e
A JOURNAL OF TECHNOLOGY & SOCIETY

The Global War Against Baby Girls

Nicholas Eberstadt

Over the past three decades the world has come to witness an ominous
and entirely new form of gender discrimination: sex-selective feticide,
implemented through the practice of surgical abortion with the assistance
of information gained through prenatal gender determination technology.
All around the world, the victims of this new practice are overwhelmingly
female—in fact, almost universally female. The practice has become so
ruthlessly routine in many contemporary societies that it has impacted
their very population structures, warping the balance between male and
female births and consequently skewing the sex ratios for the rising
generation toward a biologically unnatural excess of males. This still-
growing international predilection for sex-selective abortion is by now
evident in the demographic contours of dozens of countries around the
globe—and it is sufficiently severe that it has come to alter the overall
sex ratio at birth of the entire planet, resulting in millions upon millions
of new “missing baby girls” each year. In terms of its sheer toll in human
numbers, sex-selective abortion has assumed a scale tantamount to a
global war against baby girls.

Initial Signal in China

A regular and quite predictable relationship between total numbers of
male and female births is a fixed biological characteristic for human popu-
lations, as it is for other species of mammals. The discovery of the con-
sistency, across time and space, of the sex ratio at birth (SRB) for human
beings was one of the very earliest findings of the modern discipline of
demography. (One of the founders of the field, the German priest and stat-
istician Johann Peter Stuissmilch, posited in 1741 that “the Creator’s rea-
sons for ensuring four to five percent more boys than girls are born lie in
the fact that it compensates for the higher male losses due to the reckless-
ness of boys, to exhaustion, to dangerous occupations, to war, to seafaring
and immigration, thus maintaining the balance between the two sexes so
that everyone can find a spouse at the appropriate time for marriage.”)
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Medical and demo- Table 1. The Rise of Gender
graphic research subse- Imbalance in China

quently identified some  Reported Sex Ratios at Birth and Sex Ratios of
differences in SRB that the Population Age 0-4: China, 1953-2005

correspond with ethnicity, (boys per 100 girls)

birth order, parental age, |vYear | Sex Ratio at Birth | Sex Ratio, Age 0-4
urbanization, environmen- [1g53 N 107.0
tal conditions, and other [7g¢, _ 1057
until the 1980s, the SRé 1990 1114 1102
for large human popula- 1995 1156 118.4
tions tended to fall within [ 1999 117.0 119.5
a narrow range, usually [2005 1189 122.7

around 103 to 106 new- . . :

Sources: William Lavely, “First Impressions of the 2000 Census of
born bOyS for every 100 China” (http://csde.washington.edu/pubs/wps/01-13.pdf), as well
newborn gir|3 and typi_ as unpublished data from the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences,

. . Institute for Population and Labor Economics, 2008.
cally centering no higher
than 105. Until the 1980s, exceptions to this generality were mainly reg-
istered in small populations, and attributable to chance.

The modern phenomenon of biologically unnatural increase in the sex
ratio at birth was first noticed in the 1980s for China, the world’s most
populous country. In 1979, China promulgated its “One Child Policy,”
a compulsory and at times coercive population-control program that
continues to be enforced to this day (albeit with regional and temporal
variations in severity). In 1982, China’s national population census—the
first to be conducted in nearly two decades—reported an SRB of 108.5,
a striking and disturbing demographic anomaly. Initially, researchers
surmised that this abnormal imbalance might be in large part a statisti-
cal artifact, under the hypothesis that Chinese parents might be disposed
to conceal the birth of a daughter so as to have another chance for a son,
given the strict birth quotas so often decreed by the One Child Policy.
But successive Chinese population censuses registered ever-higher SRBs.
By the 2005 “mini-census”’—a survey of 1 percent of the country’s popu-
lation, conducted between the full censuses—China’s SRB approached
120, and the reported nationwide sex ratio for children under 5 was even
higher (see Table 1). Although, as recently noted in a study by Daniel M.
Goodkind in the journal Demography, there remain some discrepancies
and inconsistencies among data sources (census numbers, vital registra-
tion reports, hospital delivery records, school enrollment figures, and
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so on) concerning China’s SRBs and child sex ratios over the past two
decades, there is absolutely no doubt that shockingly distorted sex ratios
for newborns and children prevail in China today—and that these gender
imbalances have increased dramatically during the decades of the One
Child Policy.

Chinese census data outline the basic geo-demography of China’s
imbalanced sex ratios at birth. For the country as a whole, SRBs since
1982 have consistently been lowest for China’s cities, and highest for
rural areas; in the 2005 mini-census, reported SRBs were roughly 123
for rural areas, 120 for towns, and 115 for cities. But there are major
SRB variations within China at the regional level; as of 2005, only three
provinces reported essentially “normal” SRBs, while many more reported
SRBs of 125 or more, with two provinces reporting levels in excess of
130 (see Figure 1). The geography of China’s gender imbalance is further
highlighted by a county-level breakout of sex ratios for young children
in the year 2000 (see Figure 2). As may be seen, sex ratios are essentially
“normal” (105 or lower) in much of Western China and along parts of
the country’s northern border—areas where non-Han ethnic minorities
predominate—while unnatural gender imbalances characterize virtually
the entirety of the Han-majority areas in China’s east and south. There
are tremendous variations in the extremity of the condition within this
Han expanse: a number of inland and coastal areas stand out as epicen-
ters of the problem, and are marked by concentrations of counties, each
encompassing millions or tens of millions of people, wherein child sex

Figure 1. Reported Sex Ratio in China at Birth by Province, 2005
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Source: China’s 2005 “mini-census.”
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Figure 2. Reported child (0-4) sex ratio in China by county, 2000
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Source: Christophe Z. Guilmoto and Sébastien Oliveau, “Sex ratio imbalances among children at micro-level:
China and India compared,” paper presented at Population Association of America 2007 annual meeting. Based
on data from the National Bureau of Statistics of China (2003).

ratios of 150 or greater prevail. Demographers Christophe Z. Guilmoto
and Sébastien Oliveau describe these radical-imbalance areas as “hot
spots”—and since the phenomenon has spread across China’s popula-
tion over the past three decades, Figure 2 may be regarded as the map of
mounting national casualties.

Parity-Specific Imbalance

Further light is cast on the cause of Chinese SRB imbalances by pat-
terns of parity-specific SRBs—that is to say, sex ratios at birth by birth
order—since 1982 (see Figure 3). Significantly, SRBs for firstborn
Chinese children have remained relatively low and were actually in the
biologically “normal” range around 105 until the early 1990s. By contrast,
SRBs for higher-parity births (children born after the first child) from
the late 1980s onward have been stratospheric and continued to rise until
the year 2000, at which time the SRB for higher-parity births exceeded
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