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To Mom,
 and to moms








We will now discuss in a little more detail the
 Struggle for Existence.


—CHARLES DARWIN,
 ON THE ORIGIN OF SPECIES









PROLOGUE


Mao Zedong once said that women hold up half the sky, and until I moved to China I believed it. My mother, a missionary’s daughter with a decidedly agnostic bent, was the first to tell me that in the People’s Republic men and women were equal. She had spent her teenage years in Asia before returning to the United States to study Chinese history, and when she informed me about Mao’s famous fraction she probably took out a photo album and pointed to photos of sensible-looking women with hair cropped into practical bobs. I can’t remember. In any case, the lifestyle she chose for us drove the lesson home.

When divorce left my mother with two young children and a mortgage, she took a Chinese friend into our Minneapolis home as a roommate. Hongyu was also recently divorced, and she had a son, who with my brother and me made three. Both Hongyu and my mother soon started graduate school, and they devised a strategy that might today be called coparenting. Back then it was called making do. They were something of an odd couple; my mother was happiest when dancing in a new outfit to Marvin Gaye albums, while Hongyu—who had grown up in Inner Mongolia during the Cultural Revolution—bought her clothes secondhand and could make a chicken last a week. But while they weren’t life partners, they were partners in raising us, trading off cooking and child care and planning outings and vacations together.

We lived on discount real estate, in a small house adjacent to the Minneapolis-St. Paul airport. Several times a day airplanes roared overhead,  cutting so close to the roof that they darkened the sky and rendered conversation all but impossible. Between the planes and three children stir-crazy from Minnesota winters, I am not sure how my mother and Hongyu ever managed to study. But what I remember most from that time is an impression of strength. In our house women held up all the sky—and took out the garbage.

That impression stayed with me as I grew up, started studying Chinese, and finally went to China. In the summer of 2000 I spent a few months in Beijing on a language course. I was twenty and in college and had seen very little of the world, but from what I could tell my childhood vision of gender equality was accurate. China had female tycoons, female scientists, female writers, and in some ways the lot of women—like that of men—was improving every day. The faces in the photos from my mother’s 1980s albums had projected a sort of grim hopefulness. Back then women were so proud to own refrigerators that they crocheted dust covers for them and placed the appliances in the living room. (Then too most Chinese apartments had kitchens so small that refrigerators did not fit anywhere else.) By 2000 women were zipping across Beijing in Audis, dining at fancy restaurants, and stopping in for coffee afterward at Starbucks.

But there were also signs of trouble. Midway through the summer our teachers took us on a field trip to a kindergarten. Probably the goal was to have us talk with the one subset of Chinese people who shared our limited power of expression. What I remember, though, is the school’s population. In the sea of tiny smiles that greeted us, boys outnumbered girls.

On the bus ride back to the university one of our instructors, an energetic, sturdy woman named Teacher Zhang, explained in slow, clearly enunciated Chinese. I couldn’t have known the word for “ultrasound,” which had been imported from the West so recently that it contained a piece of the Roman alphabet: B[image: 002]. But somehow I understood: some women were going in for scans halfway through their pregnancies. If they discovered their fetus was female, they would abort.

I wish I could say that was my eureka moment, that I fast-forwarded to what it would mean for China as the boys in the kindergarten grew up—that I looked into the issue and realized boys were proliferating in India, Azerbaijan, Vietnam, South Korea, and Albania as well. But the truth is I didn’t imagine the sex ratio imbalance could endure. While  ultrasound technology was modern, like many people at the time I thought that using it for something as crass as sex selection had to be temporary: one last instance of sexist traditions rearing their ugly head.

It was only after I moved to China to work as a journalist four years later that I started to dwell on the societal implications of a population with tens of millions more men than women. The scene from the kindergarten repeated itself again and again. Once I journeyed to a small city in Shandong province to write an article on the solar heating system being installed in a school, and I found myself in another classroom full of smiling boys. I was tempted to abandon the solar power article and interview the teachers about the school’s population. Being my mother’s child, and being Hongyu’s child, I didn’t understand it. But it was clear the sky was sagging.
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For as long as they have counted births, demographers have noted that on average 105 boys are born for every 100 girls. This is our natural sex ratio at birth. The ratio can vary slightly in certain conditions and from one geographic region to the next. More boys are born after wars. More girls are born around the equator, for reasons we don’t yet understand.1 But in general the sex ratio at birth hovers around 105.

So is our population male-dominated from the start? To the contrary: that more boys are born is itself a form of balance, neatly making up for the fact that males are more likely to die young. That extra 5 percent of boy babies compensates, as the German statistician Johann Peter Süssmilch observed in 1741, “for the higher male losses due to the recklessness of boys, to exhaustion, to dangerous tasks, to war, to sailing and emigration, thus maintaining the balance between the sexes so that everyone can find a spouse at the appropriate time of marriage.”2 While today males are less likely to die from sailing, exhaustion, or migration, they still account for the majority of soldiers throughout the world. They also disproportionately expose themselves to threats like smoking—a man’s pursuit in many countries—or riding motorcycles without wearing a helmet. Boys outnumber girls at birth because men outnumber women in early deaths.

Süssmilch, who was also a priest, was an early proponent of intelligent design; he concluded this natural check was the work of a meticulous creator. (The book in which he put forth his theory was titled The Divine Order as Derived from Demography.)3 When Charles Darwin looked into the sex ratio at birth a century later, he intuited that a balanced number of males and females instead connected somehow to evolution. Trends in human populations, Darwin noted, paralleled those found in the animal world.a But that raised a question: What then was the purpose of the intense battles for mates among many species? To witness “two males fighting for the possession of the female, or several male birds displaying their gorgeous plumage, and performing strange antics before an assembled body of females,” as Darwin wrote in The Descent of Man, it was clear that a fierce evolutionary competition was at work.4 This competition was perhaps most evident in the peacock’s feathers: the colorful plumes would make sense if, as a rule, the sex ratio were skewed. If peahens were generally scarce, the male birds’ adornment would be a feature they had developed over generations to boost their chances of passing on their genes. A balanced sex ratio meant even the ugliest and most pitiful peacock had hope of finding a peahen.

But after extensive correspondence with farmers, shepherds, and biologists—Darwin even dutifully tallied sex ratios among English racehorses—the naturalist determined most species were in fact balanced. “After investigating, as far as possible, the numerical proportion of the sexes,” he wrote, “I do not believe that any great inequality in number commonly exists.”5


Darwin went back and forth on exactly how a balanced sex ratio could be reconciled with his theory of natural selection, coming very close to a solution in the first edition of The Descent of Man and then retracting it in the second edition. “I now see that the whole problem is so intricate that it is safer to leave its solution for the future,” he wrote.6 And yet the naturalist surmised that balanced sex ratios were somehow critical to species survival.

In 1930 the English scientist Ronald A. Fisher arrived at the explanation that had eluded Darwin. Fisher’s theory works like this in humans: if male births become less common, men have better mating prospects than women. People with an assumed genetic disposition to have boys then have an advantage in passing on their genes. Put more simply, parents of sons have more grandchildren than parents of daughters. As the overall sex ratio approaches equilibrium, however, the advantage of producing sons disappears, and the sex ratio at birth balances out. (Unfortunately, this mechanism does not work on skewed sex ratios of the sort seen in Asia today.) Fisher was also an enthusiastic eugenicist who believed in sterilizing the “unfit.” With John Maynard Keynes, he was among the founding members of the Cambridge University Eugenics Society.7 But he enshrined in evolutionary biology the notion that sex ratios are naturally balanced. Today a 1:1 sex ratio is called “Fisherian.”

A balanced sex ratio is now considered healthy in most species, to the extent that conservation work often focuses on boosting the number of females. It isn’t just that females are the ones who bear offspring, though of course that matters. In mammals who spend years rearing their young a skewed sex ratio can quickly veer out of control. If females are scarce, males may kill a female’s existing offspring to maximize their chance at passing on their genes, inadvertently speeding up the species’ path toward extinction. When the sex ratio of a group of brown bears living in the French Pyrenees recently skewed male, conservationists recommended a relocation program aimed at bringing males closer to potential mates. As one scientist put it, “Male bears need more females.”8


But when it comes to our own species, we are considerably less attentive. While evolution encourages a balanced sex ratio, our large brains have always worked against one. For as long as we have documented reproduction, we have also sought ways to control it.

The ancient Greeks believed that when it came to procreation men’s testicles had specific roles: the left testicle produced girls, while the right one yielded boys. Aristotle took this to its logical but painful conclusion, teaching that men should tie off their left testicle during intercourse if they wanted a son. Well into the eighteenth century European men continued to follow this line of thinking; some went so far as to cut off their left gonad. 9 But Aristotle also believed a baby’s sex was determined by a number  of other factors. Women, he advised, should help their suffering husbands by making an effort to “think male.”10 And he observed, based on interviews with farmers, that with livestock “more males are born if copulation takes place when north [rather] than when south winds are blowing.”11


The Greeks were hardly alone in offering complicated prescriptions for sex control. The Talmud advised men to bring their wives to early orgasm in order to have a son, advice that may have ended up in more pregnancies but probably had little effect on the sex ratio.12 And Indian ayurvedic texts outlined practices for manipulating the sex of a fetus—once it was in the mother’s womb.13


But it is only in the past three decades that we have been able to control a baby’s sex with certainty. Our new capabilities demand a reconsideration of Darwin’s work. What does it mean to tinker with one of evolution’s most fundamental balances? Do we have the hubris to assume that what disrupts the brown bear won’t affect us? We still don’t know the evolutionary effects of fundamentally altering the sex ratio at birth, but a cursory glance back at history suggests it is not a great idea to mess with something we don’t understand.14


If anything, we are making more of a mess of our species than brown bears ever could of theirs. When I started thinking about this book, I pictured talking to parents, demographers, perhaps a few government officials. I did not imagine I was beginning a journey on which I’d encounter prostitutes and trafficked wives and mail-order brides, gun enthusiasts and militant nationalists and the proprietor of a Fight Club–like “anger bar,” geneticists and AIDS researchers—and a lone U.S. military contractor. I did not know it would take me back in time to the American Wild West and into the future to the 2047 India that now preoccupies fans of science fiction. I did not picture villages in poor countries where most women have been sold or villages in rich countries where most have been bought. I had only the vague idea that a sharp decrease in women could not be good for the human race. And on that point I was proven sadly correct.
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On other assumptions I was wrong. I began reporting on the sex ratio imbalance by making a series of trips to a particularly skewed quarter of  China, a corner of Jiangsu province where the ratio of boys to girls born had reached 3 to 2. After the third trip I returned to Shanghai and read everything I could find on the topic. I had been assigned a long article for the Virginia Quarterly Review, a small literary magazine whose editor gives writers a rare degree of freedom, and as I sat down to write I decided it would be a story about gender discrimination and how it persisted as China developed. That wasn’t just my own prejudice. As a science journalist I was used to relying on data, and that was what all the reports said. It was also what the parents I had interviewed told me.

That article ran to nineteen pages, but when I finished it I felt vaguely unfulfilled. I still didn’t fully understand why girls were “missing” from China, as some had put it. The way I grew up and the degree of gender progress I witnessed in the few years I’d spent in China conflicted with the notion that entrenched discrimination was at play. Somewhere in the back of my mind lingered my mother’s descriptions of equality, even as I recognized that on the most fundamental level men and women were no longer equal. Some reports I read traced the disappearance of girls to the one-child policy, to the fact that Chinese parents wanted to carry on the family line with their one chance to have a child. That made some sense. And yet the one-child policy did not explain why girls had gone missing from Albania or Azerbaijan. But as the article grew into a more ambitious undertaking I stuck to the gender discrimination explanation, for it was the only one I had. “The best way to convince more couples to have girls,” I wrote in the proposal for this book, “is to improve the status of women by boosting opportunities for education and career advancement.”

It was midway through a trip to India that I realized the reports I’d been reading were wrong. Two men I met there—a gynecologist and a public health worker—told me a very different tale. In their version of events, the sex ratio imbalance now sweeping through Asia and parts of Europe traces to elite institutions in the West.

At first I was skeptical: how had the reporters, demographers, and various activists who write about sex ratio imbalance missed such a critical link? But a little time wading through archives quickly cured me of disbelief. And that is how this became a book about information that some had hoped to keep hidden, about misguided theorists focused only on the big picture and scientists with tunnel vision, and about population, technology, and abortion.

A final word on this last point: not all sex selection involves abortion. Sophisticated technologies used with in-vitro fertilization or artificial insemination now allow parents to control the sex of a baby at the embryonic stage—in some cases even before conception. But outside of the United States those technologies are still nascent. Today in the developing world, abortion is most of the story. For now.

Abortion is also an issue with a long and fraught history in the United States. That history should not affect Americans’ concern for what happens in China and India, but sadly it does. I inherited my mother’s agnosticism, and I have always believed in a woman’s right to terminate a pregnancy, but again and again over the course of reporting this book I ended up treading onto unexpected political ground. At moments I found myself perusing right-wing religious websites and agreeing with anti-abortion activists and corresponding with public relations officers whose voice mail messages ended with “God bless.” At others I shook my head in dismay at deceptive reports put out by organizations whose dictums I had once accepted as fact. More frequently, I was disappointed at the degree to which domestic American politics prevented action on a problem of great importance shaping a large portion of the world’s population—a fact for which both the right and the left bear responsibility.

The finer points of the abortion debate elude me. When does life begin? And what do we mean by life—a heartbeat, the ability to exist outside the womb with medical assistance, the ability (now something else entirely) to exist outside the womb without technology? These questions have always struck me as unanswerable, and my reporting only made them more muddled. The reality I know is too nuanced to support an absolute line. A zygote is different from a fetus at six months, and a fetus at six months is different from a baby. And any mother will tell you there are many gradations in between—the first bout of morning sickness, the first kick to the gut, the first secondhand hiccup.

Since I refuse to venture a guess at when life begins, this is not a book about death and killing. I do not talk about feticide or gendercide or genocide, though some of the people I interviewed use those terms. On the other hand, I don’t believe the gradations in fetal development and the process by which life takes shape should be ignored, for they are  what make widespread sex selection possible. Women who would never kill a newborn girl may abort on the basis of sex, and women who would never selectively abort may feel differently about eliminating embryos or sorting sperm. But in the end this is a book not about life and death but about the potential for life—and denying that potential to the very group responsible for perpetuating our beleaguered species.






PART ONE

“EVERYONE HAS BOYS NOW”





Chapter 1

THE DEMOGRAPHER


It is often said that women make up a majority of the world’s population. They do not.

—AMARTYA SEN1




 




Midway through his career, Christophe Guilmoto stopped counting babies and started counting boys. A French demographer with a mathematician’s love of numbers and an anthropologist’s obsession with detail, he had attended graduate school in Paris in the 1980s, when babies had been the thing—the only thing, really. The field of demography had grown out of Thomas Malthus’s eighteenth-century predictions of exponential population growth and had remained focused on fertility figures and total population counts straight through the 1970s, when books like The Population Bomb gripped the popular imagination. By the time Guilmoto started his PhD, birth rates had started falling around the world, but the populations of many developing nations were still growing, and it was hard to shake the idea that overpopulation was a grave threat. Like many of his contemporaries, he concentrated on studying the drop in fertility, searching for clues of what factors proved decisive in lowering a country’s birth rate. He did his dissertation research in Tamil Nadu, a state in southwestern India where the birth rate had fallen to European levels even as income levels remained low, and as he graduated and started working as a  scholar he returned there many times. By 1998 he headed up the South India Fertility Project, a formal effort to catalog the successes of Tamil Nadu and surrounding states.2 But over the course of working in India, he realized demography’s big story had changed. People were not simply having fewer children. They were having fewer girls. Population growth had been slowed, in part, by reducing the number of daughters.

Guilmoto’s first inkling that something was wrong came in 1992, when he interviewed village nurses in Tamil Nadu for a short research project. A wiry Frenchman with wide-set eyes rattling off questions in Tamil, he must have cut an odd profile, but when he explained that he wanted to understand the demographic history of the area, the nurses spoke frankly and openly. Several offered up the detail that villagers occasionally killed their daughters shortly after birth. The news shocked him—as a demographer, he was well aware that humans committed infanticide at various points throughout history, but in most cultures the practice had disappeared by the early twentieth century—and he made it his private mission to determine just how pervasive daughter killing was. Later he visited an orphanage, where he found an aging French volunteer who had lived in India so long that she no longer spoke French. In a mixture of Tamil and English, the woman explained that most of the babies abandoned in the area were female. “Look, in the orphanage we have mostly girls,” she said. “What do you think?”

The encounters left a deep impression on Guilmoto, and he thought of them at the turn of the millennium, when Indian census figures showed 111 boys born for every 100 girls.3 At first glance, the experiences of the village nurses and the orphanage worker helped explain the disparity, and indeed many foreign press reports blamed India’s dearth of girls on infanticide and abandonment. Looking into the matter, however, he realized they were only a small part of the story. Outside of the pocket of rural Tamil Nadu where he had happened to do field research, Indians rarely killed infants. “Everybody talked about infanticide because it carried more emotional weight,” he recalled. “But actually it was hardly in existence.” Tamil Nadu was one of the states where girls in fact had a better prospect of survival, while the northwest, a wealthy region considered India’s breadbasket, reported a regional sex ratio at birth of 126: 126 boys for every 100 girls.4 The real cause for the gap, Guilmoto quickly learned, was  that pregnant women were taking advantage of a cheap and pervasive sex determination technique—ultrasound—and aborting female fetuses.

The link to technology was alarming, for it meant that India’s skewed sex ratio at birth was an outgrowth of economic progress, not backward traditions. And India was hardly alone in recently developing a sex ratio imbalance. As he expanded his focus from fertility rates to sex ratio at birth, Guilmoto found that several other Asian countries exceeded the biological upper limit of 106 boys born for every 100 girls.b In the 1980s, South Korea, Taiwan, and parts of Singapore registered sex ratios at birth of above 109.5 China reported a sex ratio of 120. (Figures in both China and India have since risen to 112 in India and 121 in China.)6 Humans, Guilmoto realized, were engineering what he calls “rampant demographic masculinization”—a change with potentially grave effects for future generations.7 “It was very difficult,” he said, “not to see it as a revolution.” Within a few years, the revolution would spread to Western Asia and on to Eastern Europe.

And yet in the places where this sinister biological shift should have been front and center, it was noticeably absent. Reports on global gender issues omitted the imbalance entirely, copiously detailing the status of women and yet ignoring the blatant fact that their ranks were decreasing. The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), the agency that finances population initiatives in the developing world, had been largely silent on the issue. Sex ratio imbalance lacked attention from reproductive rights organizations or funding from major philanthropies. With the exception of a few impassioned doctors and public health workers in Asia, it lacked advocates, period.

For the past few years Guilmoto, now a senior fellow at the Institut de recherche pour le développement in Paris, has tried to fill that void by educating the world about the gravity of sex ratio imbalance. In 2005 he calculated that if Asia’s sex ratio at birth had remained at its natural equilibrium of 105 over the past few decades, the continent would have an additional 163 million females.8 The combination of ultrasound and   abortion, in other words, has claimed over 160 million potential women and girls—in Asia alone. In the years he has spent studying the issue, the French scholar has noticed imbalanced sex ratios at birth crop up in unexpected places as economic development reaches new regions. And yet, because of other pressures on United Nations demographers, UN Population Division projections for the number of men and women who will inhabit the earth two, three, and five decades from now assume the sex ratio at birth has reached its highest level ever.9 Guilmoto believes those projections give a dangerously optimistic picture of where we’re headed. To him, gender imbalance resembles what demographers call a transitional phenomenon—a phase nations go through as they develop. That means it won’t be around forever. But countries in Asia and Eastern Europe are developing quickly, and many more are on the brink of economic progress. Millions of households around the world will enter the middle class over the coming years. In the process of leveling out, the world’s sex ratio imbalance will get a lot worse.
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If 160 million women were missing from the U.S. population, you would notice—160 million is more than the entire female population of the United States.10 Imagine America’s women wiped out. Imagine the country’s malls and supermarkets, its highways and hospitals, its boardrooms and classrooms exclusively filled with men. Imagine the bus or the subway or the car that takes you to work, then erase the females commuting alongside you. Erase your wife and your daughter. Or erase yourself. Imagine this and you come close to picturing the problem.

But women have not disappeared from North America. They have disappeared from Asia and Eastern Europe. And that is why if you have heard about the gender imbalance it probably came in the form of a short international news item. Gender imbalance has been treated as a local problem, as something that happens to other countries. It is not a local problem. China and India together account for one third of the global population.11 Their lopsided birth totals have already skewed the sex ratio at birth of the entire world, which has risen from 105 to the biologically impossible 107.12 Sex selection defies culture, nationality, and creed. Gender imbalance has hit Vietnam, which wasn’t supposed  to be patriarchal enough to avoid having girls. It has hit the Caucasus countries—Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Armenia—which no one had even contemplated as possible trouble zones. And it has hit the Balkans, that war-torn region a quick boat ride from Italy. Added up, these figures yield a gap in male and female births unrivaled in human history.13 The gender imbalance is a local problem in the way a superpower’s financial crisis is a local problem, in the way a neighboring country’s war is a local problem. Sooner or later, it affects you.

If today’s disproportionately male generation of young people—call them Generation XY—were small, the sex ratio imbalance would be easy to dismiss. We might make up for the lack of women later on. But because the reduction in the number of females in the population has paralleled a reduction in the global birth rate, this generation is the largest that will hit many developing countries for decades to come.14 There are fewer potential mothers in China and India today, and tomorrow there will be even fewer daughters. Wang Feng, a demographer at the Brookings Institution who studies China’s sex ratio imbalance, calls it a “double whammy.”15 Guilmoto, meanwhile, now disseminates a bleak set of predictions in an attempt to jolt the world to action. Even using the conservative UN population projections, which assume that couples soon start having boys and girls in equal numbers—a change that is highly unlikely—restoring the global balance of males and females will take until 2050.16
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Development was not supposed to look like this. For as long as they have speculated about the status of women, social scientists have taken for granted that women’s position improves as countries get richer. Economic growth means that more girls go to school, and that those girls have access to a broader array of job opportunities when they grow up. It means that health care improves, leading to a drop in the number of mothers who die during childbirth. And it means, in most cases, that women gain access to contraception, allowing them to have fewer children and in turn spend more time working outside the home.

The relationship between women’s empowerment and development is so sacred that it clouded the perception of scholars in developing countries as sex selection spread throughout Asia. Even as they witnessed  the introduction of cheap ultrasound machines, many downplayed the impact of sex selective abortion, thinking it would disappear as their countries grew wealthier. At the Korea Women’s Development Institute in Seoul, sociologist Whasoon Byun confessed to thinking sex selection a distant threat when it hit South Korea in the 1980s. “My assumption was that if a woman was educated, then she would prefer a girl,” she told me. “But my assumption was wrong. I thought my case was general. I was a bad sociologist.” Instead, South Korea maintained a skewed sex ratio at birth straight through its entry to the elite club of nations that is the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.17


Scholarly thinking began to change in 1990, when the Nobel Prize–winning economist Amartya Sen published a watershed essay in The New York Review of Books entitled “More Than 100 Million Women Are Missing.” Social science theories had failed scholars, Sen wrote. Despite the economic progress that had swept Asia, at the level of raw numbers women and girls were worse off than ever before. “Economic development,” he stated, “is quite often accompanied by a relative worsening in the rate of survival of women”—a fact that constituted “one of the more momentous, and neglected, problems facing the world today.”18


Sen did not sufficiently explain why 100 million women were missing, but simply by pointing out the disparity he made an impact.c His essay was both a wakeup call and an embarrassment to scholars. Western anthropologists and sociologists realized that in their painstaking analyses of women’s status across countries and cultures they had missed the big picture. Demographers saw they had been counting and projecting the wrong metric. Local scholars like Byun cast about for a new development theory that better explained their realities.

By the time Guilmoto turned his attention to the sex ratio imbalance, it had become fashionable to study Sen’s missing women. But rather than illuminate the reasons behind the disturbing shortage of females, this boom in studies, and the press coverage that followed it, had the effect of further obscuring the issue. False accounts of female infanticide and   widespread abandonment of girls in India were just the beginning. Some scholars found the gap between boy and girl births so outrageous that they concluded it must be the result of girls going unregistered. In the interpretation that gained credence for a few years, females were not missing; they were hidden. Papers appeared with titles like “Manipulation of Statistical Records in Response to China’s Population Policies” and “On the Trail of ‘Missing’ Indian Females.”19 Others dreamed up still more fanciful explanations. In 2005 University of Chicago economist Emily Oster wrote a paper claiming that the high rate of hepatitis B among Asians, which increases the probability a woman will give birth to a boy, was responsible for nearly half of Amartya Sen’s 100 million missing women.20 (Among other problems, Oster’s analysis did not account for the fact that in countries with imbalances the sex ratio at birth jumps significantly for children born second or later, a phenomenon that can’t be explained by disease. She later retracted her findings.)21 Western scholars found comfort in numbers, which could be interrogated and turned around or explained away. To read the papers written during this time is to be pulled into a world where an explanation is judged by the elegance of its equations rather than by how accurately those equations represent what is actually happening in a region’s villages and hospitals and classrooms. Asian scholars working on the ground, meanwhile, talked to average people extensively and then offered up narrow conclusions that explained sex selection as the product of local practices and traditions. In India they looked at the convention of dowry, which made daughters expensive; in China they focused on the one-child policy, which meant parents had limited chances to have a son.22 Cultural and political constraints mattered, of course, but they did not explain why sex ratio imbalance had hit so many countries at the same time. The problem demanded a global theory.

A few years into researching gender imbalance, Guilmoto decided he would come up with one. “I was fed up with the local stories,” he told me. “There is a general trend of son preference visible in many places, and that is what matters.” As the number of missing females surged from 100 million to 160 million, he traveled the world, talking to government statisticians and hospital directors, touring cities and villages, and clipping newspaper reports. He combed through all the birth statistics he could  find. He made digital sex ratio maps of Asia and Europe, shading danger zones in red. Then he started searching for patterns.

Initially his data raised more questions than it answered. At the time he sat down to analyze his maps, Asian countries with skewed sex ratios at birth could be divided into regional blocks—East Asia (China, Taiwan, Singapore, and Vietnam), South Asia (India and Pakistan), and West Asia (Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia).23 Beyond that, things got tricky. Sex selection happened among Hindus, Muslims, and Christians; among ethnic and political rivals; in economic powerhouses and in countries just on the cusp of development. Sexism might be an obvious culprit for imbalance if it weren’t so universal. Parents in nearly all cultures say they prefer boys, and yet sex selection only strikes in part of the world.d


As Guilmoto continued to research the issue, however, he found some common threads that unite countries with gender imbalances. First, the countries where sex selection occurs are developing rapidly, and their health care systems have matured to the point where prenatal screening is widely available. Second, abortion is pervasive. China, Vietnam, and South Korea all have exceptionally high abortion rates, and a reliance on pregnancy termination as a contraception method is also common to the Caucasus countries, as former Soviet republics. The final commonality derived from his early work in India. Most affected countries have recently experienced a drop in fertility.

Over the past fifty years Asia has seen the most rapid decline in population growth of any continent in the history of the world. In the late 1960s, the average Asian woman had 5.7 children. In 2006 she had 2.3.24 When it comes to sex selection, a drop in the total fertility rate to two children is something of a turning point. If parents have more than two children, they have a good chance of having a son by sheer chance, without technological intervention. If they have only two children, though, 24 percent will conceive only daughters—and 24 percent screening for sex and aborting is enough to seriously skew a country’s sex ratio.25 And yet in parts of East Asia parents rarely have even two children. In South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Macau, which together boast the lowest fertility rates in the world, parents are far more   likely to have one. Moving beyond the Asian tigers, the list of low fertility countries reads like a rundown of hot spots for missing girls. The average Vietnamese woman has only 1.9 children. Her Chinese counterpart has 1.5. Georgians are at 1.4 children per couple, just behind Switzerland. Armenians rank even further down the list, with just over 1.3, a total fertility rate close to that of Italy. Azerbaijanis have fewer children than Americans do.26


Examining geographical variations within countries with imbalances yielded still more insights. By breaking down sex ratio at birth by city and region and then comparing those figures against education and income levels, Guilmoto found sex selection typically starts with the urban, well educated stratum of society. Elites are the first to gain access to a new technology, whether MRI scanners, smart phones—or ultrasound machines. In South Korea the first parents to selectively abort were urbanites in Seoul. In Azerbaijan they were residents of Baku, the capital.27 According to India’s 2001 census, women with high school diplomas and above who gave birth over the previous year had 114 boys for every 100 girls. Among illiterate women, by contrast, the sex ratio for recent births was just over 108—still skewed, but much closer to normal.28 This holds true for fathers’ education too: Indian households in which the head—and in India the father is almost always the head—has at least a high school diploma are 25 percent more likely to have a boy than those where the head has minimal schooling.29


But like any new technology, sex selection does not remain the domain of the elite. Women whisper to each other about the new technique over tea, neighbors copy neighbors, and the middle class emulates the rich. By the time the technology reaches the lower classes, the elite is often ready to move on to the next big thing. But a technology that shapes human reproduction is by its nature more significant than a cell phone, and it takes longer to disseminate. From start to finish, thirty years might elapse—enough to indelibly mark two generations.

If gender imbalance is a transitional phase, as Guilmoto believes, then the phase is over in South Korea, which after decades of rampant sex selection now has a normal sex ratio at birth. The wealthier parts of China and India have hit their peak; their sex ratios at birth are still shockingly high but show a slight decline.30 In regions and countries that  were touched by economic development later, however, the phase is just beginning. In Vietnam, for example, sex selective abortion is mainly practiced by middle- and upper-class people in and around Hanoi. Guilmoto fears the poor could soon embrace it. Other places still have normal sex ratios at birth, but their proximity to countries or regions where sex selection is rampant suggest they will be the next to develop imbalances: southern and eastern India, western China, Nepal, and Bangladesh.e “Masculinization” is not something demographers have encountered before—not on this scale, at least. And yet, as Guilmoto crunched numbers and searched for patterns, he realized it had a parallel. In the manner in which it diffused through populations, gender imbalance looked eerily like an epidemic.
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I meet Guilmoto in his office at the Institut de recherche pour le développement, which is situated on a broad thoroughfare lined with cafés and shops in Paris’s twentieth arrondissement, one steamy day in August. Most Parisians have fled the city for the beaches of the south, and even on a Tuesday the institute is deserted, its corridors dark and stuffy. The only other person on the floor where Guilmoto sits, working straight through the vacation in a small office decorated with colorful batik prints, is a janitor. Today, like every other time I meet or speak with the demographer over the coming year, his behavior conveys the sense that time is running out.

When I arrive, Guilmoto’s computer screen is filled with a cluttered spreadsheet. He has been scanning Vietnamese birth registration statistics in search of abnormalities. A skewed sex ratio at birth has been found in some northern Vietnamese provinces, but others are, for now, unscathed, and it is these areas he is monitoring closely. Early changes in policy have been shown to lessen the impact of sex selection, and if sex ratio imbalance can be caught sooner, Guilmoto believes, governments may be convinced to take action. “When I have free time I scan  data,” he explains, as if poring over spreadsheets were a common hobby. He abandons the monitor and rises to shake my hand. “Any language I can handle. Recently I tried scanning data for Tunisia in Arabic. I had to give up.”

But the exercise isn’t always futile. It was precisely this sort of analysis that led to the discovery of sex ratio imbalance in the Caucasus countries. No one had thought to look for missing girls in Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia. The three small countries sandwiched between the Black and Caspian seas have far more in common with Europe, after all, than with China or South Korea. Guilmoto takes our interview into CEPED’s kitchen, where he makes himself a double espresso as he explains that the Caucasus countries also have very little in common with each other: “One is Muslim, one is Orthodox Christian, and one is Armenian Christian. They have three different religious groups, and they are at war with each other on a regular basis.” Geography, he adds, is about all they share.

Then one day Guilmoto’s friend France Meslé, who works down the street from him at the National Institute of Demographic Studies, was analyzing birth and death statistics in former Soviet countries when she noticed a striking gap between the numbers of male and female infants born in the Caucasus region. Meslé was initially skeptical that sex selection could have caused the gap. The number of female births had begun dropping after the fall of the Soviet Union, as bureaucracy weakened and the quality of government records deteriorated, and like scholars confronted with large imbalances in China and India in the 1990s, she reasoned that maybe families in the three countries had simply stopped bothering to register their daughters.31 “There are a lot of problems with data quality now,” she told me. “And I was very surprised” by the Caucasus figures.

To double-check the figures, she enlisted two other scholars, and together they contacted every county in the region to collect records at the district level. When they compared these numbers against countrywide totals for sex ratio at birth, the national data turned out to disturbingly accurate—with the exception of Armenia, where the actual sex ratio at birth was even more extreme than national records had indicated. All told, the Caucasus countries’ gender imbalance rivaled that of China and India. The sex ratio at birth in Azerbaijan was 115. In Georgia it was 118. In Armenia, it was a whopping 120.32


Meslé’s research, which Guilmoto included in Watering the Neighbour’s Garden, an edited volume he and a colleague recently compiled on sex ratio imbalance, was important to his own work. It meant that sex selection defied geographic as well as religious and ethnic stereotyping: it happened in Central, South, and East Asia. And it meant that the “masculinization” that had struck him, back in India, as a revolution was spreading around the globe.

But even with Meslé’s study to point to, he has encountered stiff resistance in trying to convince policymakers that the sex ratio at birth in the Caucasus countries is truly askew. He recalls meeting an Armenian statistician working for the Armenian UNFPA office at a conference in New York several years after the incriminating data had been published. When Guilmoto brought up Armenia’s skewed sex ratio at birth, the man gave him a blank look. “The guy had no clue about it!” the French demographer recalls. “He said, ‘That’s very interesting, what you’re saying. How do you know?’ I said, ‘Well, Armenian data.’ He said, ‘Oh really, is that so?’ Then he said something stupid like, ‘Maybe we should work on it.’ And I said, ‘Yeah, I think it’s high time!’”

We return to his office, where we are interrupted from time to time by the hum of a vacuum cleaner coming from the hall. Guilmoto simply talks over it. The newest area to show a sex ratio imbalance, he says, is Europe. He ticks off a list of suspected candidates in the Balkans: “There is definitely something in Albania. Might be something in Bosnia, might be something in Serbia—not very clear. Probably something in Montenegro, in Kosovo, and in Macedonia.”

Just keeping track of new hot spots would be a full-time job. But recently Guilmoto has become preoccupied with another issue, and as a result he has less and less time for scanning birth statistics. He now worries about the tens of millions of bachelors due to come of age in the next few decades.
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Demographers call them “surplus men”: the ones left over in an imagined world in which everyone who can marry does so. Men doomed to a life of singledom. Overstock. But the loneliness that accompanies bachelorhood is in fact the least of Asia’s problems. Surplus men have been  going to great lengths to find women—and in many cases succeeding. As the first generation touched by sex ratio imbalance grows up, the silent biological discrimination that is sex selection has been exacerbated by more visible threats to women, including sex trafficking, bride buying, and forced marriages. In South Korea and Taiwan, surplus men obtain wives on one-week “marriage tours” of Vietnam. In wealthy parts of China and India, men buy women from poorer regions, working through shady brokers who may or may not bother to secure the women’s consent. In poorer parts of China and India, they visit brothels staffed by prostitutes who have often been forced into sex work.

As Generation XY matures in other parts of the gender-imbalanced world, moreover, even such crude tactics will not be an option. Men in western China, eastern India, Vietnam, Georgia, Albania, and other countries with recent or looming sex ratio imbalances will not be able to import women because at some point in the near future the supply of women will dry up. “The idea of importing brides to solve the shortage in women may work in countries with lower populations, but in a huge country like China they are just a drop in the ocean,” China Population Association deputy director Tian Xueyuan recently told the China Daily, as if diminishing numbers were the only problem with bringing in boatloads of bought foreign women. “It’s not a realistic solution.”33


Lately, Guilmoto has dedicated himself to calculating precisely how bad the male surplus will be by, as he puts it, “trying to marry these guys off.” The outlook, he says, is grim. “It’s not sustainable. It’s not such a great idea to have children of only one gender. At the beginning it’s a dream—I call it a male utopia.” He smiles slightly. “But if you start imagining that the neighbors are going to do the same, then these good-looking boys will face trouble in the marriage market. The surplus will pile up.”

And it won’t just be forlorn single men who will suffer in 2020s Asia and 2030s Eastern Europe. Other scholars have begun to calculate the impact tens of millions of surplus men will have on everything from health care to crime. Historically, societies in which men substantially outnumber women are not nice places to live. Often they are unstable. Sometimes they are violent.

Which brings us back to Guilmoto’s contention that gender imbalance resembles an epidemic. In the number of lives it has touched, he says, sex selection merits comparison with AIDS. In the introduction to  Watering the Neighbour’s Garden, he and colleague Isabelle Attané point out that AIDS has claimed an estimated 25 million people worldwide—a mere fraction of the number of missing females. “Suffice to compare” the two issues, they write, “to gauge the relative lack of interest that the female deficit has attracted.”34 In 2008, the HIV virus commanded fully one-fourth of global spending on health.35 AIDS has the attention of nongovernmental organizations, policymakers, and schoolchildren around the world. It boasts its own United Nations agency. Sex selection remains mostly invisible, however, a more pervasive and yet quieter epidemic, observed only by demographers scrutinizing birth registration records years after the fact—and, of course, by the hundreds of millions of people who live or will live in communities where women are scarce.






Chapter 2

THE PARENT


Money often costs too much.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON



 




The county of Suining sits halfway between Shanghai and Beijing in northern Jiangsu province’s Huai valley, the agricultural plain that is something like China’s heartland. For centuries, it was nothing more than that: an area notable only for its ordinariness. The people of Suining eat food that’s a little spicy, a little salty, a little sweet. They speak a dialect that’s close to Mandarin and intelligible to most outsiders. The most famous person to come from the area was the emperor Gaozu, who ruled in the third century BC, and even he was of humble peasant origins. Today, though, Suining is developing—and fast. If you have read about China’s boom, you probably know about Shanghai’s whimsical skyscrapers, about the billions Beijing spent on the 2008 Olympics, about the luxury malls and car dealerships and yacht clubs of the country’s leading cities. But economic progress is in many ways more visible in places like Suining, where the change wrought is more stark, its impact on local psychology more extreme.

Suining’s version of the boom started in the 1990s, when residents took the overnight bus to Shanghai and the wealthy cities around it and found jobs constructing skyscrapers, laboring in factories, and diapering  the babies of China’s nouveau riche. A few paychecks later, they began sending back money, thousands of wire transfers all directed to Suining’s Agricultural Bank. Suining’s towns and villages swelled in every direction at once. For years the county seat—a settlement of a few hundred thousand people also called Suining—had been a place for the farmers who worked the surrounding wheat fields and rice paddies to sell their harvest and buy supplies. Now its meager grid of roads expanded outward in ever larger squares. Tall apartment buildings outfitted with Roman columns, rooftop pagodas, and bubblegum pink facades sprouted out of nowhere, colonizing whole blocks. The larger housing developments could accommodate thousands of residents. Supermarkets that sold jewelry and watches as well as vegetables and rice opened to fireworks and ribboncutting ceremonies, and suddenly every other storefront, it seemed, was a real estate agency. Advertisements for life insurance, heretofore a foreign concept, appeared on billboards. For decades the only hotel was a state-owned institution called The East Is Red. Now it was joined by the Suining International Hotel and the U.S.-China Friendship Hotel. A savvy entrepreneur looking to cash in on a new market, meanwhile, opened The East Is Red Appliances.1


On the outskirts of the town, factories set up shop. They were small operations at first, Chinese-owned, but the change they brought to Suining was big. The Suining Meat Products Company built a boxy brown building and surrounded it with sod, yielding a vast, aggressively green lawn. The chemical industry followed, and a blanket of smog settled over the land, permanent and yet subtle; after a while, residents only registered its presence through the way their lungs expanded as soon as they cleared the county limits. Suining’s wheat fields and rice paddies endured, but the factories needed roads, so the government paved over the dirt paths on which peasants had once found their way into town. The grid grew even larger.

The boom overwhelmed the very people who started it. Returning from their stints in Shanghai, the migrant workers had trouble finding their way home through the maze of new streets and buildings. Then again, even homes were no longer static; everyone talked constantly of upgrading. The men took to smoking Sequoia cigarettes, while the women turned to exotic new media like Korean soap operas. Teenagers went online for the first time. But no change was so great that the people of Suining could not adapt. As farmers continued to sow their fields, they  discovered that freshly built highways make excellent platforms for drying wheat. Show up in late spring, and you can see evidence of this new art everywhere, the major roads filled not with cars but with enormous circles fashioned from tiny tan grains, like offerings to giant bird gods.

The last pivotal change to hit the population was, in the midst of such constant flux, almost invisible, a change that only became apparent if you zoomed out to look at whole blocks or whole neighborhoods. In 2007, according to National Population and Family Planning Commission data, Suining’s mothers gave birth to 152 boys for every 100 girls. But zooming out can also confuse the matter, since you may miss the fact that this demographic shift has occurred in tandem with Suining’s economic shift—that girls have gone missing in the midst of immense progress. From afar Suining looks poor. But from inside the boom things have never been better.
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Wu Pingzhang was among the first to profit.f As the people of Suining bought new homes, they furnished them with appliances they had little experience operating. An air conditioner repairman with two cell phones he kept on day and night, Wu was soon in great demand. He amassed a modest savings, and before long he had enough to rent an apartment for himself and his wife in town, away from his ancestral village. The apartment sat on the second story of a cement block building, above a portrait studio called Flying on the Wind, and consisted of a large room looking out on a spacious balcony. To turn the one room into two, Wu affixed hooks to the ceiling and hung from them an airbrushed canvas backdrop lent to him by the proprietors of Flying on the Wind—a vista of clean white windows opening onto a flawless blue sky. He then arranged his own appliances, bought from customers secondhand, in front of the backdrop like a set in a play: a Wanbao refrigerator, a Midea microwave, a PANDA color television. The centerpiece was an upright air conditioner that stretched from the cement floor to near the ceiling. Wu and his wife   started eating more meat, and he started drinking beer. Against one wall he stockpiled cases of Yincheng beer, signaling to guests that in his house there was always more to drink. He bought a small motorcycle. His ascent into the middle class even came with a small indulgence: a collection of Cultural Revolution–era Mao pins he picked up at flea markets and bought from friends. He felt entitled to a son. “It’s a question of fate,” he told me. Having a boy was, he felt, his destiny.

Wu Pingzhang wasn’t the only one thinking about heirs. Across town his cousin Wu Bing was enjoying a more modest success. After stints as a migrant worker in Shanghai and Nanjing, Wu also rented an apartment in town, in a maze of alleys near an elementary school. He bought a cell phone and a television. He too started drinking beer; his brand was Pengjing. His wife joined the Protestant church, and he began giving her ¥1,000 ($150) a year to tithe, and a little more to buy clothes for herself. His view on children was less grand than Wu Pingzhang’s but no less urgent: what good is material wealth if you don’t have a son to inherit it?

The cousins are, to some degree, foils. Wu Pingzhang is plump and gregarious, with a wide, impish smile and a fondness for one-liners, while Wu Bing is slight and timid, with delicate cheekbones, a pencil-thin mustache, and a hunch that makes him appear even smaller than he is. Liu Mei, Wu Pingzhang’s wife, is also plump, a physique she blames on her love of cooking. Liao Li, Wu Bing’s wife, is pious and serious and interested most of all in prayer. But in the 1990s, when the two cousins started their families, their lives unfolded in parallel.

A generation earlier, Suining’s children were not planned; they just happened. And since men and women married young, never used contraception, and needed labor to help out on the farm, they happened again and again. People who wanted a son—and most wanted a son—simply had sex and left the outcome to chance. If a son didn’t come on the first or second try, they tried again, and chance almost always worked in their favor. In any human population, 88 percent of couples have at least one son after three births.2 After six births the odds of having a son jump to 99 percent.g Six children is exactly how many children Wu Pingzhang’s   mother had—he was the youngest—and she got the son she wanted without having to tamper with nature. For Wu, however, nature was not good enough.

The one-child policy had arrived in 1980, and mass-produced ultrasound machines in 1982. The machines’ appearance, so soon after the introduction of birth targets, was greeted as a stroke of serendipity. For parents, the technology provided a way to have fewer children and yet beat the odds.h For local government officials who had been given unattainable birth targets, meanwhile, ultrasound held out the possibility of meeting their quotas without forcing mothers to abort.

Compared with the alternative of having additional children, sex selection was also cheap. Sex determination is illegal in China, but because local officials do not have much incentive to crack down on it, a red envelope full of money or a carton of prized Chunghwa cigarettes can go a long way. At the time I visited Suining, a sex determination test reportedly cost around ¥1,000 ($150) in bribes to ultrasound technicians. The fine for having a child without a birth permit, by comparison, was ten times that.3 The parents I met who selected for sex were far from the poorest residents, and indeed across China, according to one anthropologist, the first to seek sex selective abortions were the “early birds who are gaining from economic reform.”4 But the economic incentive, at a time when everyone had gone a little money crazy, made sex selection even more attractive.

The first time around the Wu cousins both had girls. Wu Bing’s daughter was born in 1993, and Wu Pingzhang’s in 1998. Both couples made the decision, then fairly common in China, to have another child outside the policy. And both began screening for sex.

The second time Wu Bing’s wife Liao Li got pregnant, it was a girl. She aborted. The third pregnancy, also a girl, she carried to term. It is unclear why she and Wu Bing decided to have a second daughter, though Liao Li’s discomfort with abortion may have played a role. Her pastor disapproves of abortion, she tells me, and she only mentions the procedures   once, after a few glasses of warm Pengjing beer. Another factor in her decision to keep the girl may have been that only about a year had elapsed since her last abortion, which, like most sex selective abortions in China, had been performed after twenty weeks. In any case, Liao Li and Wu Bing named this second daughter Panpan, for panwang, which means “hope,” in the hope she would augur a son the third time around. The portentous name didn’t work, though, for the fourth fetus to appear in Liao Li’s womb was a girl too. She had another abortion.

When at last a boy came, he was Liao Li’s fifth pregnancy and third child. She and Wu Bing called him Maodan, which means Fertilized Egg. The right egg had dropped into Liao Li’s uterus, and they were elated. That bit of genetic providence, coming as it did after years of bad luck, was especially sweet. To them the boy’s nickname, Liao Li explained, symbolized a sort of victory—and indeed they had conquered biology. Fertilized Egg, she said, “means something like Treasure.”

Across town Wu Pingzhang was busy engineering his own family. After the birth of their first daughter, he and Liu Mei didn’t want to risk having another girl. It wasn’t that they couldn’t afford the fine; he was making ¥30,000 ($4,600) a year, over four times China’s household per capita income at the time.5 It was that they didn’t see the point in having another daughter, not when Liu Mei already had her hands full with one child. After that first birth, seven years elapsed—a sign, say doctors who work in China and India, that Liu Mei probably had a few abortions. Then one year Wu Pingzhang took her in for an ultrasound examination at five months of pregnancy and was overjoyed at what popped up on the monitor screen.

To ensure that family planning workers wouldn’t foil his plans to have a son, he sent his daughter to live with his parents, rented a small apartment in Nanjing, Jiangsu’s provincial capital, and installed Liu Mei there as her stomach ballooned. By roaming the city on bicycle, sometimes logging fifty or sixty miles a day, he patched together a living doing odd jobs. At night he returned to Liu Mei and the small apartment, and together they eagerly awaited the birth.

The precaution of staying in Nanjing paid off, and a few months later Wu Pingzhang and Liu Mei returned to Suining the proud parents of identical twin boys.6 He easily picked up air conditioner repair work  again, and soon he had enough to buy the boys identical outfits, identical plastic trucks, and identical toy guns. As often as he could he walked around the neighborhood, a twin on each shoulder, smiling his wide smile. He was, he thought, the luckiest father around. “Not everyone has twin boys!” he told me. It was only later that he started to think about the fact that there are some problems even technology can’t solve.
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One afternoon I stand outside the elementary school near Wu Bing’s apartment just before classes let out. The school is a long whitewashed building surrounded by a gated asphalt courtyard and bordered by shops selling penny candy and toys, and I stand near the shops with parents waiting for their children. Then a bell rings, and strings of children headed by smiling young teachers flood into the courtyard. The teachers lead their tiny charges toward us in two straight lines, one pair after the other, like the young characters in the children’s book Madeleine. Except for one major difference, which becomes painfully apparent as I fix my gaze on a point just inside the gate and count. Boy-boy, boy-girl, boy-girl, boy-boy, boy-girl, boy-girl: the sex ratio at the school is two to one.

I repeat this exercise in Lianyungang, a city northeast of Suining with an even more severe gender imbalance; there government statisticians have found 163 boys for every 100 girls under age five.7 One sunny Saturday morning at verdant Cangwu Park, I count six boys and three girls bouncing on an inflatable castle. Near the ice-cream stand a dozen sticky-faced kids, seven boys and five girls, feed pigeons. The children running after kites in a grassy field: three and two. The drivers of the cheerful little tanks circling an electric track: three and one.8 But I could have extended the experiment to any of several dozen towns in eastern China. In Yichun, Jiangxi, there are 137 boys for every 100 girls under age four. In Fangchenggang, Guangxi, the number jumps to 153. And in Tianmen, Hubei, 176.9


It seems so basic: you cannot have all boys, all the time, and expect your society to get very far. And yet for the parents who select for sex, gender imbalance is easy to dismiss as someone else’s problem. Most parents wait, as the Wu cousins did, until they already have one or two  daughters before resorting to sex selective abortion; very few abort because of the fetus’s sex during the first pregnancy. We know this because around the world the sex ratio at birth jumps abruptly with birth order. In 1989, at the height of South Korea’s sex selection binge, the country’s sex ratio for first births was 104—just about normal. For second births it was 113, for third births it was 185, and for fourth births it was 209—putting the odds of a couple having a boy over a girl at over two to one.10 Today China, India, and other countries with serious sex ratio imbalances show similar trends. And if couples already have one or two girls, they may believe that by insisting on a boy the next time around they are simply balancing out their families. If you aren’t the sort of parent who sits around thinking about evolution in your spare time, it may be hard to fathom that in taking pains to have children of more than one sex you are harming your community.

The other effect of parents having a few girls before they select for boys is that they don’t personally suffer from the skewed sex ratio. As their girls grow up and start searching for partners, they aren’t so bad off. Wu Bing’s two daughters will not have a problem finding husbands, and if their son remains single and dependent on him and Liao Li the daughters’ marriages will lessen the pressure somewhat. It is, paradoxically, the parents who have a son on the first try out of sheer fifty-fifty chance—the parents who do not abort female fetuses—who suffer the most as they struggle to marry off that son in a society in which their neighbors have engineered their reproductive lot.11


A final factor behind sex selection’s ubiquity has to do with development, and in this regard sex selective abortion looks a lot like any other major technological change. When many aspects of life are in transition, people simply focus on navigating those changes as effortlessly as possible, and a new technology can quickly come to feel almost natural. During the weeks I spend interviewing residents in Suining, the ones who see the seeds of misfortune in the community’s transformation are mainly elderly. They are people like Wang Xiucong, a wiry grandfather I find sitting with a group of older men inside a village mud-walled house, playing cards and drinking one hundred–proof grain alcohol. He is jovial, already drunk at noon, and excited to meet a foreigner. But his mood dips when I bring up the sex ratio at birth. “There are boys everywhere,”  he says, shaking his head glumly. “Everyone has boys now. Take this child”—he continues, gesturing to a toddler waddling through the door. “He will have trouble finding a wife when he grows up.”

This is not to say that Suining’s young parents don’t notice the preponderance of boys. They see the sex ratio imbalance manifest around them. They note the disparity when they pick up their children at school. They notice that older siblings are always girls, and notice, perhaps, that there are often suspiciously large gaps between these girls and their brothers.i But they register these details and then, like the owner of a single-occupancy SUV who convinces himself his environmental impact isn’t really that bad, they tell themselves others will pick up the slack.

The sex ratio imbalance is “obvious,” demographer Shuzhuo Li tells me as he shows me around a high sex ratio community in central China one day. “The laobaixing, the average people, they all know about it. Everyone knows about it. But they all think they can invest a lot in their son and have him grow up well and find a nice daughter-in-law. Other people’s sons aren’t their business. They know individual choice affects social benefit, but still they want choice.” And why shouldn’t parents have faith that their own sons will be fine? The story of contemporary China has been one of relentless progress. To believe sex selection is anything more than a minor problem is to stop believing in the country’s economic miracle.

But some parents do worry. Wu Pingzhang insists his twin boys will have to get married. “Not getting married, not having children—not possible!” he tells me. And yet as proud as he is of them, he sometimes worries that they won’t be able to find wives. He can’t help but notice that his block of cement-walled apartments exudes testosterone. The owners of Flying on the Wind have a boy. The jolly bakers from Hunan province who hawk saccharin cookies from a streetside folding table have a boy. The woman who sells five-cent ice-cream bars, mostly to  boys, from a cooler farther down also has a boy. When all of these boys reach adulthood together, Wu sees that things could get dicey, and he has therefore devised a plan. In China, a man’s marriage prospects often come down to how much capital his parents can amass to attract a potential bride, and in this area Wu believes his collection of Mao pins will give his sons an edge. In twenty years’ time, he wagers, Chinese collectors will feel real nostalgia for the Cultural Revolution and will pay top dollar for a little piece of history. Wu will then funnel that money into cars and houses to make his sons good catches. It is with the twins in mind that he keeps the pins in a drawer away from the light, sheathed in a folder lined with red velvet.
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And what of the women who abort? Reproductive rights activists often blame men for sex selection. Men, after all, perpetuate sexism, and they uphold the economic and social inequalities that make women see daughters as liabilities. But often these organizations point to more overt oppression, to husbands and fathers who bully women into abortions. “In Gujarat, women do not decide whether they will have male children or female children,” the leader of an Indian feminist group has said. “To be frank, she is never consulted on whether she will go to bed with the man. So there is no freedom of decision . . . So many women die or commit suicide because they give birth to daughters. Husbands torturing wives because of the birth of a daughter is not unique.”12


In reality, however, such cases account for only a small portion of Asia’s sex selective abortions. Across China and India, across South Korea and Vietnam and Azerbaijan, the decision to abort is most often made by a woman—either the pregnant woman herself or her mother-in-law, who has a vested interest in her son’s offspring. A report by the Indian NGO Center for Women’s Development Studies describes a woman who concealed two abortions from her husband. After he forbade her to abort the female fetuses she was carrying, she hid out at her parents’ place, both times returning home to her husband only after she had gone through with the procedure.13
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