North China
—— A Recombination of the Freedom to Dispose of Property and the Requirement for

Old-age Support

Long Yang

Abstract: Based on the judicial archives of Li Town, Hebei Province from the 1990s to
the present, and six re-investigation of the houjiaying village, one of six villages that KC
(Mantetsu surveys of the 1930 s and 1940’ s) recorded, this article specially uses the testa-
mentary instruments and fieldwork research to reveal how testamentary succession were gradually
formed through the intertwined relationship between property and old-age support in contemporary
rural North China. Testamentary instruments indicate the parental rights to dispose of their property
and questions-and-answers interview files reveal the old-age maintenance consideration that lie
behind the provisions of the testaments. The fieldwork material plays a key role in connecting
these two aspects by providing backgrounds and relevant facts. The new empirical finding
further confirms that the old-age support is always considered a prerequisite to property succession.

Testamentary succession differs from traditional modes of disposing of property and of
succession forms in Qing and Republican China, but merges well property inheritance with
concerns for the maintenance of the elderly. Although the law had undergone tremendous changes
along with the political and economic change, the tight intertwined relationship between

property and old-age support remains unaltered on the whole. Neither the simple continuation
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of traditional succession forms, nor the newly introducted modern concept of “individual
property rights” could provide an explanation for this persistent relationship between property
inheritance and old-age support.

Key words: Testament, freedom to dispose of property, property and old-age support,
rural North China



