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In this lecture I invite you to explore with me the nexus between family system and reproductive behavior in the three major civilizations of East Asia. Each of the three societies has a distinctive family system, and I aim to show that strategic reproductive behavior varied accordingly.  


Family systems are, of course, subject to change. Today I deal primarily with  “traditional” family systems and their reproductive fallout. But, of course, there is no such thing as the traditional family system in the sense of an unchanging, timeless set of norms and practices. Happily for my purposes today, there was in the early modern history of each society a period of slow change in the family system yielding relative stability in family- related norms. The eras of reference here are as follows: in Japan from the late 17th century to the 1890s, in China from the early 18th century to the 1930s, and in Korea from the early 19th century to the 1960s. 


Let me go straight to the intellectual issues. I reject the assumption commonly made by demographers that couples control their fertility solely or largely through stopping behavior and that they decide to stop or continue according to the numbers only, in short, that couples have a target size and stop when they reach it. For starters, it is arbitrary to assume that stopping behavior is normally based on the number of offspring alone, without regard to their gender configuration. And the target size assumption hardly fits the way ordinary couples proceed. Building up an offspring set involves sequential decisions, and reproductive decisions at each step along the way are made with the configuration of existing offspring very much in mind.  I believe that most parents in most societies care a lot about the configuration of their offspring, not only how many children they have but also which of them are boys and girls.  In consequence, a significant portion of families in historical societies were proactive in molding offspring sets to approximate what we might call “family planning”goals. These goals in turn are not idiosyncratic but – and this is the second part of my argument – are heavily influenced by norms embedded in the family system.  The term family system refers to the customary, normative manner in which family processes unfold – to the usual, preferred pattern of family practices and household dynamics. My aim this afternoon is to show that a society’s family system shapes reproductive behavior. The overall argument is that family system norms imply, if not specify, the relative desirability of differently configured offspring sets and that in East Asia, as elsewhere in the world, families did what they could to shape the size and gender configuration of their progeny.


My plan is as follows. I focus first on China and Korea, treating them in tandem because of their similar family systems. Precisely because of that similarity I emphasize points of difference and then proceed to show how these are reflected in specific differences in reproductive strategies. I then turn to the traditional Japanese family system, which differs sharply from the those of China and Korea, and demonstrate the close fit with reproductive strategies. In conclusion, I point up the relevance of these traditional cultural patterns for the present.


I begin with a consideration of the normal sequence of co-residential arrangements, usually referred to as the family cycle or domestic cycle.  The normative domestic cycle in China is that of a classic patrilineal joint family system. Starting with the conjugal phase, when the family consists of a couple and their children, ideally including offspring of both sexes, the daughters are married out in order of age, and a daughter in law is brought in for the eldest son, converting the conjugal family to a stem family consisting of one junior and one senior couple.  The marriage of the second son yields a lineal joint family, which is expanded until all sons are married. Classic joint family systems of the Chinese type necessarily provide for family division. If two CUs are formed in the junior generation, the family eventually fissions into two separate families; if three CUs are formed, the family eventually separates into three independent families. Family division (fenjia) is a highly institutionalized once-per-generation event. The new families formed through division are usually conjugal in structure, but when division is delayed until marriages occur in the next generation, the newly separated families may be stem or even joint in structure. 


The Korean family system is a variant form of patrilineal joint family system that may be characterized as “hiving off.”The initial phases of the Korean domestic cycle are the same as in the China, moving the family structure from conjugal to stem to lineal joint.  But in the Korean case, the conjugal units of the junior sons hive off one by one, usually in order of seniority, leaving a stem family that includes the CU of the eldest son residing in the main house with his parents. Each junior CU secedes some years after marriage, often after the birth of one or more children, to form an independent household nearby. Inheritance is negotiated for each junior CU at the time of secession, but typically more than half of the property remains with the eldest son in the stem family. The“main house” in the Korean system, that is, the stem family perpetuated through the patriline of eldest son’s eldest sons is, of course, an enduring corporation: in theory it continues forever..


In the case of China, family system change through history, a fascinating story in itself, never involved major discontinuities.  Key features of the early modern system, namely, virilocal marital residence and patrilineal descent and inheritance, together with ancestor worship of patrilineal ascendants, were all present from early times, at least for the feudal elite.  But the history of the family in Korea is a very different story, involving dramatic discontinuity. What had been a cognatic, bilateral system with a slight preference for uxorilocal marriage (the kind where the groom moved to the bride’s household) was, in the course of four centuries, transformed in top-down fashion by the state and an activist elite in thrall to Chinese neo-Confucianism. The outcome, ironically enough, was a patrilineal system that was closer to Zhu Xi’s model than anything ever seen in China.


Sons are of course desired in any patrilineal family system but few parents in either China or Korea wished to have as many of them as possible. In a population with high infant mortality, two or three sons would increase the likelihood that at least one would survive. In China, three surviving sons would enable parents to diversify the family economy through the sojourning of one or more of them.  But parental desires for still more sons were held in check by family division and equal inheritance by sons. In areas of China where sojourning was feasible, four surviving sons as against two or three increased the chances that one would make a fortune, but for most families it carried the still greater risk of impoverishing the patrilines of all four sons.  In early modern Korea, where the economy was relatively underdeveloped, sojourning was not a significant option for surplus sons, and in practice a large number of younger sons reduced the portion reserved for the heir. 


A critical question to ask about any patrilineal system is: what is supposed to happen when no son survives? There are really only three options: the husband could take a concubine and designate any male issue as the heir; he could adopt a son, or he could bring in a son-in-law for a daughter. On concubinage, the distinctive feature of the Chinese system is that no matter who is the birth mother, a man’s child was considered, legally and ritually, to be the child of his principal wife. In Korea, by contrast, only the son of a man’s primary wife could be the legitimate principal heir in the descent line of eldest sons. Children of a concubine necessarily constituted a secondary and distinctly inferior patriline. Adopting a son is perhaps the most obvious way for a sonless couple to get an heir.  In Korea, it was the only way.  The only possibility for an adopted son in Korea was a close agnate of the proper generation, and in practice that meant a brother’s son whenever a suitable candidate is available. In China, elite practice echoed the neoConfucian rigidity of the Koreans. Elite lineages in southeastern China, flaunting their strict adherence to Confucian dictates (and Qing law), often penalized members who adopted a non-agnate as a son.  Nonetheless, for most of the peasantry in South and Central China, the preference was for a total stranger purchased from a broker who brought the boy from far away. And these boys of unknown origin were typically adopted as toddlers or even infants.  The third possibility for coping with no surviving natural son was uxorilocal marriage, that is, bringing in a son-in-law for a daughter. .In the Korean system, as already implied, no version of uxorilocal marriage was culturally acceptable as a means for getting an heir. But in South and Central China, uxorilocal marriage was common. In the most usual arrangement, a contractual agreement specified that certain of the couple’s children, typically including the firstborn son, would be assigned to the patriline of the bride’s father, with other offspring continuing the man’s own patriline.


These heirship strategies pertain to patrilines rather than families per se. While the function of patrilines was similar in China and Korea, in structure they are quite distinct.  In China, the patriline subdivides or branches in every generation when two or more heirs survive, and patrilines are undifferentiated in status.  The lines of three adult brothers, after family division, include precisely the same patrilineal ancestors but non-overlapping sets of patrilineal descendants; and each son is enjoined to continue his line. The branching of lines in each generation and their undifferentiated status is, of course, a good fit with the institution of family division that yields new families corresponding to each branched line, no one of which is seen as the successor of the undivided family. Given these attributes, the patrilines of all living members of a Chinese lineage will, of course, converge on a common ancestor, which can readily be identified with the first immigrant ancestor in the type of localized lineage that developed in late imperial times. In Korea, by contrast, only one patriline is linked to any given distant ancestor. Patrilines are continued through a single line of eldest sons’eldest sons, and younger sons who hived off from the main house in effect founded new collateral patrilines of inferior ritual status, each of which was to be continued through a stem of eldest sons’ eldest sons. The complex architecture that emerges from this principle is in effect the structure of Korean lineages. The continuity of the patriline of eldest sons’ eldest sons took precedence over that of junior collateral patrilines.


It is, of course, generally the case across cultures that patrilineal joint family systems of whatever stripe exhibit strong male bias, and I do not need to labor the point with respect to China and Korea. In both societies women were relatively secluded within the domestic realm. Respectable women did not go out to work, and they played no role in the larger political economy. We should take note of one important difference with respect to ancestor worship. Korean women usually did not walk in funeral processions, whereas Chinese women often did.  And whereas in China the role of women in domestic ancestral rites is usually on a par with that of men, in Korea women are normally excluded altogether.


Even more pointedly, we should ask what use daughters are to their parents in these societies.  Since marriage is normally virilocal in all of them, that is, since daughters move to another family on marriage, they are proverbially “lost goods”. This is a point of critical importance, but let’s look on the bright side. Daughters start taking on household chores at an early age, and soon provide significant relief for overburdened mothers. Early-born daughters can be a big help in caring for younger siblings, and their role as“little mothers”is usually appreciated by all concerned. More critically, a daughter makes it possible for her natal family to pursue what has been termed “network expansion”strategies. Marrying a daughter into a higher-status family forged a link of potential instrumental value even as it enhanced the family’s social status within the community. All of these advantages of daughters are, in fact, explicitly recognized in both China and Korea. But when I remind you that a daughter is essential for the uxorilocal heirship strategy that can save the patriline in China, you will realize that here we have a reason for desiring a daughter that is absent from the Korean family system.


It’s time now to look at the evidence of reproductive behavior. The overall strategy of the research I’m summarizing today is to examine births data separately for different configurations of existing children. Let me illustrate with a sample of Chinese couples for the year 1976 (Figure 1). The first column shows for couples with two existing children what proportion continued to a third birth. (In all my references to configurations, the offspring are listed in order of birth, eldest to the left.) We see some clear differences among couples according to the configuration of existing children. On the face of it, progression ratios tell us how parents feel about their offspring set so far. If its gender mix and size are just about right, many couples will aim to stop (whether through bedroom behavior or induced abortion); if its size and composition are totally unsatisfactory, most of the couples will seek to move on to the next birth without delay. So these progression ratios represent satisfaction quotients with the offspring in hand. That a majority of all couples in fact goes on to a third child conveys the unsurprising information that few couples want to stop with just two surviving kids. Even so, significant differences show up. Couples with two girls appear very dissatisfied, for over four-fifths move on to a third birth, and couples with two boys are also relatively unhappy, with about two-thirds moving on. The column to the right shows for those couples who do continue the reported sex ratio of the third child. Here it becomes clear that couples with two girls have progressed at a high rate in hopes of a son, and that many of them intervened, disposing of female infants and trying again, some more than once, until they got a boy. At the other extreme, the high progression ratio of couples with two boys is apparently related to their hopes for a daughter; and here too some couples intervened, disposing of male infants and trying again until they had the desired daughter. We believe from other evidence that most of these missing boys will have been adopted out, often to agnates with no sons of their own, rather than abandoned or killed. But this pattern, which becomes stronger at later stages of building up offspring, is significant. Chinese parents are wary of having too many sons and they do want at least one daughter. The slight difference in sex ratio at third birth between boy-girl sequence and the girl-boy sequence points to the preference of Chinese parents, other things equal, for gender alternation. Parents of an older girl and a younger boy are more accepting of a girl at next birth (yielding girl-boy-girl) than are parents of an older boy and younger girl, for whom a next boy would yield every-other alternation.


We have analyzed data from the 1% household sample of earlier Chinese censuses using a new technique called OSA: Offspring Sequencing Analysis, and I present here the results for one region of China, the Lower Yangzi, which includes most of Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Anhui, and of course Shanghai municipality. Our detailed results are summarized in this table (Figure 2), which provides an estimate of “missing” children for parities 1-5 according to the composition of existing children. In this rather complicated format, the top array concerns the first reported births. When the first reported birth is a boy, no children are missing, but when it is a girl 15 percent of girls who must have been born are missing. For 2-girl sets 21 percent of the second-born girls are missing, increasing to 35 percent for the third of three girls and 50 percent for the fourth of four girls. These are couples who run to girls, as it were, and are trying even harder at each step of the way to get a son.  Female deficits also appear for larger sets with only one boy, increasing from 3% for 2 girls and a boy to 11% for 3 girls and a boy to 24% for 4 girls and a boy.  These are parents striving at each successive parity to get that second son. These data also reveal a persistent desire to have at least one daughter. Male deficits are seen in all-boy sets of size 3 and larger and, somewhat surprisingly, also in 2-boy sets, increasing from 4% for the second-born of two boys to 9% for the third-born of three boys, to 14 percent for the fourth-born of four boys to 14 and 16 percent for the last-born of larger all-boy sets.  These couples are serious about getting a daughter.


We may describe the operational rules for strategizing in probabilistic terms. The minimal acceptable offspring set, we may infer from the data and from ethnographic and textual sources, is two boys and a girl. Holding the number of surviving children constant, parents are more likely to continue on to the next birth the poorer the fit of their existing offspring to that cultural ideal. At any step of the way, retention will be relatively high for infants of the desired sex, that is, infants whose addition to the offspring set moves it closer to the ideal configuration, and retention will be relatively low (that is, the frequency of infanticide or abandonment or adoption out will be relatively high) for infants of the "wrong" sex, that is, infants whose addition to the offspring set moves it away from the ideal configuration.   


Note that at every step of the way, a daughter is more acceptable as the next birth the earlier born her already existing brothers. There are no “missing” girls at second birth when the existing child is a boy or at third birth when existing children are two boys. A girl baby is always welcome in families with only sons. And, holding offspring set composition constant, female deficits are highest when the older brother or brothers are late born and hence still young. [Figure 3].  This is apparent in these data for missing girls at fifth parity. Holding sex composition constant at one boy and three girls, we see that parents are more likely to accept a daughter the earlier born (i.e., older) their surviving son. These patterns reflect anxiety about the continuity of the patriline in the face of high infant and child mortality, including such particulars as the mother’s need for a son to ensure her status in her husband’s family and the grandparents’ eagerness to have patrilineal grandsons. When the one son is the firstborn of five, he has already passed the mortality perils of childhood and parents can be relatively confident of his survival.  When the one son is the last of five, the risk that he won’t survive is far higher, and parents reject another girl and try again for a second son.


For a comparable analysis of Korean reproductive behavior, I rely on the 1974 National Fertility Survey. I have limited this analysis to a subsample of women whose offspring sets had been completed 7 years prior to the survey. Thus we are analyzing the reproductive behavior of women whose childbearing years began in the 1930s and 40s and ended in the 1950s and 60s. My analysis shows this national sample of Koreans to be no less avid in their reproductive strategizing than our sample of Chinese in the Lower Yangzi macroregion. Our OSA analysis of missing children in the Lower Yangzi estimated that 14.1 percent of girls in offspring sets of all sizes were missing; the comparable figure for the Korean sample is 18.5 percent.  Because of differences in the nature of the data and the relatively small size of the Korean sample, it would be foolish to conclude that the level of child control was higher in Korea than in China; on the other hand, it’s not unreasonable to say that they were approximately the same. 


I find two important ways in which Korean reproductive behavior differs from Chinese, both expected in light of differences between the two family systems. In the case of China we saw that the minimal acceptable offspring set is two boys and one girl, and specifically that Chinese parents with two boys more often progress to a first daughter than to a third son. In Korea, by contrast, the minimal acceptable offspring set appears to be three boys and one girl, and Korean parents with two boys more often progress to a third son than to a first daughter.  Summary comparative data are set out in this slide [Figure 4].  Note the striking difference in the middle panel. When the two existing children are both girls, we see a significantly larger proportion of missing girls in the Korean sample than in the Chinese. When existing children are one of each sex, the Korean sample shows a hefty female deficit whereas the Chinese shows none. And when existing children are 2 boys, we still see missing girls in Korea, whereas a small number of missing boys appear in the Chinese sample. Clearly the Koreans are aiming to get more sons sooner in the reproductive process than are the Chinese, and at the expense of daughters.  Why was it less critical in Korea to have at least one daughter among the first three children than in China?  A key to the answer surely is that in Korea daughters play no role in the continuation of the patriline, whereas in China they can and do perpetuate the patriline via uxorilocal marriage. Moreover, in Korea, where ancestral rites are if anything more salient than in China, women are normally excluded from the rites and in any case unneeded; this holds even for domestic rites and thus contrasts sharply with Chinese practice.  


The second distinctive feature of Korean reproductive behavior follows from the sharp distinction between eldest and younger sons in the Korean family system and the special importance attached to continuity of an eldest son’s patriline. What I find, for starters, is that fathers who are eldest or only sons discriminate more sharply against daughters during the first three parities than do fathers who are younger sons. Thus couples where the husband is an only or eldest son have eliminated more daughters in getting to the stage of having three surviving offspring.  Moreover, at later parities eldest-son fathers are consistent strategizers by comparison with relatively laissez-faire younger-son fathers.



Let me now bring in Japan, to round out our comparison of East Asian family systems. The Japanese domestic cycle, in sharp contrast with the Chinese and Korean, is a single-heir system whereby only one child is married within the natal household in each generation. Among the samurai and in most 19th-century villages, the single heir was preferentially the eldest son, and at a suitable age a daughter-in- law was brought in for him. His siblings left the family unmarried, either before or shortly after the heir’s marriage. At least one of the daughters would normally be married to the heir of another family in the vicinity, and some of the younger sons might be adopted as sons or, more frequently, as sons-in-law.  But in any given rural community a certain portion of non-heirs left to seek employment as servants or farmhands in other villages or migrate to urban centers. The household’s property was passed on more or less intact to the heir, who succeeded to the family headship on the death or retirement of his father.


The history of the family in Japan exhibits basic continuities from early times, but what is perhaps the key element of that continuity distinguishes it sharply from China.  From the Yayoi period on without break to the present, Japanese kinship has been cognatic. The earliest written records reveal a terminological system that reckons kinship bilaterally. As in English, a single term covers cousins whether patrilateral or matrilateral; and the same is true of grandfathers, uncles and aunts, a feature that reflects an enduring bias against unilineal principles, patrilineal as well as matrilineal. The contrast with Chinese kinship terminology is striking. Chinese terms are highly particularized, and they consistently differentiate kin linked through males, that is, agnates, from all others at the same genealogical distance. So, of the four types of cousins, the agnatic cousin FaBrCh has a distinctive term , whereas a cover term is available for the three types of non-agnatic cousins (for instance tang xiung as against biao xiung). Chinese kinship terminology attained its classic agnatic form only in the medieval period when lineages took shape. Japanese kinship terminology was classically cognatic from the beginning. 


Japanese parents aimed at an heir and a spare, as might be expected at a time when child mortality was high, but three surviving sons were generally considered overkill. More than one surviving son increased the pressure or the temptation to establish a bunke or cadet household for a younger son and so carried a threat to the integrity of the ongoing corporate household. And non-heir sons who migrated out were not expected to maintain contact with their natal families, much less send remittances in the manner of Chinese sojourners.


Japanese heirship strategies were distinctive. It was normally only couples with no surviving children who adopted sons; if the couple had a surviving daughter, the preferred solution was to bring in a son-in-law. There appear to have been no kinship constraints on the adoption of male heirs, and most came from unrelated families. In contrast to China and Korea, in Japan sons adopted by peasant families were normally of marriageable age, and the expectation was that a daughter-in-law would soon follow. Sons-in-law were normally adopted outright; that is, the young man brought in as husband of a daughter was adopted as heir of the ie or corporate household. Thus, the entire pool of non-heir young men in a given locale was available for adoption either as sons-in-law or as sons. In either case, the young man was cut off legally from his natural father and  natal household, changed his surname to that of the adopting household (or assumed the given name of the previous household head), and gained rights to succession and inheritance. 


Patrilines qua institutions were not found in Japan, where heirship strategies clearly pertained to the continuity of the ie, the corporate household.  It is telling that ancestral altars in Japanese homes invariably include tablets for previous household heads but make no attempt to represent their patrilines. In Japan, then, ritual obligations were vested in corporate households, rather than in patrilines, as in China and Korea.


Now, it is generally true cross-culturally that stem family systems, whether in Western Europe, Southeast Asia or Japan, exhibit less gender bias than patrilineal joint family systems.  In addition to cognatic kinship and the absence of lineages or clans, a critical concomitant is the greater freedom of movement allowed women. The very notion of secluding adolescent girls and women was alien to Edo- period village society, which means, importantly, that women as well as men sought non-domestic employment. In the Nobi region of Japan, on which my research has focused, there was a net migration of women to the core of the regional economy in the 19th century, and in consequence in the population of the major coastal cities women outnumbered men.  Just the reverse was true of China, where sojourning and other migration for work was largely limited to men and in consequence the population of major cities was heavily male.


Women’s sexual autonomy is another important component of gender systems and in particular of power within the family, and on this score, too, the Japanese family system stands apart from those of China and Korea. At issue is whether a woman’s sexual morality is largely her own business or chiefly the concern of her male relatives. As I read the evidence, in premodern Japanese villages a woman’s sexuality was largely the woman’s own business.  Premarital sex appears to have been commonplace in village Japan and may well have been the normative expectation prior to the Meiji “reforms.”I do not mean to imply that levels of female chastity were particularly remarkable in China or Korea, and indeed in all three of our societies widows are typecast as promiscuous, but the normative sexual autonomy of young women clearly distinguishes rural Japan from villages in China and Korea.


Finally, let me address the relative importance of gender balance within the family. In the village households of all three societies we find a fairly clear gender division of labor, and separate if not always commensurate spheres with respect to the household’s productive activities. Farm households could not function properly without at least one adult member of each sex. Moreover, it is advantageous if youngsters come on line in a sequence that augments the male and female workforce in turn.  Boy-girl-boy-girl alternation is particularly important when there is only one adult couple per generation – as in stem family systems. Thus, the consequences of overall gender imbalance are likely to be more serious in a stem family than in a joint family, and alternation of the sexes more desirable in stem family systems than in joint family systems.  Because of the distinctive domestic cycles of the three family systems, then, we might expect concern for gender balance and gender alternation in offspring sets to be higher in Japan than in China or Korea.


For an analysis of reproductive behavior in early modern Japan we must rely on data of a different kind, namely the household registers that were maintained in most villages and towns of Japan from early in the Edo Period to 1869. Let me summarize the range of findings from these studies. For starters, completed offspring sets were significantly smaller in Japan than in China or Korea in the 18th and 19th centuries. Most completed offspring sets were in the 3-5 range in Japan as against 4-6 in China and Korea. I refer here not to fertility, which cannot be measured with any precision, but to completed offspring sets, for which we have precise counts. There is clear evidence in Japanese villages where it has been investigated that intervals between children surviving to age 2 are extraordinarily long, around five years on average, indicating systematic and deliberate recourse to abortion or infanticide to space out and pace the rate at which children are accepted into the family. Furthermore, couples ended childbearing sooner in Japan than in China or Korea. Mean age of the woman’s last recorded or registered birth hovered around the mid-30ths in Japanese villages, as against the late 30s in China and Korea. 


It is clear too that Japanese parents practiced male as well as female infanticide, and that, in villages where this kind of analysis has been made, missing boys are only slightly outnumbered by missing girls. And, as predicted, in comparison with Chinese and Korean parents, Japanese strive for gender alternation earlier in the build-up of offspring sets. Let me illustrate these last points with data from my own investigation of household registers in a group of villages I am in process of analyzing, thanks to the generosity and collaboration of Professor Akira Hayama. These villages are situated in a homogeneous area near the castle town of Ogaki in the Nobi region of central Japan. For purposes of comparison with the Chinese and Korean cases, I have applied the technique of Offspring Sequencing Analysis to the pooled data for two of these villages.  This slide [Figure 5] presents a summary of my findings. These data demonstrate that both male and female infanticide were practiced when needed to approximate gender balance and gender alternation. The top panel contrasts sex ratios of registered births when existing offspring (2 or more) are all girls as against all boys. The number of missing boys when existing children are all girls is about the same as the number of missing girls when existing offspring are all boys.  The middle panels speaks to gender alternation and gender balance. We are observing gender alternation, of course, when the sex of the next registered birth is the opposite of the sex of the youngest surviving child. The middle panel groups cases where most but not all existing offspring are of one sex and the youngest previous surviving child is of the same sex. In this situation, parents whose next registered birth is of the opposite sex are achieving both sex alternation and improved balance. Here the sex ratios are still more extreme, but we also see a bit of male bias: interventions to end a string of 2+ girls are somewhat more frequent than interventions to end a string of 2+ boys. Data in the bottom panel are of particular interest in that these are the cases where the two objectives are countervailing. It would appear that, when the objectives of gender balance and gender alternation conflict, parents are likely to accept what they are given, and in any case that parents who go for balance are roughly matched in number by those who go for alternation. Thus, despite the ostensible rule of male primogeniture, we see that in these villages male infanticide is used almost as frequently as female infanticide to approximate gender balance and alternation.


The most surprising finding of this particular analysis is that a sizable proportion of all couples, perhaps a quarter, had recourse to infanticide at first birth, a possibility that has seemed remote to analysts of Japan’s demographic history. Overall sex ratios of first births in most Japanese populations offer no clue that sex-selective infanticide might have been practiced. In our combined Nobi villages, for instance, the percent male at first birth is 51.8, not significantly higher than normal. However, my analysis shows that sex ratios of first registered children appear normal for the simple reason that couples who killed female infants were roughly balanced in number by other couples who killed male infants. In a moment I'll speak to the issue of which couples did which. But first, we must ask why, in a population where male primogeniture was customary, would couples deliberately kill first-born males?

 
Ethnographic data point to a culturally preferred daughter-first strategy that was generally pursued when circumstances minimized its inherent risks. This strategy is sanctioned by a saying that had (and still has) nearly universal currency in Japanese society: ichihime nitar? – "first a girl, then a boy".  What lies behind this well-known bit of folk wisdom? I have already alluded to the first consideration, namely that early born daughters are cast in the role of little mothers. If the firstborn were a girl, the mother could count on some help in rearing the second and subsequent children, but such help would be postponed several years if the firstborn were male. But note that that first-born daughter will, if all goes well, be caring for the putative heir. There is the additional consideration that with their first child mothers lack experience and assurance; if the chances of botching the job are greater with the firstborn, better it should be a female nonheir than the male heir. Indeed, providing the heir with an older sister may be seen as improving his "quality" on two counts: not only a less harried mother, assured of help in child care, but also a more experienced mother.


Folkloristic explanations for the preferred initial female-male sequence emphasize dire consequences for the father should the sequence be reversed.  If the firstborn is a boy, the infant and his father were said to be in competition such that one or the other would sicken and die early. This formulation can only be a metaphor for the intergenerational conflict – between father as household head and eldest son as heir presumptive – that is inherent in stem-family systems with male primogeniture. In the ideal domestic cycle, the son and heir should be ready to take over management of the farm and begin childbearing at about the time his father is ready to cease heavy farm labor and acquiesce in the transfer of authority. Clearly, with a normative retirement age of around, a son born when his father was still in his twenties might be expected to challenge his father's authority prematurely. If the female-male sequence were pursued via infanticide, the age of the father at the heir's birth would be increased on average not only by the spacing between two normal births, but also by the time lost through killing unwanted male firstborns and unwanted female secondborns. Fathers who married young would thus favor girls as firstborns in the interests of unchallenged authority in middle age. And this is what we find [Figure 6].


Skipping the details, what my analysis shows is that when the heir couple begin childbearing in the intact stem phase of the cycle, they tend to follow the optimizing daughter-first strategy, but when the couple begin childbearing in the conjugal phase, i.e., after the death of both grandparents, they tend to follow the survival son-first strategy.


This finding reflects a remarkable degree of situational flexibility with respect to heirship, and an extreme validation of our expectation that Japanese families would strategize to have the first daughter early in the process of building up offspring sets. Of the many fine studies of Edo-period villagers by Japanese scholars, the only one known to me that looks at sex ratio by the configuration of existing children provides further evidence of male infanticide at first birth [Figure 7]. In two farming villages in northeastern Japan, analyzed by Noriko Tsuya and Satomi Kurosu, the sex ratio of all first births recorded in the household registers over a period of 150 years is 90.7, this without any analytical controls on life cycle or domestic cycle.  And we may note that many couples who ended up with a daughter first then strategized for a son second (SR 124.9). The ideology of ichihime nitar? may well have inspired reproductive strategies in much of Japan in the late Edo period. 


In today’s lecture, I have tried to show, very imperfectly to be sure, that a fresh approach to what is usually considered fertility data reveals that East Asian peoples were anything but passive recipients of what fate or Guanyin brought them in the way of offspring. I have spoken in terms of reported or registered “births” rather then “births”, and in terms of reproduction rather than fertility. And instead of focusing on fertility control, I have dwelled on reproductive strategizing. This analytical move opens up a vista of reproduction in premodern populations as an elaborate path-dependent process that is nonetheless open to manipulation by the family’s adults at every step of the way.  


In conclusion, I’d like to assess the legacy of these traditional cultural patterns. How has reproductive behavior changed in China, Korea, and Japan in the course of modern transformation?  It goes without saying, given the massive fertility decline that has occurred throughout East Asia since World War II, that couples have taken radical steps to limit the number of surviving children, but do they still strategize with respect to gender configuration? The straightforward answer is: yes, they do – but contrary to all expectations, given the dramatic changes in the family systems of all three societies, the prevalence of strategic intervention to approximate traditional reproductive goals has if anything increased.


I shall be brief. In Japan, parents still strategize for gender balance.  Parents are significantly more likely to continue to a third birth when they have two boys or two girls than when they have one of each. This chart [Figure 8] shows that there has been a shift over the past couple of decades.  Older mothers are more likely to go on to a third child when they have two girls (trying for a son), while younger mothers are more likely to continue when they have two boys (trying for a daughter). In this chart [Figure 9] we see that in 1987 Japanese men preferred a son as the firstborn by 2 to 1, but ten years later only half still wanted a boy first.  During the same decade, Japanese women changed their preference from evenly divided to over 60 percent favoring a girl as the firstborn.  This suggests a return to the traditional strategy of ichihime nitar? “first a girl, then a boy.”And in each year both men and women overwhelmingly prefer balance in a two-child set: around 90 percent prefer one of each sex. In 1995 the nationwide sex ratio at birth was 105.2, precisely the natural sex ratio at birth.


Recent data for Korea also show an intensification of traditional patterns, in this case strong son preference. These data [Figure 10] show prospective progression ratios for Korean respondents, controlling on the gender composition of existing offspring. The patterning of responses replicates the findings I showed earlier for a premodern sample, but here it is more stark.  Note that 45 percent of those with one son do not plan to have any more children and that 97 percent of couples with only two sons are satisfied with what they have and plan to stop. As in premodern Korea, it is only at fourth birth that we see evidence of strategizing for a daughter. Overall, the only couples who plan to continue having children in any numbers are those with no sons. This table [Figure 11] shows the relative likelihood of progressing to a second child.  I call your attention to the fact that we still see a distinction between the reproductive behavior of eldest sons and that of their younger brothers – and that the difference is greater for younger couples. Thus, men in the primogenitural line have more children than other men and are more gung ho about having sons. The bottom panel suggests that the exceedingly strong behavioral preference for sons, documented in the previous chart, has in fact been growing stronger. 


Recent data for China also reveal an intensification of premodern Chinese patterns, and it is particularly significant that the distinctions in reproductive behavior of Chinese as against Koreans that I pinpointed earlier are still in evidence. As argued a bit ago the minimal acceptable offspring set in China was two boys and a girl. As birth-planning policy progressively tightened during the 1980s, it became increasingly difficult to attain this cultural minimum in the face of enforced numerical limits. If offspring are effectively limited to three children, then many parents of one boy and one girl would be motivated to ensure that the next surviving child is a boy, and many parents of two boys would be motivated to ensure that the next surviving child in a girl. These motivations would presumably have intensified as the birth- planning program became more restrictive and its enforcement increasingly effective. This table [Figure 12] displays summary data on sex ratios of reported next births for couples with two existing offspring of the same sex. As expected, prior to any serious impact of the birth planning program, reported sex ratios were somewhat higher than normal for couples with two girls and somewhat lower than normal for couples with two boys, indicating a small incidence of strategic child control at third parity.  But as birth planning intensified and total fertility plummeted, the incidence of strategic child control at third parity increased dramatically, as parents sought to have a next child of the desired sex. It should be noted that by 1984 ultrasound technology began to be accessible to a non-negligible portion of the population in a favored localities. And by 1989, sex-selective abortion was a viable alternative to infanticide in most localities. As of 1990 couples with two existing daughters reported more than twice as many male as female births, while couples with two existing sons reported nearly twice as many female as male births.  The situation in 1992, the year when the birth-planning program was enforced with greater zeal than any before or after, is summarized by these data (from a government survey) on sex ratio of births by existing children [Figure 13].  Note in particular the contrast with the Korean array.  All couples with no daughters show low, i.e., female-heavy sex ratios, slight in the case of an only son, pronounced in the case of two sons, and dramatic in the case of three sons. By contrast, the Korean data revealed no strategizing for a daughter until fourth parity.  Finally, I display data on progression ratios to next birth by existing children [Figure 14].  The patterning is precisely that found in premodern times. Note in particular the progression ratios to fourth birth in the bottom panel.  In each year, the proportion continuing to a next child was highest for couples whose three children were all girls, and lowest for those with exactly two boys and a girl – and the progression ratios shown for couples with 2 boys and a girl are the lowest at any parity for each of the four years shown. Those with the smallest culturally acceptable offspring set – two boys and a girl -- are, as in the past, most content with what they have.


I rest my case. Even as the political economy and social order change dramatically, as they have in all of East Asia during the past century, and even as the family systems themselves are seemingly transformed, the traditional reproductive goals to which they gave rise continue to hold sway, exacerbated by fertility decline, whether enforced or voluntary. The replacement of infanticide by sex-selective abortion has made parental intervention easier than ever before.  Thanks to the reproductive goals instilled by their traditional cognatic stem family system, Japan today has a balanced sex ratio in the marriageable ages. Thanks to the reproductive goals instilled by their traditional patrilineal joint family systems, Korea and China today and in the generation ahead confront a frightening deficit of young women, leaving millions of men in their 20s and 30s with no one in their own country to marry.
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Getting a third child:

Reproductive behavior, by composition of existing children, 1976.

Han Chinese couples whose offspring sets were completed 1973-82,

Lower Yangzi macroregion.

	Existing Children
	Progression ratios to next birth
	Sex ratios of next reported birth

	MM
	69.5
	  98.8

	FM
	59.7
	105.9

	MF
	61.0
	109.8

	FF
	80.6
	122.9


Data source: 1% household sample of the 1990 Chinese census.

Fig. 2

Percent of missing girls and boys at each of the first five steps of building up offspring steps. Han Chinese couples whose offspring sets were completed 1973-82,

 Lower Yangzi macroregion.
	Progression from X surviving children
	Sex composition including

 next birth
	Percent missing

	
	M
	  F
	M
	F

	0
	1
	  0
	-
	-

	
	0
	  1 
	-
	16%

	
	
	
	
	

	1
	2
	  0
	  4%
	-

	
	1
	  1
	-
	-

	
	0
	  2
	-
	21%

	
	
	
	
	

	2
	3
	  0
	  9%
	-

	
	2
	  1
	-
	-

	
	1
	  2
	-
	  3%

	
	0
	  3
	-
	35%

	
	
	
	
	

	3
	4
	  0
	14%
	-

	
	3
	  1
	-
	-

	
	2
	  2
	-
	  4%

	
	1
	  3
	-
	11%

	
	0
	  4
	-
	50%

	
	
	
	
	

	4
	5
	  0
	16%
	-

	
	4
	  1
	13%
	-

	
	3
	  2
	  5%
	-

	
	2
	  3
	-
	28%

	
	1
	  4
	-
	24%

	
	0
	  5
	-
	40%


Data source: 1% household size sample of the 1990 Chinese census.

Fig. 3

Percentage of girls missing at fifth parity,

 by number and configuration of existing offspring, holding composition constant,

 Han Chinese couples whose offspring sets were completed during 1973-82.

	Existing children
	
	Percentage

girls missing

	
	
	

	FFFM
	F
	42.9%

	FFMF
	F
	35.8%

	FMFF
	F
	13.5%

	MFFF
	F
	14.4%


Data source: 1% Household Sample of the 1990 Chinese Census.


Fig. 6

Sex of first registered child by father’s age at marriage.

Nôbi village data.

	Husband’s age  at marriage
	Male
	Female
	  Total
	
	% Male of first reported births

	     - 23
	  30
	  37
	  67
	
	44.8

	24 - 27
	  37
	  40
	  77
	
	48.1

	28 - 35
	  74
	  62
	136
	
	54.4

	36 -
	  31
	  21
	  52
	
	59.6

	Total
	172
	160
	332
	
	51.8


Source: Household Register for two villages near Ogaki in the Nôbi plain of Central Honshu:


Asakusanaka (1717-1830) and Nishijo (1773-1869).

Fig. 4

Percent of missing girls and boys at each of

 the three steps of building up offspring sets.

A comparison of OSA results for Han Chinese

 in the Lower Yangzi (offspring sets completed 1973-82)

 and Korea (offspring sets completed 1940-67).
	Progression from X surviving children
	Sex composition including

 next birth
	
	Pct. missing children of each sex

	
	
	
	China
	
	Korea

	
	M  
	  F
	
	M
	F
	
	M
	F



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	0
	1  
	  0
	
	-
	-
	
	-
	  1%

	
	0  
	  1
	
	-
	16%
	
	-
	14%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1
	2  
	  0
	
	  4%
	-
	
	-
	  7%

	
	1  
	  1
	
	-
	-
	
	-
	23%

	
	0  
	  2
	
	-
	21%
	
	-
	34%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	3  
	  0
	
	  9%
	-
	
	  9%
	-

	
	2  
	  1
	
	-
	-
	
	-
	  4%

	
	1  
	  2
	
	-
	  3%
	
	-
	26%

	
	0  
	  3
	
	-
	35%
	
	-
	24%


Data source: 1974 Korea National Fertility Survey; 1% Household Sample of the 1990 Chinese Census.


Fig. 5

Sex of next registered birth by gender composition of existing offspring (summary)
a) When existing offspring (2 or more) are all girls as against boys:

	
	Next registered birth

	Existing offspring
	M
	F
	Sex ratio

	2 or more girls
	114
	  77
	148

	2 or more boys
	106
	134
	  79


b) When most but not all of the existing offspring are of one sex and the youngest previous surviving child is of the same sex:

	
	Next registered birth

	Existing offspring
	M
	F
	Sex ratio

	Mostly F, youngest F
	97
	46
	211

	Mostly M, youngest M
	51
	76
	  67


c) When the objectives of gender balance and gender alternation are countervailing:

	
	Next registered birth

	Existing offspring
	M
	F
	Sex ratio

	Mostly M, youngest F
	38
	39
	  97

	Mostly F, youngest M
	34
	42
	  81


Source: Household Register for two villages near Ogaki in the Nôbi plain of Central Honshu:


 Asakusanaka (1717-1830) and Nishijo (1773-1869).


Fig. 7
Reported sex ratio of births by configuration of existing children.

 Pooled data for two villages in Tôhoku (present-day Fukushima), 1716-1870.
	Existing children
	Sex ratio of registered births

	M
	F
	

	
	
	

	0
	0
	90.7

	
	
	

	1
	0
	96.5

	0
	1
	124.9

	
	
	

	2+
	0
	94.2

	1
	1
	129.7

	0
	2+
	204.7

	
	
	

	3
	0
	-

	2+
	1
	103.0



	1
	2+
	126.7

	0
	3
	-


Source: Noriko Tsutya and Satomi Kurosu, “ Reproduction and family building strategies in 18th and 19th century rural Japan: Evidence from two northeastern villages.”  Paper prepared for the annual meeting of the Population Association of America, New York, 25-27 March 1999.


Fig. 8

Mean number of additional children planned,

by composition of the respondents’ existing offspring.

1992 survey of married couples in Japan.

	Number of existing children


	      Sex composition
	Wife’s Age

	
	M
	F
	
	-24
	25-29
	30-34

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1
	1
	0
	
	1.27
	1.12
	0.94

	
	0
	1
	
	1.16
	1.11
	0.86

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	2
	0
	
	0.79
	0.45
	0.18

	
	1
	1
	
	0.36
	0.36
	0.17

	
	0
	2
	
	0.67
	0.37
	0.24

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3
	3
	0
	
	na
	0.25
	0.03

	
	2
	1
	
	na
	0.13
	0.03

	
	1
	2
	
	na
	0.05
	0.01

	
	0
	3
	
	na
	0.09
	0.02


Fig. 9

Preferred offspring set composition if constrained to have 1 or 2 children.

Unmarried respondents age 18+, Japan, 1987-97.

	Male Respondents
	
	Female Respondents

	Preferred

composition
	
	
	
	
	Preferred

composition
	
	
	


	M
	F
	1987
	1992
	1997
	
	M
	F
	1987
	1992
	1997

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1
	0
	69.8
	58.2
	51.2
	
	1
	0
	51.8
	40.5
	36.4

	0
	1
	30.2
	41.8
	48.8
	
	0
	1
	48.2
	59.5
	63.6

	
	
	

	2
	0
	  5.7
	  6.7
	  4.9
	
	2
	0
	  2.9
	  3.9
	  1.9

	1
	1
	92.9
	91.2
	92.1
	
	1
	1
	91.4
	90.6
	89.8

	0
	2
	  1.4
	  2.0
	  3.0
	
	0
	2
	  5.7
	  5.6
	  8.3


Data Source: 11th National Fertility Survey, Japanese Ministry of Health and Welfare.

Fig. 10

Percent of respondents who expect to have more children.

By composition of existing offspring, Korea, rural only, 1993.
	Existing children


	Pct. who expect to have more

	M
	F
	

	
	
	

	0
	0
	92.8

	
	
	

	1
	0
	55.3

	0
	1
	75.6

	
	
	

	2
	0
	2.5

	1
	1
	4.6

	0
	2
	25.7

	
	
	

	3
	0
	3.8

	2
	1
	0.9

	1
	2
	0.6

	0
	3
	24.3


Fig. 11

Relative likelihood of progressing to a second child.

Ever-married women 15-49, Korea, 1991.*

	
	All women in the sample


	Women married after 1985 only



	
	
	

	Wife's occupation
	
	

	          Agriculture
	1.37
	1.86

	          Housewife
	1.14
	1.63

	          Other
	1.00
	1.00

	
	
	

	Husband's birth order
	
	

	          Eldest, only son
	1.09
	1.29

	          Younger son
	1.00
	1.00

	
	
	

	Sex of surviving child
	
	

	          Daughter
	1.22
	1.32

	          Son
	1.00
	1.00


*All differences shown are significant at .01 or better

Source: Ulla Larsen, Woojin Chung and Monica DasGupta, "Fertility and son preference in Korea," Population Studies 52 (1998).

Fig. 12
Sex ratios of reported next births, couples with two existing offspring,

FF compared with MM, 1973-90.*

	Couples with FF
	
	Couples with MM

	
	N
	Sex ratio
	
	
	N
	Sex ratio

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1973
	1527
	107.5
	
	
	
	

	1974-76
	4319
	123.3
	
	1973-76
	4655
	103.9

	1977
	1384
	128.0
	
	1977-82
	4234
	  91.1

	1978-81
	4643
	133.7
	
	1983
	  461
	  82.2

	1982-83
	2013
	144.9
	
	1984
	  371
	  68.6

	1984-86
	1818
	166.2
	
	1985
	  353
	  56.2

	1987-88
	1615
	185.3
	
	1986-90
	1515
	  51.2

	1989-90
	1625
	244.0
	
	
	
	


*annual data grouped to show overall trend
Data source: 1% Household sample of the 1990 Chinese census.

Fig. 13

Sex ratio of reported births by composition

of existing children, rural China, 1992.
	Existing children


	Reported sex ratio

at next birth



	M
	F
	

	
	
	

	1
	0
	103.4

	0
	1
	184.1

	
	
	

	2
	0
	64.8

	1
	1
	113.5

	0
	2
	197.9

	
	
	

	3
	0
	33.9

	2
	1
	111.4

	1
	2
	170.0

	0
	3
	285.2


Source: Hao Hongsheng and Gao Ling, "Son preference and its effects on fertility in China."  In 1992 Natural Fertility and Family Planning Survey in China: Selected Research Papers in English. Beijing: State Family Planning Commission, 1997.

Fig. 14

Period progression ratios by composition of

surviving children, rural China only, 1989-92.
	Existing children


	
	
	
	
	

	M
	F
	
	1989
	1990
	1991
	1992

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1
	0
	
	.826
	.784
	.642
	.424

	0
	1
	
	.902
	.918
	.818
	.671

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	0
	
	.303
	.267
	.184
	.067

	1
	1
	
	.330
	.277
	.162
	.085

	0
	2
	
	.744
	.693
	.572
	.334

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3
	0
	
	.311
	.218
	.110
	.101

	2
	1
	
	.279
	.170
	.106
	.056

	1
	2
	
	.346
	.256
	.132
	.091

	0
	3
	
	.784
	.716
	.550
	.297


Source: 1992 China Fertility and Family Planning Survey.


Data reported in Hao and Gao 1997.
