
Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Number 2 61

Book Reviews

Wives, Husbands, and Lovers: Marriage and Sexuality in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Urban 
China. Davis, Deborah S. and Sara L. Friedman, eds. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press 
2014. 326 pp.  

Hope St. John, University of Washington 

Wives, Husbands, and Lovers examines the 
evolution of social norms and state 
regulations surrounding the institution of 
marriage, expressions of sexuality, and 
practices of romantic engagement. 
Compiling the works of eleven scholars, 
editors Deborah S. Davis and Sara L. 
Freidman examine marriage and sexuality in 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC), 
Taiwan, and Hong Kong, bringing into focus 
the divergent trajectories of socio-cultural 
and political development that have shaped 
distinctive marital trends and experience. 
The book makes valuable contributions to 
contemporary scholarship of marriage, 
sexuality, and Chinese societies and is the 
first volume to compare Hong Kong, Taiwan, 
and urban China on these topics. Utilizing a 
comparative frame, the authors draw out 
common themes, including the 
“deinstitutionalization” of marriage, based 
on the work of Andrew Cherlin (1978, 2004), 
and the emergence of new logics of 
individualism and the market. Furthermore, 
they show how the three societies are 
brought together by the growing trend of 
border crossing that is reconstituting the 
gendered experience of sexual and marital 
life and realigning marriage as an institution 
across these distinctive geopolitical sites. A 
collection of fascinating analyses, Wives, 
Husbands, and Lovers is at its most 
developed in chapters by Freidman (chapter 
12), Erni (chapter 8), and Cai and Wang 
(chapter 4), which analyze marriage and 
sexuality in the context of interpersonal and 
citizen-state relations. 
 Divided into three sections 
corresponding to the three cultural-
geographic foci, the volume begins with 

urban China. In their chapter, Cai and Wang 
detail urban China’s trend toward later 
marriage in the context of Mao era state 
intervention and its subsequent retreat, 
detailing how the exercise of state power 
over the population gave way to new 
economic spaces and ideology. In doing so, 
the authors examine the strength of the 
marriage institution in China in the wake of 
its deinstitutionalization and divergence 
from Confucian familial ideals and the 
responsiveness of individuals to political, 
economic, and cultural shifts that guide 
their participation in marriage. This is 
examined both within the context of Mao 
era state-led campaigns for later marriage 
and the reform era increased opportunity 
for personal choice of. Emphasizing the 
continued relevance of the state in relation 
to marriage as both a social and political 
institution, the authors argue that while the 
current trend toward late marriage has been 
guided by individual choice, it has primarily 
been a response to “structural changes” and 
“a new state orientation” (p. 114).  
 Shifting away from demographic 
studies, Erni examines and deconstructs the 
implications of legal recognition of marriage 
in Hong Kong for nontraditional participants 
through the reading of W v. Registrar of 
Marriages (the W case).  Initially filed in 
2010, the lawsuit sought legal recognition of 
a transgender woman’s heterosexual 
marriage to a biological male by seeking the 
legal definition of “man” and “woman” and 
the granting to transgender people of a full 
status within these categories. Although 
Miss W ultimately won state recognition of 
her marriage, Erni argues that the case is 
part of the contemporary resolidification of 
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“traditional understandings of marriage” (p.
190), as well as a subtle challenge to 
normative definitions of gender that 
contributes to the “internal reconfiguration 
of power” (p. 208). 
 Like Erni, Shen is also interested in 
the contemporary reproduction and 
reconfiguration of traditional marriage 
ideals, examining the normalization and 
endurance of the contemporary 
transnational Taiwanese family among 
businessmen. Made possible by close 
kinship ties and adherence to gendered 
family roles, these transnational families 
occasionally subvert, yet ultimately uphold, 
patriarchal expectations. This occurs 
through selectively freeing spouses from 
specific marital obligations such as 
monogamy and care for the husband along 
the lines of traditional gender expectations. 
However, Shen argues that implications of 
the transnational family go beyond merely 
reinforcing gender norms in marriage. 
Rather, gendered expectations within 
transnational households are responsive to 
and reflective of tensions between 
economic pulls and longstanding cultural 
expectations as they redefine the social 
institution of “family.” In the volume’s 
conclusion, Friedman deepens the 
exploration of sexual and marital border 
crossing by examining cross-Strait 
marriages as an institutional nexus of 
“gender, population, and sovereignty” in 
Taiwan. There, she argues, marriage has 
become a site in which political uncertainty 
and social anxiety is negotiated in the 
context of evolving cross-Strait relations (p. 
285). 
 Wives, Husbands and Lovers is a 
thorough, timely investigation of the 
complex formation, enactment, and 
regulation of social practices and 
institutions surrounding marriage and 
sexuality in Chinese societies. While 
meticulous in its examination of the 
practices of dating, marriage, and sexual 
relations, the book neglects to analyze the 
lack of “delinking” between marriage and 
childbearing in much detail. In Chinese 
societies, the social and political institution 
of marriage is often seen as a prerequisite 
for childbearing and childrearing. Although 
the delinking between marriage and 
childbearing is referred to in discussions of 

state intervention in China (Cai and Wang, 
chapter 4), the recognition of transgender 
marriages in Hong Kong (Erni, chapter 8), 
and the development of family law in Taiwan 
(Kuo, chapter 9), the book does not discuss 
this topic in depth. An examination of this 
facet of marriage and sexuality would fit the 
volume’s other chapters, including analyses 
of familial engagement, such as parental 
anxiety (Zhang and Sun, chapter 5), spousal 
commitment (Ho, chapter 7), and the 
constitution of transnational family (Shen, 
chapter 11). However, the lack of such an 
examination is directly acknowledged by the 
editors alongside a speculative exploration 
of marriage and childbearing, rendering the 
exclusion of broader discussion not an 
oversight but an editorial decision. With the 
combination of statistical analyses and 
ethnographies, the editors present a 
multifaceted account of marriage and 
sexuality within and across the social, 
political, and geographic borders of Taiwan, 
Hong Kong, and urban China. The volume as 
a whole successfully opens up key lines of 
socio-cultural comparison between unique 
yet interconnected Chinese societies.  
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